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An Ivory Fox Mask

 

Sita Bethel


To John. You’re pure magic.


Chapter One

Creed’s hooves struck the cobblestone streets as Liam galloped toward the main square of Citadel’s market sector. The horse’s tail and mane were braided with bright blue ribbons. Gold and sapphire beads shimmered as Creed’s tail whipped behind him. 

The fountain of Saint Margaret gurgled. The dying sunlight dipping below the castle’s parapets stained the water a vivid, fiery orange. All around the sculpture, people fled from the inns, taverns, and companion houses. Their screams circled the square. In the stories, Darius, the demon of vengeance and hunting, attacked Citadel as a great dragon, and Saint Margaret defeated him after being devoured and slicing through his stomach to escape. Liam pulled on Creed’s reins. Dismounting, he dashed down the alley between the Naughty Mare and Candlewick Inn. 

Liam’s breath echoed along the narrow pathway. He skidded to a halt when he saw three crimson gashes of light burning in the shadows. The darkness moved and shifted, taking shape as the stryx crawled forth, as if from old wet-nurse tales, on four taloned feet. Liam unsheathed his sword, his shield raised to intercept any magical attacks, but the creature only screeched before spreading her wings and charging. The black feathers fluttered around the creature like smoke, her entire body semi-ethereal, a shadow bleeding onto an artist’s canvas. Only the three needle-thin eyes were solid…vulnerable to attacks. 

She snapped with her dark beak. Angling his sword, Liam thrust the blade toward the creature’s third eye. The tip plunged forward, hilt-deep. Her body collapsed into a shower of black feathers. Though they tickled as they brushed Liam’s sweat-drenched face, the feathers dissolved into wisps of smoke after settling on the ground. 

Liam exhaled and smeared the sweat from his forehead with the back of his sword hand. Another scream—a human scream—pulled his attention away from the small victory. He glanced to his right and noticed one of the third-floor windows was open. A woman struggled to get away from the birdlike creature. She leaned half out the window and screamed again. Without hesitating, Liam grabbed the rusted iron ladder fastened to the side of the building as a fire escape and hoisted himself upward. Only a slender catwalk connected the ladder to the other rooms, so Liam hugged the inn’s outer wall as he inched closer. 

“Come out! There’s a ledge!” He called to the woman perched on the windowsill. 

She jerked her head in his direction. Her thick, brown curls danced around her head like streamers as a breeze blew past them. She saw the crest on his blue surcoat—a black stallion and golden scale—and relief washed over her expression. 

“Sir Bord!” 

“Come now.” Liam beckoned her out of the hotel room. “I’ll fight the creature, but I need you out here where it’s safer.” 

The woman scurried onto the ledge. Her dress snagged on a stray nail, and she teetered, hands flailing. Liam hooked his arm around her waist and pulled her close. She gripped his shoulders. A blush dusted her cheeks. 

“Sir Bord, you saved me.” 

His stomach twisted in an uncomfortable knot. As a knight, he was familiar with the expression on the damsel’s face and knew he’d need to hurry before she tried to “reward” him with a kiss. Despite the danger in letting go, he released his grip on the wall in order to remove her hands from his shoulders. 

“Hold tightly to the wall. Stay here until I clear your room and call you inside.” 

She nodded as a twitch of disappointment from his subtle rejection contorted the smile on her face. Liam grabbed his sword and dipped into the window. His shield caught the stryx’s claws as she swiped at Liam’s face. Liam sidestepped and parried, dancing around the torn sheets and broken chair as he fought. The stryx opened her mouth and shrieked, lunging for him. Liam saw an opening and pushed his sword into one of the beast’s eyes, twisting like a key clicking home in a lock. Another burst of feathers showered him. He plucked one from his long, coiled hair and dropped it to the floor where it wisped into nothing. Liam stuck his head out the window. 

“It’s safe now.” 

The woman scrambled into the room, bowing in appreciation. Liam nodded and then raced out the door and back to the street where more creatures hunted for anyone who hadn’t fled to the church. The blazing sunset burnishing the city a quarter hour ago was now bruising into a wounded red violet. The shadows stretched from each building. As Liam crossed the square, he could hardly tell Creed’s outline from the stryx charging toward his horse. Creed reared, pawing at the stryx with his hooves. The creature paused for a moment, but realizing Creed couldn’t hurt her, she darted forward. Her beak snapped, aiming for Creed’s neck, but Liam managed to wedge himself between them with his shield raised. He pushed the stryx backward and slipped his sword into her right eye slit. 

Liam’s heavy breathing made his chest rise and fall. His armor was finely crafted mesh, one-third the weight of traditional plate, but he’d been riding and racing all over the city while hunting the stryx, and he felt like hot coals were packed between his shoulders and traps. He wasn’t sure he could fight anymore, but a child’s wail reverberated into the square. 

