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Chapter 1


[image: ]




Galen stepped to the side, making room as Lisveth leaned over the table. “We did everything we were supposed to,” she growled. “We held up our end of the deal. We got rid of the gang and put a stop to the protection payments.” 

The baker across the table could match her for anger. “My glass window was shattered, and my oven is broken!”

“The oven wall’s not broken. It’s just the door, which can be repaired. And that was not our fault. That was not even, strictly speaking, caused by the gang we were supposed to run off. That happened because someone got in the way while trying to watch, like we were a puppet show in a square.”

“But my window! Real glass!”

“And your son wasn’t injured when he put himself into the middle of a fight, because Galen here used a rolling pin on the miscreant who was about to heave a table over on him. It’s unfortunate that the miscreant in question was beside your front window, but I think we all agree the glass is a better sacrifice than your boy, foolhardy though he is. Again, we did everything you asked—more, with the babysitting—and we expect you to keep your word. That’s the full amount we agreed upon.”

“I’m not paying that,” the man said firmly. “I can’t pay that, not with what I’ll have to repair.”

Galen touched Lisveth’s shoulder. “Let’s talk a moment.” He looked at the consternated baker. “Will you give us a bit?”

The baker flapped his hands to shoo them away, probably happy to see them take a moment, or an hour, or simply to leave entirely.

Galen moved to the front of the shop, gesturing for Lisveth to follow. She did, stiffly. He lowered his voice. “He probably can’t pay the full amount and pay for repairs, both. That makes sense. Glass is expensive.”

“Lots of bakeries don’t have glass windows,” Lisveth said firmly, “and we didn’t break his oven door.”

“No, we didn’t. But we did agree to help this man and his family, and taking more than he can afford to give is not helping. Even if,” he added quickly, “even if he promised it beforehand, when he thought he had it.”

“It was his own son who caused the damage,” Lisveth protested stubbornly.

“It was.”

“By climbing through a window when he’d been told to keep away entirely.”

“That’s so.”

“And we not only schooled some poorly behaved brutes, but you nearly got your arm broken when you suddenly had to work around a child.”

“All of that is true.”

“And you want us to have done all of that for less than promised.”

Galen sighed. “Want? No. But there’s only so much water that can be squeezed from a stone. And I wouldn’t feel right leaving this man in worse condition than when he hired us, even if it’s not our fault.”

Lisveth blew out her breath in an irritated little puff and crossed her arms. Galen relaxed; she was acquiescing. “I don’t like it,” she said. “But I wouldn’t feel right, either.”

The baker ruined it by calling to them. “I’m not paying that much after my oven’s broken. And if you keep insisting, I’ll tell you to get out.”

Lisveth turned on him. “Get out? Or what? Or you’ll walk two towns over to fetch the sheriff? The same sheriff who couldn’t handle the riffraff you needed us to get rid of?”

He scowled, lacking an effective answer to that.

Galen stepped back and scuffed his foot, drawing Lisveth’s attention back to him. “Let it go. We’ll take half.”

“What’s that?” the baker called.

“We’ll take half,” Lisveth snapped. “And you can thank my soft touch of a partner for it.”

The baker jerked his head in a nod. “I’ll agree to that. I’ll get it for you.” He rose and went into the back living quarters.

Lisveth blew out her breath again. 

Something moved beside Galen, and he jumped in place, bringing a blocking hand up. But it was a child looking in the broken window. The head dropped out of sight, and a moment later a little girl ran into the shop. “I’m sorry about the oven,” she said without preamble. “I’m sorry you won’t get paid.”

“We’ll be paid,” Galen corrected her gently. “Just not as much.”

Lisveth sat against the wall, resting her arms across her upright knees. The little girl turned to her. “If my papa can’t give you all the money, I can help,” she said earnestly. “Do you want my bracelet?”

“I don’t want your bracelet,” Lisveth said wearily, without looking. “You can keep it, thanks.”

The little girl drew the bracelet from her skirt pocket. It was a braided leather band, set with a dozen tiny round bells which rang as it came free of the fabric. Lisveth twitched. The girl extended the belled band. “It was a present from my Uncle Vann, but you can take it. He said it’s from the Vernal temple. In the city!” She pushed the bracelet toward Lisveth’s face.

Lisveth’s hand slapped the extended bracelet away. It fell jangling to the floor, and the girl drew back, mouth agape with dismay.

Galen dropped to one knee and gathered up the leather band. It rang in silvery tones as he reached for the girl’s wrist. “Let me tie this in place.”

“I’ve got it,” Lisveth said quickly. “Here.” She held out her hand, and after a second of hesitation, Galen set the bracelet on her palm.

Lisveth regarded the bracelet a moment, and then she lifted the little girl’s wrist. “Let me put this on you. It’s one thing to carry it in your pocket, but it’s meant to be worn.”

“I’m not supposed to lose it,” the girl contributed.

“It’s something dear to you, isn’t it?” Galen asked. “That was thoughtful of you to offer it. But we couldn’t take your gift from your uncle. You keep it, and we’ll make do.” He watched Lisveth finish the knot. “Now, can you make it ring?”

She shook her hand, and the bells gave out a shimmering chime. Lisveth closed her eyes.

“That’s it!” Galen cheered. “Now, go on and ring it outside. I think your mama said she didn’t want you in the shop, what with all the damage.”

The girl nodded and dutifully left by the same door.

Galen looked at Lisveth.

Lisveth looked at the floor. “Sorry. I just—I’m frustrated.”

“Not with her.”

“Not with her,” Lisveth agreed bitterly. She propped her face in her hands, covering her eyes, and then she sat back. “We’re down to almost nothing.”

The baker returned at that moment. “Here.” He counted out a dozen coins onto the crooked table. “That makes ten taler.”