Liam pivoted, searching. Around the corner, in front of a bakery, curled a dirty, bruised lad, perhaps eight or nine years old. The shadow creature stalking him wasn’t like the others. She was larger, with four wings and a broader crest. A Matriarch, according to Liam’s studies. A spark of hope flashed in his chest. She shared a bond with the witch who called her flock. If she died, the summoning spell would unravel and all the lesser stryx would vanish. Exhausted as he was, Liam wasn’t sure he’d survive another encounter, but he didn’t have to survive, he only needed to take her with him. Liam sheathed his sword. Stooping low, he snatched a stray stone from a flower bed in front of one of the shop windows and hurled the rock at the back of the creature’s head. 

“Hey!” he shouted.

She spun, screeching. 

“That’s right! That child’s hardly a snack! Come get a proper meal!” Liam splayed his arms wide, inviting the creature to attack him.

He didn’t bother drawing his sword again. His arms trembled from exertion. He no longer had enough strength to wield his blade with the finesse needed to hit the hair-thin mark of her eyes. Her talons clanked against the cobblestone as she trotted toward him, gaining speed when he didn’t try to attack. He waited until the gap between her and the child was sufficient before pulling a small throwing dagger from inside his glove and flinging it into her eye. 

Miss.

She turned her head half an inch, and it was enough for the blade to zip past her and bounce off the brick bakery. 

“Shit.” Liam leapt to the side. 

His dragon-skin cloak flashed flame blue in dying dusk-light as he dove and rolled away. Jumping to his feet, Liam pulled the second of his three throwing knives. He aimed and released the blade, watching it cartwheel through the air, but the creature saw it whizzing toward her and ducked her head. She leapt; Liam feinted a final throw. As she turned to dodge the attack, he flung his real blade into her center eye. The small knife disappeared into the red crack and a flurry of feathers rained to the cobblestone. 

Liam dropped to his hands and knees. The iridescent blue cloak pooled around him, and his locs hung like rope ends around his face as he caught his breath. After a few deep inhales, he stumbled toward the little boy still coiled near the bakery entrance. He ruffled the child’s dishwater-blond hair, scanning him for injuries. 

“You okay?” 

Tears continued to flood from his eyes, but he nodded.

“Do you know where your mother is?” Liam asked. 

The boy shook his head no, and Liam scooped the child into his arms. His steps were stiff and clumsy as he meandered along the road back to the square where Creed cropped the grass sprouting from a crack at the base of the fountain. Now the moonlight gave Saint Margaret’s holy water a silvery shimmer. Liam set the boy at the base of the fountain and cupped his own hands into the water to ladle the chilled liquid high enough for the child to drink. After taking a sip himself, he sat the boy onto Creed’s back. Limping, he held the reins as he led the horse through the town. 

“What’s your name?” Liam asked the child. 

“Duncan,” the child murmured. 

“What’s your mother’s name?” 

“Mama.” 

“Ah. Of course.” Liam scratched the sweat from his scalp. 

The square was deserted, so Liam headed toward the church where most of the townsfolk would have fled for shelter. He made it a block when a woman with the same fair hair as Duncan ran toward them. Tears poured across her cheeks, and she ran with her arms outstretched. 

“Duncan!” 

“Mama!” Duncan screamed, mimicking her gesture. 

Liam grabbed him before he could fall from the saddle and tucked him safely into the woman’s arms. She smothered the child with kisses. Stray hairs scattered around her cheeks and neck from a deflated bun, and her skirt was in tatters. 

“Are you all right?” Liam asked. 

“I killed one. I shoved a shard of my grandmother’s broken plate into its devil’s eye, but Duncan was gone.” She continued to kiss him, despite his squirming. She paused, glancing up and truly noticing Liam. “Thank you, Sir Bord. You saved my son.”

“It’s my duty to protect Citadel with my life.” Liam pressed his hand on his heart, over the golden scale emblem on his surcoat, and bowed. 

From the direction of the church, the sound of a bell spread across the entire city. Liam allowed his shoulders to relax. It was the solemn, deep-toned all-clear bell, not the one that warned people of an attack. He and the other knights had managed to purge the city of the monsters before nightfall settled in and made them stronger. He never had a chance to learn Duncan’s mother’s name. The moment the bell rang, she cried out in her own relief and hurried out of sight. At least she didn’t try to kiss Liam in gratitude. He hoisted his tired body onto Creed and guided the horse toward the castle, where the king would want to debrief the knights before dismissing them. 

As the streets all converged near the inner wall protecting the castle, the city became a maze. Older sections had been built and rebuilt a dozen times. Fires destroyed old buildings; old houses had been rebricked and worked into shops. The locals knew their way well enough—the children were masters of the smaller, half-closed alleys and hideaways—but Liam had to follow the same familiar streets to reach the castle without losing himself: Old Way to Huckleberry, left on Seller’s Way, then follow the King’s Path to the castle gates and courtyard.

The castle was a crowning fortress at the peak of a hill. Even in the deepening night, dozens of torches and braziers kept the palace sparkling like light-struck snow. Three defense walls separated the castle from the rest of the city. When Liam finally reached the courtyard, a stable boy took Creed to brush, water, and feed him. Despite his exhaustion, Liam wound his way into the castle to the war room. Inside, Sirs Tobyn Stelis, Lennard Hall, Kent Oldsworth, Abacus Finnegan, and Harold Pines gathered around the table. Bandages wrapped around Kent’s head, Harold’s foot was propped up on a stool, and a nurse was layering strips of cloth and ointment over Tobyn’s burned forearm. Even young Lennard boasted a split lip and scrapes anywhere his armor and leathers hadn’t covered.  

“Look at our stallion with hardly a scratch on him.” Harold snorted. He kept his hands tucked at his sides, but he was shaking from the battle. 

The war had frayed all the knights, at least those left. Many, like Liam’s and Lennard’s fathers, had died during the Battle of Bridgewater. The three pine trees forming Harold’s family crest were filled out by his growing postwar ale gut. His dark hair was still thick upon his head, but salt scattered through the strands. Liam couldn’t remember exactly when this change happened. Only yesterday, Liam was the budding knight trying to prove himself, oblivious to just how corrosive the war would be on them by the end. And, while Liam could repeat the propaganda on the necessity of expanding the kingdom and gathering valuable resources for the benefit of the people, everything he’d heard off-the-record suggested the war was more a retaliation to the tariffs and trade embargoes Valen established after Seigfried’s ascension to the throne. 

Now? Lennard, the first to be knighted after the war, had the same gleam in his eyes with the recent city attacks. They were stories for him to act out his hero fantasies, while age snuck up on the rest of them. The others all had sons serving as squires, getting ready to be knighted as soon as they had the blessing of all their trainers and tutors, who would be as excited as Lennard to serve. Until then, those left would simply have to hold out. As much as they needed the help, Liam was holding his breath for the day the nobility would start commenting on how Liam had no sons, or even a daughter, to take up his shield when he finally fell. He dreaded those conversations more than he dreaded the shadow devils they’d fought all evening. 

“I feel like I was wheeled over by a carriage.” Liam dropped into the first available chair. 

“Here. This will dull the aches.” Lennard handed him a silvered stein filled with currant-infused lambic. 

His grin was broad and honest. With his helmet removed, the flaxen curls fell into his eyes. He needed to shear them so they didn’t blind him in battle, but everyone was too tired to lecture the rookie. Instead, Liam accepted the drink and nodded. 

“Thank you.” 

Liam chugged the beer and wiped his mouth after draining half the mug. His hands were also shaking, more from fatigue than nerves, but he set his cup to the side so no one else noticed. 

“Nothing like a drink after a battle.” Abacus held his mug in his lap. His head drooped, and the wrinkles around his eyes seemed deeper, but who was to say if it was weariness or the shadows cast by the fire in the hearth. 

“I don’t even feel sore after two of these.” Lennard raised his mug in a toast. 

“That’s because you’re twenty.” Harold sniffed. “We used to go to the Dirty Mare after missions and see who could outdrink each other. Remember?” 

“Except for Liam, who’s too chaste for our rowdy postfight rituals.” Tobyn grinned, his broad nose wrinkling a touch with the expression.  

Unlike the other knights who held large fiefdoms spreading out around Citadel, the Stelis family had always served as mayors of the city. The orchids on their purple surcoats were a clear sign that they were the guardians of the oracle, one of the only witches in Prophis legally allowed to practice her craft—under strict restrictions however. 

“I’m not against a little drinking, but there was always something else to be done, and I never seemed to have the time,” Liam defended himself. It wasn’t the drinking he’d been avoiding; it was the women who’d keep them company afterward. 

“Maybe you were the wisest among us.” Abacus groaned as he shifted in his seat. “Now, after a fight, I just want to take a bath and lay in bed with my wife.”

“A hot bath. Now, there is something we can all agree on.” Liam nodded. 

“There have been too many attacks. Three this month? What the hell is happening?” Kent touched the bandages around his head, checking his fingertips for blood, but though the linen was tinged pink near his temple, his fingers came back dry. 

“The previous battles were all creatures from the Balbraid Thicket,” Liam said. Balbraid was practically his home, his territory and the forest’s borders twined together like two mating snakes. “But tonight? Tonight was different.”

“Monsters, yeah? I think my wet nurse used to tell me stories of those beasties. I thought they had several hands, though, no wings.” 