“Thanks,” said Lisveth dryly, standing.

“Thanks,” repeated Galen. He crossed to sweep the coins into his palm.

The baker’s expression softened. “I’m sorry. I wish—but I really don’t have the money.”

“I understand.” 

Galen gave the coins to Lisveth as they walked out, and she dropped them into her moneybag. “Now that’s almost nothing, plus ten taler,” she said. “Still pretty lean. And I need my knife repaired.”

Galen sighed. “Two towns over, besides the ineffective sheriff, there’s a ring for matched fights. I heard some talk in the public room. I’ll put my name in, and we’ll pick up a little that way.”

Lisveth looked up at him, pushing her blonde hair back. “Are you sure?”

“It looks like I’ll have to be.” Galen didn’t enjoy matched fights, but at least he had a fallback he could live with. It had been nearly a year since he’d had to enter one, and he should be glad of that, at least.

Lisveth’s tone lightened a little. “No one there knows us, so I can arrange for a cut of the odds on you. That should help.”

“So long as you don’t also bet against me yourself.”

“I would never.”

They walked on, toward the second town over, toward the arena and the ineffective sheriff. 


      [image: ]Galen peered through the slats of the wooden gate, trying to see to the far side of the arena. Outside, chants and foot-stamps rose from the crowd that ringed the fence and filled the raised benches. They were impatient.

In the center of the little ring, a short, balding man tried to speak over the crowd, explaining the books were still open for last-minute bets. The crowd was not interested in him or his last-minute bets, and they shouted for the fight.

The balding man gave in and flung one arm toward the far gate. “Nebre the Bull!” he declared.

“Any ring name in the world he could pick, and that’s what he comes up with,” Lisveth muttered beside Galen. “No wonder he has to punch things for a living.” She ran her fingers over the wraps on Galen’s hands, though he’d checked them twice already.

The far gate burst open. Two buxom girls pranced out and struck provocative poses on either side of the gate. They flung handfuls of flower petals into the air, smiling as if they were paid by the tooth. Between them stepped a broad man, stripped to the waist and gleaming with oil.

The crowd roared. The girls leaned close on either side and kissed him, one on his mouth and the other sucking an earlobe. Nebre slapped their cocked hips and waved to the cheering spectators.

“What a disgusting beast.” Lisveth sounded simultaneously disdainful and bored. “Do me a favor and butcher him neatly, all right?”

Galen wished he could promise to oblige her.

At his silence, she gave him a concerned glance. “You okay? Don’t let him get to you. Remember, the whole point of the entrance is to impress the crowd and intimidate the opponent. Yours will do the same to him.”

It wasn’t the girls and flower petals that worried Galen, but he nodded once.

“Besides, crowds love an underdog.” She shrugged. “Except when he beats their local hero. It’s a gamble.”

Galen glared at her, but any retort was prevented by the balding man’s shout. “And your challenger, the Hungry Farmer!”

He turned to gape at Lisveth. “That’s what you called me?”

“We’re low on coin, and nothing sells like honesty—slightly twisted.” Lisveth gave him a punch on the arm. “Go on, farm boy.” She turned and pushed the gate open.

Twin fountains of fire roared up from the ground on either side, flames licking out into the arena and coiling into the air. The crowd gasped and shifted. Galen took a deep breath, exhaled for a slow count of five, and ran forward. As he reached the fire he bounced and tucked into a forward roll that carried him between the flaming fountains and through the fiery curtain.

The flames were hot against his skin, but there was no pain. Lisveth had explained that, with illusions, the mind provided its own pain—that burns were preceded by intense heat, so at the sensation of intense heat the body expected to be burned. But if one truly disbelieved, one felt no pain. It had taken hours of practice and conviction, but now he could move about the illusory fire nearly as smoothly as Lisveth herself.

He burst from the flames and uncoiled, landing on the packed dirt before the fiery backdrop. He wobbled slightly more than he’d wanted, but the spectators hadn’t noticed or didn’t care. They roared and shouted and clapped, stamping their feet on the wooden risers, and for the first time Galen considered that maybe they would like him and want him to win.

He looked across the arena to where Nebre’s two girls shrank from the fire, eyes wide, and Nebre himself looked startled. Lisveth had been right; Galen’s entrance had stunned him and given him doubts.

Doubts could be exploited. Doubts offered the toehold Galen needed. And now the crowd who had cheered the big man was cheering the unknown.

But winning the crowd availed him nothing. He needed to win the fight.

The balding man raised both arms, said something none of them heard over the shouting, and dropped his hands.

Nebre charged, apparently planning to regain the initiative. Galen watched him come. It was a longer distance than in the attacks the temple brothers had taught, but the principles were identical.

As Nebre closed, swinging one over-sized fist, Galen shifted his rear foot and simply fell backward a few inches, catching himself. The fist shot uselessly into empty air where Galen’s skull had been, and he brought up his forearm to strike it, perfectly catching the inner wrist with his wrapped knuckles. That could not have gone better—if only Brother Toller had been able to see it.

Nebre recoiled, and Galen stepped in with an attack of his own. He caught Nebre squarely in the face, which surprised him; he had expected Nebre to dodge or block. But the blow didn’t seem to affect Nebre as much as such a hit would have stunned Galen. The big man blinked and came at Galen again.

The crowd was making a great deal of noise, but Galen couldn’t hear whether they were cheering for him or for Nebre. Nor did he have attention to spare for the spectators.

Nebre was oiled to reduce the risk of a grappling hold. Galen instead relied on short, hard punches to the torso, targeting diaphragm and kidneys as they circled and twisted. Nebre grunted and struck back, but Galen was able to strike aside or blunt most of the blows. The few were enough, though; Nebre hit hard.