“You’re thinking about ponoi. Those are from a different fable. What we fought tonight are called stryx and act as the hunting dogs for the demon, Darius.” Liam frowned. “I never really believed they were real. It’s…unsettling to fight bedtime stories.”   

“You memorized a lot about them for someone who didn’t believe they were real.” Tobyn scoffed, but the sound was soft, good-natured, and not a proper criticism. 

Liam shrugged. He loved bestiaries, and books describing ogres and musseri often included creatures from the hellish dimensions. Stryx were female pack hunters led by a Matriarch. They herded prey and carried their victims away. Surely the others had heard some of the same stories from the days of Saint Margaret, but before he could further explain, the door opened and Chancellor Cole stepped into the room. 

“Chancellor.” Kent was first to bow, his red surcoat more blood-colored than his actual blood-stained bandages. 

“Sir Oldsworth.” Cole nodded. 

The chancellor walked through the room with a stiff, intentional gait. He always moved slowly, as if he had to think about each step. He had never mentioned an injury and never used a cane, but pride often prevented men from utilizing such aids even when they were needed, so Liam accepted his pace and held his tongue. 

“Do we have any information on what happened tonight?” Abacus asked. “Liam’s over here telling us bedtime stories about stryx.” 

Instead of beer, the chancellor poured a glass of brandy from a table near the fireplace. The firelight slipped through the liquor, giving it a bright amber glow. Cole eased into the chair closest to the head of the table, asserting his place as the king’s right-hand man.

“We suspect a witch.” 

Liam remained stoic but wanted to roll his eyes. Cole always suspected a witch, always. Blight in the corn? Witches. Influenza sweeping through the city? Witches. Can’t find your left stocking? Witches. Although, since there’d been a Matriarch guiding the other stryx, this might be one of the few times Cole was right. 

“Have you consulted the oracle?” Tobyn asked. 

“Her answer was…cryptic.” Chancellor Cole sipped from his glass. “The king should be returning from her shrine shortly.” 

They sipped their drinks around the table and nursed their wounds. Liam closed his eyes and allowed the heat of the fire to wash over his face. The weariness nestled deep in the center of every bone in his body; however, when the king entered the room, all the knights, even the injured ones, dropped to their knees. King Siegfried wasn’t much older than Liam, in his early thirties. He was tall, lean, handsome, and his hair always had a sun-kissed shine because of the lemons he imported from across the sea and used as a hair tonic. The long strands were plaited and adorned with opals. Liam was careful to focus on the king’s feet to avoid staring at his pale lips. 

“Sit,” the king said. “How much damage did the city endure?” 

Chancellor Cole pulled a booklet from his robes. “To the buildings? Minor damage only. We lost three lives, Your Majesty. Several injured, but most of the wounds were less severe.”  

“I see. And who killed the Matriarch?” 

“The what?” Harold asked. 

“The alpha of the pack,” Liam explained in a way he thought Harold would understand. “The link between Darius and whoever summoned the stryx.” 

“Ah, it would have been you. I should have expected as much.” Siegfried stepped closer to Liam. “Edeline mentioned I would send a stallion to hunt the one causing our troubles.” 

“Then it is a witch, my lord? Sending these monsters to attack?” Liam risked a quick glance upward before lowering his gaze again. 

Liam’s instincts nagged at him, telling him this wasn’t fully correct. The way the stryx dissolved into smoke after Liam killed each beast was proof of them being a summon spell, yes, but the first two attacks, though magical creatures, weren’t magic. They were strays from the Balbraid Thicket. Stopping a witch would be important, but if they didn’t fix both underlying causes, the attacks would continue. 

“Tonight’s attack? Yes.” Siegfried shrugged. “The oracle insisted the witch would attack the palace twice in the span of a week, so we should prepare for another battle within the next few days.” 

“Perhaps the oracle should recount?” Cole scowled. “We’ve already had three attacks.” 

“That doesn’t mean all three were related.” Liam spoke with a calm, deescalating voice, but Cole clenched his teeth and turned to Liam in his slow, unsettling way. 

“How are these attacks not related? Witches can enchant beasts as easily as summon them.” He turned back toward the king. “Don’t put too much of our trust in the oracle, even if your father and grandfather used them before you, Seigfried. She’s trouble. I feel it.”  

“You feel it?” Tobyn raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like magic. Are you a wizard as well?” 

“Do not throw accusations at me, Sir Stelis. If any house should be investigated, it should be yours. Those orchids on your crest are a disgrace to this kingdom.” 

“Calm down, Chancellor. There’s no need to rile the knights. Edeline’s a tool. Useful. And mine to use.” The king spoke in a bored tone, as if attacks were an inconvenience instead of a threat. “For tonight, you should all go home and recover from this battle, but we’ll need to increase the number of soldiers patrolling the city and give them better training. The knights fought well, but our guards were all but useless. It’s unacceptable. I shouldn’t have to hire witch hunters from the east as mercenaries to protect a kingdom full of able-bodied men.” The king dismissed them with a flick of his ringed fingers.