Nebre began to wheeze. There was a roaring in Galen’s ears, but he wasn’t sure if it was the blood pounding through him or the crowd shouting encouragement. Nebre had struck his head a couple of times, and details were blurring.

Then Nebre left his arm a bit too high, and Galen dropped and bull-rushed him, punching up solidly with his shoulder as he wrapped his arms about Nebre’s torso. Nebre stumbled backward, trying to keep his feet beneath him, and hammered at Galen’s back. But Galen squeezed against the oiled skin and lifted Nebre slightly, just enough that he missed a step and stumbled down.

Galen flung his arms wide and leapt away before Nebre could trip or pull him down with him. He stood ready, fists balled, but Nebre rolled, his oiled shoulders picking up dirt. Shoulders to the ground—that was one of the possible defeats.

Before Nebre could regain his feet, the short balding man threw his arms in the air and called an end. He pointed at Galen, and the crowd shouted and stamped and cheered.

Galen panted for air as the short man slapped him on the back. It stung, even after the harder blows. He extended a hand to Nebre, who shook it with only a hint of grudge, and turned back to his own gate.

“Wave at them!” hissed Lisveth, pointing at the stands. “Smile! Wave!”

Obediently Galen waved, and they responded appreciatively. He reached the gate, and Lisveth handed him a shirt. “That went well. You feel okay? Anything particularly bad?”

He shook his head, pointing to a seeping cut above his eyebrow. “Just this, I think. I’ll be sore tomorrow, but nothing unusual.”

“We’ll pick up some more willow bark tonight. We’re a bit low for this kind of thing.” She grinned. “He sure didn’t like you flipping through that fire. That threw him off his stride right at the start. I told you it’d be a good idea.”

Galen pulled the loose shirt over his head and caught his breath. “Okay, my ribs are going to be sore, too.”

“But we’re going to be flush again. The last week was too near to nothing. Well done, farm boy.” She reached for his wrist and began unwrapping.

The organizer came in through the door, smiling. “Well done, Galen! Here’s your winner’s purse.”

“And our two percent?” prompted Lisveth.

“Yes, of course. You can pick that up tonight, after the bets are all settled. That was probably our last time to run such long odds on you, but we’ll have come out nicely.” He looked pleased.

Lisveth looked pleased as well. Galen dropped his old amulet over his head and let it fall beneath his shirt.

Another man called from the door. “Hello? May I come in?” He ducked inside without waiting for a proper answer. “My name is Andrew Lawson. I saw your work in the arena just now, and I was most impressed.”

Galen’s face grew hot as always under a compliment. “Thanks. I just, you know, wanted to keep it straightforward.”

But Andrew was looking at Lisveth. “It was you, wasn’t it? With all the fire?”

Lisveth nodded. “Yes, it was.”

“I thought so. I came to watch today because I heard that when you’re not running long odds on local fights the two of you will, well, take on quiet jobs.”

Lisveth cocked her head. “We’ve been known to freelance, but it depends on the job.”

“I hope you’ll feel comfortable considering this one. Would you two care to join me? I’m going to the Mare’s Head for a poultry pie, and I’d be glad to treat each of you to another.”

Galen and Lisveth exchanged only the briefest of glances. It was, after all, a free meal. Lisveth nodded. “We’d be glad to, thanks.”
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The Mare’s Head served a tasty pie, steaming and surprisingly full of vegetables and poultry. The pastry was a bit dry, but it wasn’t worth complaint. They took a table in the open air eating space, where the sun from the street could warm their backs. 

Andrew worked steadily at his pie, hardly looking up, and Galen and Lisveth saw no reason to interrupt him. They ate their own meals, savoring the meaty gravy, until Andrew paused between bites. “I suppose you’ll want to know why I asked you to join me.”

“In your own time.” Lisveth spooned another bite into her mouth.

Galen spoke with his mouth full. “You’re not just hospitable?” He smiled apologetically, still chewing.

“I like to think that I am, but that is not what brings us here together.” Andrew set down his spoon and stared at his plate. “I want you to help my daughter. And to do that, I have to ask you not to think ill of her.”

Lisveth kept eating. “We can hardly think ill of someone we haven’t met.”

Galen nodded agreement, still chewing.

“You might think differently when you hear what I have to say.”

Lisveth shrugged. “Did your daughter fall into the family way? Steal something? Run off with the wrong sort? Hardly an original offense, even if it feels that way.”

“She did run off with the wrong sort,” he said. “Road bandits.”

Galen scooped together a few vegetables. “We know something of road bandits. We’ve even earned bounties on a couple of them.” Which was true, although the bandits had been no one of consequence and the bounties had amounted to a pitiful forty taler all together.

“Really? But I wouldn’t want you to bring in my daughter for a bounty—not that I think she has one,” he added. “But I would pay more for her safe return, in any case. She’s gone along with the Fire Brigand.”

Lisveth stopped chewing. “What?”

“Surely you’ve heard of the Fire Brigand? She robs caravans, burning them unless they pay her a weighty tribute.”

“Oh, of course I’ve heard of her,” Lisveth said dryly. “It’s only that I thought no one else had, not for the last couple of years. Hasn’t she closed up shop, so to speak?”

He shook his head. “I suppose she had, but a few months ago, she reappeared. She and her gang are—”

“Her gang?” Lisveth hastily put another bite in her mouth. “I thought she worked alone.”

“Oh, no, she’s collected a small horde, now including my daughter. They fired out a spice caravan over near the Sung Mountains. She killed three people in the attack and burned another to extort the money chest from the caravan master.” His mouth flattened into a grim line. “I don’t want my girl involved in killing or torturing. And I don’t want any of them turning on her. I want you to bring her back home.”

Galen looked at Lisveth, who was still in her chair. He wondered if she had ever really heard it before, when people talked of the destruction wrought by the Fire Brigand. It probably never really struck her.