“I’ll have a training program prepared by dawn.” Abacus gave a final bow before being the first knight to exit. 

The other knights were quick to bow and rush out as well. They wanted to go home and see their wives or mistresses, draft training regimens for their men, or drink themselves to sleep to forget another monster attack. Liam, however, lingered. He’d increased training drills after the ogre attack two weeks ago and hired both a counter-magic expert from Mascaria and beast specialist from the north. Like the city guards, Liam’s men were well-disciplined against human armies but fell apart trying to deal with the colossal, chaotic fighting style of the ogres. Many of them had broken ribs or dislocated shoulders from attacks to Liam’s own demesne caused by the expanding mills shrinking the forest. 

“Is there something else, Sir Bord?” King Sigfried poured himself a glass of brandy, only giving Liam the slightest glance over his shoulder. 

“Your Majesty, the first attack was dire wolves.” Liam kept one knee planted onto the thick rug below him. 

“Yes. I recall.” 

“And the second one was ogres.” 

“Correct again.” 

“Those are creatures who reside in the Balbraid Thicket, and earlier this year you ordered men to clear the Balbraid Thicket for mills and lumber.” 

“The oak and walnut in that forest are valuable exports to the arid lands of Suzdal,” Cole said. “It is the king’s right to use the resources of Phrophis to better our kingdom.” 

“Of course. I do not question the king’s economics.” Liam gave a slight bow, understanding the tension behind Chancellor Cole’s words. 

There’d been great unrest throughout the kingdom over whether the forest should be cleared or not. Universities from Phrophis and neighboring kingdoms had written letters beseeching the king to only harvest the wood in sections, giving areas to rest and recover while others were cleared, but the king was ambitious and wanted a swell of income in order to expand Phrophis and further industrialize it. Liam didn’t have an opinion. He wasn’t a scholar—he was a knight, and his job was to protect his liege and the people. 

“However,” Liam continued, “it makes sense, with such large sections of Balbraid being cleared so quickly, that some of the creatures from the woods would get displaced.” 

“So the scholars keep telling me.” Siegfried snorted. “But this is why I have armies to fight the low cunning beasts from the woods. Are your men not prepared to do their duties?” 

“My men have been training beneath a Master Valinsir from Mascaria to better deal with whatever may escape from the forest.” Liam lifted his gaze as high as the king’s knees. “But, perhaps if we slowed the clear-cutting. At least until this new threat is dealt with—” 

“Absolutely not.” Siegfried chuckled. “Get up off the floor, Liam. Sit. Talk to me face-to-face.” 

“My lord.” Liam took the nearest chair but did not have the nerve to face the king. 

The chancellor crossed his arms over his chest, nakedly glaring at Liam, but Liam wasn’t fazed by Cole’s cantankerous scowl. He couldn’t remember a time that the chancellor didn’t follow behind the king and scowl at anyone who came within attacking distance—Seigfried now, but his father before him, and according to the stories, Seigfried’s grandfather before even him. What unnerved Liam was the easy, lidded glance the king gave him, because it made his heart race and his palms sweat. The gratitude of a lovely woman held no power over Liam, but the slightest curl of Seigfried’s lips ruined him completely. 

“You understand, don’t you?” Seigfried pouted. “I have already made contracts with the parliament of Suzdal. We can’t show weakness to other nations. If we do, we might find ourselves with yet a third enemy on top of our current woes. The country hasn’t recovered from our war with Valen, and the sanctions have stretched our coffers thinly. We need to rebuild.” 

“I see the wisdom in what you say.” Liam nodded. 

Seigfried was horribly oversimplifying, but Liam understood tight budgets made kings nervous, and at the end of the day, it didn’t matter what Liam thought. His job was to serve and obey.  

“At least allow me to assign some of my best men to protect you and train the city guard. The counter-magic techniques they’ve learned should be beneficial whether the next attack comes from Balbraid or our mysterious witch.” 

“Very well.” Siegfried agreed without hesitation. “Send me a squad of men you think are best suited for the task.”

“They’ll arrive tomorrow morning.”

“Your family has always been most loyal to mine. It does not go unnoticed, Stallion of Citadel.” 

Reaching out, the king rested his hand on Liam’s shoulder. Liam’s chest swelled with the casual contact, and Liam was grateful that his complexion would hide his blush. 

“Thank you, my lord,” Liam did his best not to stutter. 

“If we’re done here? We have other matters to attend to,” Cole interrupted. 

“You see what I have to put up with?” Seigfried winked at Liam as if they shared a private joke at Cole’s expense. “Go home, Sir Bord. Rest. I’ll have need of you soon, and we can’t afford you exhausting yourself before then.” 