But all she said aloud was, “Galen and I know something about runaways. It might help us to have an idea about why she left in the first place.”

Andrew chewed the inside of his cheek. “I just want her back.”

Lisveth looked at him. “Finding her will be difficult, but the harder bit will be convincing her to come back with us. I’m not keen on abducting her and trying to drag her back across foothills and plains and Fortuna-knows-what. I can’t think it will make her happier to reach home, and it’s too dangerous for us. And it won’t help you much if we’re arrested for girl-stealing and she’s on her own again, now with more motivation to hide.”

Andrew looked at his mostly-eaten pie. “We had an argument. A row over a boy, which sounds all too common and stupid when I tell it to you now. But it’s true. We fought over a boy, and I told him he wasn’t to speak to her again or I’d break both his arms, and when he took heed of that, she got angry and ran off.”

“That’s a considerable threat to make. Did you mean it?”

“I did. I gave him a little bend of his shoulder to emphasize my point.”

Lisveth whistled. “I don’t suppose that could have had anything to do with her departure?”

Andrew’s jaw set. “I’m not going to feel sorry about it, if that’s what you mean. I knew him for what he was, and since then, he left the baker’s daughter bloodied and pregnant. I wasn’t going to see that happen to Andrea.”

“Well, that makes some sense,” Lisveth said, more steadily. “We’d need to know a bit more about her: her looks, where you think we might find her, why she might have gone in with the Fire Brigand in particular.”

Galen glanced at her, suspicious at this last phrase, and now he recognized the set of her jaw. Yes, she might care about the missing daughter—she had, after all, taken pity on another hapless runaway once—but she was definitely interested in the Fire Brigand. Galen thought her pride was piqued.

“She wanted to hurt me,” Andrew answered with grim honesty. “My father was our town’s deputy and I’ve done some similar work; she knew joining the lawless would wound me.”

“Why the Fire Brigand?”

“The most lawless, of course. I imagine hers is the most hated name on the High Road about now.”

Lisveth’s jaw clenched, and Galen knew he’d been right. Her pride had been touched. She didn’t mind the despicable reputation, for she had built that herself—but she minded greatly that it was benefiting someone who had simply stolen it.

“Can you describe her to us?” Galen put in.

“Andrea, after me. Andrea Lawson. She’s got nutmeg-brown hair down to her waist, if she hasn’t cut it, and her nose is a bit…prominent. Doesn’t do a thing to hurt her looks, though. I do have a sketch of her done a couple of years ago.”

“That will help.” Galen realized they had been talking as if they’d agreed to take his commission, though he and Lisveth hadn’t spoken yet. But if Lisveth had the bit in her teeth over this Fire Brigand news, there was probably little point in discussing it. They’d go, and they’d find this new Fire Brigand, and they’d probably even happen to pick up the daughter on the way.

Lisveth wasn’t quite ready to hit the road, however. She nodded and set her forearms on the table, leaning forward. “And how would you like to arrange payment?”
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The footlands were noticeably more challenging than the plains, even using the High Road. Galen and Lisveth were less interested in the rising terrain, however, and more interested in the remoteness from the capital. The bandits were more plentiful this far east. 

Galen mused on the linguistic irony of the footlands being so far from the Heel while Lisveth bartered with an inn’s landlord, finally splurging a bit of Lawson’s coin on padded beds and warm quilts. 

They had walked hard to get here, covering long miles each day for eight days and more than once sleeping away from the road and in the open air, back-to-back within their shared cloaks. They’d had a few soft nights, paid for by another quick job at a wedding party. There was, as Lisveth said, little harm in completing one task while en route to another, and a day or three was unlikely to be key in finding the bandits. But they had traveled quickly and with purpose, though neither of them had mentioned the hurry. Galen thought again and again of Andrea Lawson, run away to spite her cautious father and caught instead in another danger.

He might have been the same, caught up with bandits when he had nowhere else to go. Well, he had been, actually—though his circumstances had been different from the start. He had been protecting his family, not the other way around.

Galen slid onto a bench in the public room, keeping a space beside him for Lisveth. At the end of the table, several locals drank and bickered over gossip.

“That’s a bucket of hogwash,” protested someone.

“Nope, it’s truth.” The speaker took another drink. “I heard there was another raid. That’s several now, all demons. No ground taken—they’re just probing our defenses.”

“What if that’s true? If the demons really are moving?”

It was like a favorite ghost story. No one quite believed it, that was plain to see, but it was a fun tale to frighten themselves as they pretended to believe.

Galen knew only some of the stories; the temple brothers had focused more on the Heel’s own tumultuous history. “Could they?” he asked the locals, playing along. “Why haven’t they come before now?”

“Don’t let them scare you,” an older man beside him murmured, nodding sagely. “They just like to work themselves into a lather. Demons can’t come over the mountains, even if they wanted.”

“Why is that?” Lisveth asked, arriving at the bench with two cups of ale. “If that were really so, it seems we could have saved ourselves several generations of worry.”

“Oh, it’s always worth the worry, just in case,” he answered with a smile. “But the demons cannot cross the mountains. The magicians of old laid powerful charms on the whole of the Sung Range, when the wars were ended, and since that time no demon has been able to cross over to Sayinia.” He took a drink with a nod of satisfaction. “As it should be.”

“Charms on the mountains?” A young man at the next table leaned nearer, a curious look on his face. “What sort of charms?”

“How should I know?” The speaker seemed mildly annoyed at having his tidy explanation questioned. “I’m no magician, and even I was hardly around centuries ago when the spells were made. But here we are, and here they aren’t, and that’s evidence enough. Bloodthirsty lot would have stripped us bare if there wasn’t something holding them back.”