“Of course.” Liam bowed and marched out of the study before he embarrassed himself. 

Nonetheless, Liam was giddy as he navigated the maze of the castle and returned to the stables where Creed waited. He couldn’t stop replaying the moment, the weight of the king’s hand snug against Liam’s frame. Liam wished he could accept the kisses and longing stares of the women he rescued, but even when he was a boy, serving as his father’s squire, Liam always longed for the boys he’d see working the fields or strolling through the palace hallways—especially the royal magicians the king kept in the castle, always dressing in form-clinging damask robes and smelling of imported oils from faraway kingdoms. Liam sighed as he rode out into the countryside. One memory in particular haunted him—a game of hide-and-seek he’d played during a ball. While the rest of the castle spun and danced in the light of the ballroom, he and a boy his age with one brown and one blue eye chased each other all night. In his dreams, they kissed, but in reality, Liam had barely had enough courage to touch his shoulder when he’d tag him as “it.” 

Liam’s manor was tucked in a crescent curving into the northern edge of the Balbraid Thicket. He’d spent most of his childhood hunting, fishing, and exploring the woods. He’d seen a dryad once and politely refused a kiss from her. He’d seen a satyr another time and accepted a kiss from him. His first kiss, sweet as summer blackberries, and one of the few kisses he’d managed to claim in his life. He still remembered the thick fur as he clung to the satyr’s hips and how he had to stand on his toes to reach the satyr’s mouth. Liam ignored the shiver tingling up and down his spine, and instead walked into his home and instructed his steward to have the servants prepare a bath. 

He didn’t need assistance removing his mail. The chained mesh was light enough for him to manage by himself. Stripping, he checked his body for scrapes and bruises. A small, purple welt marred his sternum, right over his heart, but he couldn’t remember what he’d done to earn the mark. He prodded the bruise and winced. Not seeing any other damage, Liam slipped into the hot water and closed his eyes. He had no wife or mistress to greet him or help him wash, so Liam gave himself a few minutes as the heat soaked into his sore body. Then he scrubbed himself before wrapping into nightclothes and lying in his wide, four-poster bed with only the blankets and pillows to keep him company.


Chapter Two

In the morning, Liam instructed Valinsir—the retired Mascarian witch hunter now under his employ—to choose a squad of those best suited to protect the king and aid with further training. Liam sent them to the castle with letters of introduction, so Cole wouldn’t harass them when they arrived, and he included a relocation stipend for their wallets. 

After writing the letters and arranging the funds with his steward, Sam, he spent the remainder of the day training with the rest of his forces. Valinsir specialized in nonlethal capture methods, which was one of the reasons Liam chose him over several other recommendations. Most of the training involved how to bind a sorcerer to keep him from casting spells and how to unsummon various minor devils or monsters. He already knew stryx needed to be pierced in their eyes. Goetias were shapeshifters who served the demon Malphas. One had to trick them to reveal their horns and break them to banish them. The ipos could blur time around them, moving fast or slowing their prey. They hunted for the demon Focalor and only returned to their realm if their duck-like heads were severed. The ponoi were shadows with many hands bound to Erinyis and could be destroyed rather easily—if one could land an attack on them without getting overpowered, since they liked to swarm prey.   

“But these creatures are all nursery tales and campfire stories.” Liam glanced up from his notes.

“Sir Bord, you said Citadel was attacked by stryx yesterday.” Valinsir raised a silvery eyebrow. He had the intense, yellow-green eyes commonly found in Mascaria. 

“Honestly, I’m hoping what we saw yesterday were illusions meant to drive us to fear.” Liam paused, glancing at the other soldiers, who were pretending to read but eavesdropping on their conversation. “The oracle said there’d be one more attack yet.” 

“It is likely to be more stryx,” Valinsir explained. “It’s…highly unlikely a witch would bind their soul to more than one demon. Contracts are complicated, more dangerous for the wizard than the demon, and have high prices.” 

“Then I’ll recommend accuracy drills to Eli.” Liam rubbed his neck. “At least the creatures from the Thicket are from this realm.”

Liam pretended he couldn’t hear the mutters. Demons and their pet devils were vague threats, but the ogre attacks had everyone in the Bord territories on edge. Liam waited for Valinsir to dismiss the others for fighting drills before continuing their conversation.

“Are witches in Mascaria…dangerous?” Liam asked in a low voice, checking to make sure no one else was in the room with them. 

“Some of them, but I don’t believe every magic user is dangerous.” Valinsir was careful with his words in a way Liam was accustomed to. Witch sympathizers were not often burned, but the stocks or long imprisonments weren’t uncommon.  

“Of course. The stories of localized stewards guarding towns and forests are far more common than tales of demons, so they can’t all be horrible. Did you ever hunt someone dangerous though?” 