The young man frowned. “I suppose something must be holding them back, after all.”

He was a little older than Lisveth, herself a couple of years up on Galen, and he was the kind of handsome that drew eyes from across a room: high cheekbones, strong, lean features, abundant waving hair. His only flaw was the color of that luxuriant hair, a dark red. That caught Galen’s attention.

The older man had noticed it too. “Now you look at that,” he commented, gesturing to each of them. “Two red-hairs together. Are you related at all?”

They shook their heads, glancing at each other and then back to him.

“Huh. Not many reds, though people don’t react so strong to a red child nowadays. Still, most of those with red hair will darken it. You’re brave to wear yours.” He winked at Galen and nodded toward Lisveth. “Though it doesn’t seem to be hurting your chances.”

Lisveth exhaled with a subtle exasperated note.

“We’re not together,” Galen corrected. “That is, we’re traveling together, but we aren’t—we aren’t a couple. Er, you say people used to think even worse of red-haired children?” He’d never guessed there might be a cause behind the curse, other than the general disdain for the color.

The man squinted at him. “Bless you, boy, aren’t you one yourself? Didn’t anyone ever say anything about it?”

“Well, yes,” Galen admitted. “But I had brothers and cousins, and to be honest, I think my hair color had little to do with what they called me.” It had become easier to joke about his family, and joking about them was easier than thinking of them.

The man laughed. “Boys of any color can be a handful, I’ll grant you that. But there’s a foothill superstition that red children have demon blood. Some said the women dally with demons, others say the demons force the women in the night—but the children aren’t thought to be all human.” He gestured again to the two of them. “You go around together, you’re going to draw some looks.”

They glanced at each other again. “We don’t even know one another,” said the newcomer. “I’m just traveling alone.”

“I’m not from the foothills,” Galen added. “I’m from the Heel.”

“Long way from home,” the man said. “Maybe feelings never ran so strong there, being so far from the mountains. But it wouldn’t do you any harm to wear a hat and keep a smile on your face if you’re thinking of going to any of the smaller towns or villages. They’re not so sophisticated as us in the trade cities. A lot of people remember they don’t like reds without remembering why.”

Galen glanced at the other man, who was fingering his own dark red hair over his ear. He’d never thought about why red was a curse or an insult, and it was odd to hear an explanation, like hearing why water was wet. Galen shrugged. “Can’t help how I’m born.” He tried to make his tone flippant.

“I’d have to ask my mother,” offered the other, “but I’m pretty certain I’m not half-demon.” He smiled and leaned to extend a hand to Galen. “My name’s Kayvin.”

“Galen.” He shook the hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“It is indeed.” Lisveth took Kayvin’s hand as soon as Galen released it. “I’m Lisveth. It sounds like you’re a traveler, too?”

Galen felt a twinge of something like jealousy. It was wholly out of place—hadn’t he only just said that he and Lisveth weren’t a couple?—but she was leaning over the table so eagerly, and Kayvin had that easy attractiveness even with his red hair, which Galen knew he could never master even without it.

Kayvin nodded. “Just thought I’d get about a bit, see what the world’s like away from home. If something catches my eye, I’ll stop for a while.”

“Careful,” Lisveth warned, “that’s how I got started, and now I’m practically a mercenary. Or at least I’m running errands, which is as much work and road dust without the reputation or spoils.”

“Have you been traveling much, then?”

“Some years.”

“And you’ve been a mercenary? Is that common?”

“Not common, no. Most of the lords don’t bother with a standing army now; there aren’t many squabbles and when there are, they just conscript some farmers, send them at each other with hoes and pitchforks, and then call it all off when harvest time comes and everyone’s needed back home.” She chuckled. “Not much money in it, though. Better to find something else.”

“But what about the demons?”

She shrugged. “For all that these friendly folks keep saying they’re coming, I haven’t seen any. It will take more than the word of some pub slugs to convince me—and certainly none of the lords are going to waste money or their field time on rumors.”

He nodded. “Makes sense.”

“Why do you ask? You weren’t thinking of looking for soldiering work, were you?”

“Oh, no. Just curious.” Kayvin grinned. “I’ve heard of women fighters, and I thought maybe I’d met one.”

She snorted. “I like to fight with my brain. I’ll leave the shield-bashing to the meat-heads.” She reached to ruffle Galen’s hair.

He jerked away. “I’m going upstairs.”

Lisveth looked after him, seemingly surprised. “All right, then.”

Galen avoided Kayvin’s eyes, just in case there was triumph there, but the other didn’t seem to be looking at him. Galen picked up his cup, still half full, and took the rest in a single long pull before thumping the cup back on the table.

That had been more than childish, he reflected as he climbed the stairs to the half-floor above, but he hadn’t been able to stop himself. More, it was over nothing, as he and Lisveth were friends and traveling partners only and nothing more.

But even if he thought of Lisveth as his sister, he told himself, he wouldn’t want his sister taking up with a stranger who was admittedly drifting without purpose or profit. His irritation was well-founded.

Music drew his attention, and after a moment of sulky resistance he peered out through the cracked door, staying low so he wouldn’t be seen. Kayvin was cranking a turning lute as the room watched approvingly. Then he began to sing, and his voice was as good as his looks, rich and sweeping and inviting the room to drift along with him. The watchers joined in the repeated lines—Galen could not see over the edge to where Lisveth sat—and clapped as he cranked a finale and then passed the instrument back to someone. A man handed him a drink.

Of course he sang, too. Galen closed the door softly. There was nothing to be jealous of, and he felt beyond foolish.

He sat on the bed and began to clean and oil his sword. It hardly needed it, but the task occupied his hands and mind.
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And of course, her notice of how childish it was made Galen’s anger at himself flare anew. He opted to play ignorant. “What was what all about?”

She eyed him skeptically. “All right, then, we won’t talk about it.”

“I just didn’t think he had any right to know your business.” Oh, fair night, he was making it worse.

Lisveth kicked off the other boot and looked at him with faint incredulity. “Are you…” She seemed unable to form the word.

“It’s not like that!” he snapped. “I wouldn’t want my sister taking up with some drifting stranger, either!”

She blinked at him and then seemed to grasp some concept. “Oh! Did you think I was chatting him?” She laughed. “Wheel and wicker, no! Didn’t it occur to you that a drifter like him is exactly the sort who might fall in eventually with a well-funded bandit?”

Galen stared at her. It hadn’t.

“He’s the kind who’s used to getting by on his charm, and it’s going to pinch him when he can’t keep it up and his purse runs thin. And then he’s going to look for easy money.”

“Oh,” Galen managed. “That’s good thinking.”

“Of course it is.” She laughed. “Silly farm boy. He’s not even my type.”

Red. The word came unbidden to Galen’s mind, and he pushed it angrily away. This was entirely inappropriate, and anyway by now he suspected Lisveth wasn’t interested in men. Not that she seemed to be interested in women, either; she just didn’t seem to be interested.

Regardless, she certainly didn’t care when he chatted with the serving girls or joked with the women who came in to drink in the evenings with the laborers. He should afford her the same courtesy. “Sorry,” he said. “For—I don’t know. For thinking anything. Which I wasn’t.”

She laughed. “Neither of us was thinking anything. And we like it that way. Let’s go right on thinking nothing.” She flopped backward onto the mattress, raising a small cloud of dust.

Galen put his newly oiled sword away and stood. “I’ll be back. Privy.” And it would give the air a few moments to clear, and maybe he could forget what he’d said.

He went downstairs and out the rear of the inn, where there was an outhouse a bit too small to service the sizable public room. Heading back, Galen looked up and saw the red-haired young man—Kayvin, he’d said—standing at the base of the stairs, ignoring the fading conversation in the public room, staring up at the second floor. Staring at the door to their room.

Staring after Lisveth.

Galen cleared his throat as he came into the corridor, and Kayvin casually shifted his weight without looking back at Galen. But he gave Galen a pleasant nod as he passed. “Good evening.”

Galen jerked his head in response. “Evening.”

He went up the stairs, feeling stupid.
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Lisveth picked out the caravan—she argued, quite reasonably, that she had the better eye for what goods would be most attractive to steal and which guards the easiest to negate—while Galen visited the market, buying rations and replacements for bits of gear worn beyond repair. 

When they met again, Lisveth took the half of a pear Galen offered and nodded toward a staging ground full of activity. “That one.”

“You sound pretty confident.”

“If I were choosing a target, there’d be no other consideration. The best cargo by far, and half the guards are raw rookies, probably brought in because of the bandit threat but still lacking experience or brains. It’s so obvious, I’d suspect a trap, except I’ve managed to catch a few of the overseer’s conversations and I don’t think he could manage a trap. He may have enough to manage keeping his own feet both pointed in the same direction.”

Galen frowned. “If he’s so incompetent, how’d he make that position?”

She made a face. “The owner’s grandson.”

“You really have been listening.”

“Quite a few of his more experienced guards aren’t happy with him. They think he’s putting them at unnecessary risk.” She smiled a little cat smile. “And he is.”

They followed the caravan out of town, staying about a half-mile behind. It was a slow pace for two people traveling simply, but they stayed far enough back that no one seemed to notice their contrived delays and distractions. A group on horseback passed them and then the caravan, and then a man with a laden mule outdistanced them as Lisveth bent to fuss with a lace on her boot.

Galen had suggested joining the caravan itself under the premise of seeking protection from the bandits, which would have alleviated the burden of staying close enough to observe but not so close they were observed. But Lisveth preferred freedom of movement. “And if someone does drop a fireball on a wagon, real fire,” she said, “wouldn’t you rather not be in it?”

Sometimes Galen found it difficult to argue with her logic.

At night, they camped within hearing of the caravan, keeping their own fire and voices low. On the fourth night, they were apparently no longer low enough, and two guards came over the hill and approached them in the twilight.

“Heads up,” Galen said quietly, crouching over the fire with a pan.

“They probably smelled that bacon,” said Lisveth. “Keep cooking while I talk to them. It’ll look less suspicious, and besides, I’m starving.”

It was a man and a woman who approached, weapons slung loosely at their sides but within easy reach. “Good evening,” the woman called. “Got a moment to talk?”

It was a pleasant and innocuous opening. Galen shook the bacon in the pan.

“Certainly,” called Lisveth. “Not much supper to share, but you’re welcome to a bite if you like, too.”

“That won’t be necessary,” said the man, not too gruffly, “but thanks for the offer. We have our own supper with the caravan.” He raised an eyebrow. “As I’m sure you know.”

“Well, I guessed as much,” answered Lisveth, “but I was only trying to be friendly.”

Galen felt their eyes passing over him, gauging his build, the sword at his side, the crouch of his legs. He rocked back and sat solidly on the ground, trusting to Lisveth’s silver tongue. If it somehow came to a fight, she’d be quicker with her magic than he could get across the fire, anyway.

“Talking of being friendly,” said the woman, “we note you’ve been trailing us the last couple of days. Not walking with us, but staying close.”

Lisveth’s mouth firmed into a sulk. “The Octovirate’s roads are for the use of all. We’re heading south, same as you. Nothing to say we can’t cover the same road.”

“You don’t have wagons to handle or gear to manage,” the man pointed out. “You look reasonably healthy. You should be making better time.”