“If you’re asking me if I’ve ever faced someone who’s made a contract with a demon?” Valinsir rolled up his sleeve, revealing scarred and mangled flesh from his wrist to above the elbow. “Once. It was harrowing. I almost didn’t survive.” 

“If it comes to fighting whoever attacked Citadel, how will my soldiers fare in battle?” 

“Optimistically?” 

“Objectively.” 

“They’ll die.”

Liam winced but couldn’t expect a better outcome only a few weeks into their training. 

“Don’t misunderstand. I don’t think the knights will do any better.”

“What about dire wolves attacking farmers? Will they be able to protect the local area?” 

“They’re getting there. Another few weeks, and I could arrange for patrols.”

“Please do.” Liam nodded. “I asked the king to slow the cutting while we deal with…whoever sent those things yesterday, but that’s not an option, so I’m going to need our guards to be as well prepared as possible.” 

“Not an option.” Valinsir gave him a dry, humorless laugh. 

“Knights are for security, not counsel.” Liam shrugged, ignoring the frustration building inside him. His duty was to the king. He didn’t need to understand Seigfried’s logic, only to follow his orders. 

“Yes, our emperor is much like your young king.” Valinsir dug through a pile of papers on his desk. “I’ll see if there’s any information that might help you in your witch hunt.” 

“Your services are invaluable.” Liam bowed. “Excuse me, I better check on Eli and discuss next week’s training plans.” 

That night, Liam studied his collection of bestiaries as he ate a simple dinner of pottage and bread with the rest of his men. He enjoyed his studies, finding griffins and dragons fascinating. If Liam could spend his days locked in his study reading, he probably would, but there were always drills, and tours of the demesne, and sitting in his hall to listen to civil cases from the people in his fiefdom. His reading was usually during meals, or a few coveted minutes before he fell asleep on top of the pages. 

Another week sped by in a blur, the tedium melting time more effectively than an ipos could manage. Then, one afternoon, as Liam polished his shield and treated the scales with gold dust to keep them strong and flexible, a pigeon with a summons tied to his leg flew into his window and perched. Liam glanced at the message: the chancellor wanted to see him. 

Liam finished treating the dragon hide and prepared to travel to the castle. Being the closest demesne to the capitol, it was a three hour plus ride to Citadel. Despite being a touch cool, the weather was pleasant, and Liam’s thoughts wandered as the miles passed. When they neared the city, Creed flicked his ears and snorted, wanting to canter and play, but Liam kept him in check. 

As he trod along Main Street, several shop owners bowed or waved. The children stopped their play and clustered on the edge of the cobblestone street to stare at the knight as he rode by. Liam was a sight with his blue dragon-scale cloak trailing behind him like a wave of peacock feathers and his twisted, loced hair flowing behind him like an actual stallion’s mane. He waved in return and smiled and nodded his head. In an emergency, he needed the people of Citadel to trust him so they didn’t panic during an attack, so he was always as friendly as possible when he was in the city. In other circumstances, he would stop by a few local taverns to gossip with the patrons, but Cole had no patience, so Liam hurried to the castle. 

In the back of the courtyard, there was a stage where both jesters and magicians performed. The king sat swaddled in fleece, watching as two robed royal mages created colored lights that morphed into fantastical shapes. Seigfried’s legs were crossed, and he toyed with the jewels in his hair as he often did when he wasn’t actively presenting as a monarch. There was always a sense of wonder and glee when he watched the magicians perform. Liam indulged in a longing glance at Seigfried, distracted, before finding someone to stable Creed and rushing into the castle to avoid Cole reprimanding him for being late. He was not late, but the chancellor still glared at Liam. His once black hair had long since faded to iron gray, and he kept it cropped close to his head in the military style, although as far as Liam knew, he’d never fought in battle or for sport during festivals. Liam knelt in front of him. 

“You called for me.” 

“We’ve had a poacher in the royal woods.” Cole handed Liam a report. “Normally this would be a task for the hunt master, but as you can see in those documents, the poacher is killing unicorns.” 

“Hunting in the Royal Woods is unforgivable.” Liam stood, flipping through the accounts of bodies found near watering holes. “But to hunt a sacred creature is blasphemy as well.” 

Liam’s fists clenched around the papers. He could at least pity a poor villager poaching to feed his family. With the Balbraid Thicket shrinking, many hunters were struggling to find game. But the reports indicated that the unicorns were being slaughtered for their ivory, nothing else. This wasn’t some desperate man feeding his family. The hair, hooves, and even eyes and teeth of unicorns could be sold in the black market for a noble’s ransom worth of gold. Liam caught Cole’s gaze. 

“A witch? Gathering ivory for a spell?” 