Lisveth looked faintly flustered and she glanced at Galen. “We—we wanted to be near someone. In sight or hearing. Not everyone can afford to pay for guards, you know, and well, we couldn’t afford to join the caravan, right? But we don’t want to walk alone in bandit country. Felix is okay with that sword, but there’s just the two of us, you know?”

Felix? Galen resisted the urge to roll his eyes.

The woman seemed to consider this. The man frowned. “So you’re hoping to use our protection without paying for it?”

“We’re not hurting you! We’re not in your way. We’re on the high road, same as you are.” Lisveth’s lower lip jutted slightly, and the other woman nearly rolled her eyes in irritation.

Galen had to look down at the bacon to keep from smiling. It was starting to burn, so he set the little pan aside.

“There’s no one saying you shouldn’t be using the road,” the man amended, sounding more exasperated now than suspicious. “It’s just that, well, there are bandits, and with you shadowing us so, some people are wondering if you aren’t…connected in some way.”

“What?” Lisveth didn’t seem to understand him.

He looked a bit pained. “You know, scouts or something. Watching. For the bandits.” He turned abruptly to look at Galen. “You aren’t saying much.”

“Not much to say,” Galen answered. “Just, I don’t think I could take a whole set of guards by myself.”

The man huffed with frustration. “I didn’t mean you could do it yourself. Not like the two of you could present much of a threat, I’ll grant you that. But if you were working with someone, scouting for them…”

Lisveth gave him a dubious look. “And somehow we’d signal them that you were coming? From behind you?”

“Well…”

A whisper of sound came from the direction of the caravan, and then there was a hollow roar like a bonfire. Together they swung and stretched on their toes, trying to see over the rise between them and the wagons. Light blossomed on the horizon, but it was in the wrong direction to be the fading sun.

“Fire!” gasped the woman.

“Fireball,” confirmed Lisveth softly to Galen. It had started.

The two guards sprinted for the caravan. Galen had to admire their dedication, though it was unlikely they’d reach it in time to do much—nor find much to do once there, either. The Fire Brigand, the new one, was probably safely hidden behind rocks or other cover, watching her targets burn. She and her accomplices wouldn’t come out until guards and travelers were thoroughly disorganized and fleeing.

So he wasn’t exactly sure what he and Lisveth were doing running in the same direction.

She seemed to anticipate his question. “Judging from the whistle and angle of ignition, I’m guessing she’s to the southwest. You go around and see if her flunkies are flanking—but don’t get among them. We’re not here to fight anyone. Just find where they are.”

“Without being mistaken for a bandit myself and cut up by the guards.”

“Right.”
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The bandits were charging from the north, opposite where Lisveth estimated the new Fire Brigand to be and right where she had sent Galen. He took a scant moment to appreciate her grasp of their tactics as he drew his sword and scanned for a way to intervene without putting himself among a dozen hostile bandits. 

No, not intervene. Lisveth had been very specific that they were not hired to protect the caravan, but to find the missing daughter Andrea. The caravan was its own concern; Galen was looking for the bandits and the girl described.

This did not stop him from hamstringing a lone bandit about to skewer a caravan guard. He ran on down the line of wagons, weaving through alarmed livestock and fleeing caravan passengers.

The bandits were concentrated near the center of the line, where a knot of guards clustered against a wagon. Probably a cargo of the most valuable goods, or the guards’ payroll, or some other prime target. Galen hesitated and tried to peer through the chaos for a particular face.

A whistling sound came overhead and Galen registered it dimly. Then memory returned with an urgent rush: This one is real. Real fire. He ducked and spun toward the warning sound, and he heard the screams of a little bunch of travelers watching their deaths fall upon them.

The incoming fireball sizzled toward them as a woman drew two children behind her pitiful shield of a body, and then it flashed and whiffed out, leaving a sharp crack of collapsing air and a wave of heat and smoke. 

Galen whirled and found Lisveth in the twilight. She stumbled and nearly fell, her eyes rolling, but caught herself. She was best at illusions, but she had control of real fire when she wished, though it took more effort.

The woman seized the two children and dragged them away with her. Bandits jeered and tore into the cargo. Galen snatched up a third straggling child, who screamed and kicked. He spun in place, watching for incoming danger and counting bandits, and then ran after the escaping family. “Take this one!”

The woman glanced back, eyes wide and frightened of Galen. “He’s not mine.”

Galen pushed the crying child ahead of him. “I can’t keep a child and fight.”

She nodded and gestured the child toward her, still watching Galen suspiciously. Of course she wouldn’t know him from a bandit.

Lisveth ran toward him. “Galen?”

“A dozen or so,” he said, pointing, “and at least two-thirds of them are pulling apart the cargo.”

Lisveth waved Galen toward her. “Let them distract themselves.”

The bandit Galen had cut was calling for help. Galen turned and followed Lisveth into the dark.

“I couldn’t find her,” Lisveth muttered, embarrassed. “She fired and ran. She’s still out here somewhere.”

She wasn’t talking about Andrea Lawson. “And we’re going to run around in the half-dark until we find her?”

“Or until she lights up and we can spot it,” Lisveth answered. “You got a better idea?”

He didn’t.

A whistle sounded to their left, and Lisveth whirled. “There!”

Galen traced the flaming globe’s track backward and selected a clump of bushes as its likely point of origin. “I’ll take the left,” he said.

Lisveth caught his arm. “Hold on.”

He followed her eyes and saw that while some bandits were still skirmishing with a few remaining guards, others were already settling down, pulling the cooking suppers from the pots and making themselves comfortable where their victims had been an hour before.

He nodded. They didn’t have to go looking for the sorceress; they could join her at dinner. He and Lisveth squatted and let the deepening twilight cover them.
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A line on the ground glowed, a series of sparks sprang among blades of grass, and then fire roared up in a roiling wall of yellow and orange flame. The bandits leapt back, bunching together and spinning to follow as the wall rose about them, entrapping them with a hedge of flame.