“A haughty witch.” Cole agreed with a solemn nod. “Someone who doesn’t care about squandering the rest of the magical components they’re leaving behind. The king personally asked you to investigate. He’s convinced this is connected to the ridiculous prophecy the oracle gave him.”

“I’ll leave immediately.” Liam turned to go. 

“The king wants the witch alive,” Chancellor Cole said. “This is a serious crime, and the guilty party needs to be made an example. The king demands a public execution.” 

“I understand.” 

It was a pity Liam couldn’t end the witch’s suffering with a quick cut to the neck. He’d never personally watched the burnings, but he remembered the screams and the greasy smell the last time he’d brought a witch to the king to be tried and punished. His stomach twisted with the memories, bile rising hot against the back of his throat. Instead of dwelling on the criminal’s fate, Liam gave the report another glance, deciding to travel south, sup and rest at the last village before the woods, and begin his investigation in the morning. 

The Royal Woods lay southwest of Citadel. It was close enough for the king to entertain himself with personal huts, but because only nobility with royal permits could enter the borders, only a single hamlet stood between the city and forest. There was no traveler’s lodge, but the singular inn doubled as a tavern. The cramped dining hall held a chill and reeked of smoke. The burning peat choked Liam and made his eyes water. He paid for a room and supper and didn’t bother changing out of his riding leathers before sitting as far from the dimly lit hearth as he could. His cloak kept him warm. Whenever the air was cold around him, the dragon scales would radiate heat as if still connected to a living, breathing body. 

Kulvacc the Greedy, a notorious dragon nesting in a volcano at the edge of Phrophis, lived 100 years ago. Liam’s grandfather, Linnel, rescued Siegfried’s mother as a girl after Kulvacc stole her for ransom. The battle had cost Linnel an eye and a section of the skin from his jaw. Afterward, Linnel spoke with a drawl from the twisted scar tissue beneath his lip and wore a patch with the golden scale symbol. To honor Sir Linnel for his bravery, he was given a boon, which he used to request he marry a girl he fancied from the city, Liam’s Grandma Lottie. Siegfried’s grandfather also had seven magi craftsmen create a cloak and shield which had been passed down through three generations. An only son, Liam was not sure who he’d pass the relics on to after he died. He hoped to find an exceptional squire he could adopt so his family’s legacy didn’t end up in the royal treasury—beautiful but unused. The secret treasury full of magical contraband was supposed to be an exaggerated rumor, but Liam suspected it was real. Too many times he’d seen Sigfried with some oddity or another that was never sent to the church to be dealt with properly.

After dinner, Liam went to sleep. His room had a coal-burning stove. The smoke was less thick than the peat moss in the dining hall, but Liam woke up with his sinuses throbbing. He rubbed the crust from his eyes, washed in the basin near his bed, and limbered himself before re-swaddling his body in riding leathers, mail, surcoat, and cloak. He settled for some dried meat and apples for breakfast and ate on the road, heading for the forest as the sky brightened to his back. 

Where the Balbraid Thicket was dense and wild and full of dangerous creatures, the Royal Woods had been cultivated by generations of botanists to be beautiful, more a garden than a proper woods. Regular controlled burnings kept the forest floor free of undergrowth, wild flowers had been imported from all over Phrophis, so goldenrod, arrow heads, and lobelia flourished around the sycamore and oak trees. A large moth, the color of polished jade, fluttered past Liam. He pulled his report from a leather satchel and found the area of the first victim. The glen was an ideal spot for unicorns, full of thistle, thyme, and clover for them to eat. A small waterfall poured into a pool, keeping it clear and free of algae. Liam thought he caught a silver-white flash through a copse of ash trees as he dismounted but saw only a cluster of wild bergamots when he turned to search the area. 

The only tracks he found were deer, elk, and badger, nothing to indicate a human. Liam checked each area in the report, searching for a boot print dried in the mud, or a scrap of cloth snagged on a branch, or even a matchbook. Anything that could give Liam a clue about who was responsible for slaughtering unicorns in the Royal Woods, but he found nothing. 

On his way to the final spot, he saw another flash of silver in the distance. Liam altered his course to follow the glint, and when he saw the white lump crumbled beneath the blackberry bramble, his gut twisted. Liam held his stomach but forced himself to march to the corpse. The glimmer had been sunlight striking her silver mane. The hair sprayed outward, one thousand filaments of spider silk scattering in each direction and glittering like starlight. Her tail curled in a loop the loop, the fringe at the end the same quicksilver as her mane. Her white coat had occasional flashes of pink or periwinkle, similar to the way greens and violets sometimes flashed within the blues of Liam’s dragon scale cloak. Liam knelt, cupping the unicorn’s cheek. The horn had been sheared at the base over the skull. Not a splinter of ivory remained, and no sword, no matter how well-forged, could manage a cut so perfect. It was undeniably magic. 
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