Swords appeared. “Show yourself!”

The ring of fire faded but for a few lingering burns to offer additional light. “Hold it, hold it, wait up,” Lisveth said, hands held high to show a lack of weapons. “We’re just here to talk. Wanted to let you know we were here.”

“I’m not interested in what you have to say.” A woman glared haughtily at them. Her hair was black, with a few bright streaks of red cutting jaggedly through it. Both colors were plainly artificial, and the effect was striking but not quite flattering.

“Well, we’re not here to talk to you, so I suppose that all works out nicely,” Lisveth replied in airy dismissal. She made a show of looking up and down the faces now closing in a half-circle about them. “Is everyone here? Anyone missing? We’re looking to deliver a message.”

The woman with streaky hair was not to be put off so easily. “Wait a minute! Do you know who I am?”

“Now how exactly should I know that?” Lisveth looked exasperated. She glanced at Galen. “You ever seen her before?”

“Nope.” Galen crossed his arms over his chest. Compromising his sword hand displayed a lack of concern for any threat the others offered and made them less jumpy about him. It simultaneously offered both peace and insult, a negotiation tactic he was learning from Lisveth.

It seemed to be working in both approaches. Most of the group had released their various weapons, and their leader was growing impatient and irate. “You don’t have to have seen me!”

Galen shrugged. “Glad that’s settled, then.” He turned and looked around at the others. 

“I just leveled a caravan!” snapped the woman. “I just killed a dozen professional fighters! Don’t you know who I am?”

“Calm down, Ember,” said a dark-haired man with premature grey at his temples. “They weren’t here, probably, and anyway we don’t want to tell them so much.”

Lisveth turned an incredulous and faintly disgusted gaze upon the woman. “Ember?” she repeated.

The woman’s mouth twisted into a sardonic smile. “Maybe the name offers you a clue, now?”

“Are you serious? Ember?” Lisveth shook her head. “You weren’t born with that name any more than with that hair. Which did you first dye it patchwork to match, your new name or your new hobby?”

Galen guessed Lisveth was buying him time, and he tore his eyes from the conflict to scan the rest of the group. There, a brown-haired girl with a nose slightly too large for her face. He took a few casual steps in her direction. “Is your name Andrea?”

Andrea froze, and her face worked through a short series of expressions before settling on outrage. “Did my parents send you? Did you come to drag me home again?” Her mouth twisted. “Because that’s not going to happen.”

Galen raised his hands. “I’m not dragging anyone anywhere.”

“That’s one thing certain,” snapped Ember. “Andrea’s not going anywhere. She’s with me, now, and she stays with me. One of my gang. Under my protection.”

“She doesn’t need protection.” Lisveth’s voice dripped contempt. “She left home because she wanted to manage her own affairs, and here you are, telling her what she can’t do.”

Andrea turned her eyes to Lisveth, blinked, and then looked at the Fire Brigand.

“Anyway, you’re wrong.” Lisveth focused on Andrea, ignoring Ember, whose widening eyes indicated she wasn’t accustomed to this kind of cavalier dismissal. “As my friend said, we aren’t going to drag anyone to anywhere. That’s not what we do, and you look like the type who likes to make her own decisions. We’re just here to deliver a message, like we said.”

Andrea’s expression was guarded, but her curiosity was piqued. “What kind of message?”

“Just this,” said Lisveth. “Your dad’s a horse’s arse.”

Andrea, ready to be defensive, was caught off guard. “What?”

“He’s an arse. He got angry and protective and he flubbed it all, mishandled the whole thing. He shouldn’t have shouted at you, even if he was scared. And he’s really sorry, and someday he hopes you’ll find it in you to forgive him, wherever you are.” Lisveth delivered this flatly, as if she’d memorized a speech of little interest, but she recited clearly and slowly enough that Andrea could take it in.

It took her by surprise, and her defiant protest faded unspoken. Still, she was suspicious. “That’s it?”

Lisveth shrugged. “That’s the important part. There was something else… Nope, not coming to mind. I kind of didn’t listen to the last bit as closely.” She grinned and picked at her ear with her little finger.

Andrea frowned. “Was it about coming home?”

Lisveth frowned back in concentration. “Maybe something about a baker? Can’t say for certain.”

“The baker’s daughter, maybe?” Andrea supplied. “Kerra? He liked Kerra, too—not my da, I didn’t mean that.”

“What is all this?” demanded Ember. “What has any of this to do with us?”

Andrea turned on her. “It’s something to me!” She turned back to Lisveth. “The baker’s daughter? Is that it?”

Lisveth nodded. “Yeah, about her. Did you know her?”

“Do not cross me!” snapped Ember. Lisveth’s baiting had angered her, but Andrea’s insolence before the others had been the final straw. “I’m the leader here, and—”

“And you’ll decide what matters to Andrea?” finished Lisveth. “Guess that makes you a horse’s arse, too. At least her father had the sense to be sorry about it.”

She was attempting to draw Ember’s fury from defenseless Andrea, Galen realized, like a rod draws lightning from a barn of dry timbers. It worked. Ember raised her hands with an inarticulate cry and the group, recognizing the gesture, scattered backward.

Galen ducked low as heat flared over him. Lisveth was moving, circling Ember; when fire was a projectile, she’d explained, it was just as difficult to hit a moving target as with a rock. And splitting Lisveth and Galen so the bandit couldn’t strike them both at once was a good idea.

Galen looked around for Andrea, but she was stumbling away with the others taking shelter behind rocks and trees. It seemed they did not trust their leader’s aim or temperance. Galen started after them, calling Andrea’s name, but when he slid into a natural dip where three bandits were crouching, none of them were Andrea. A man started at him, scowling and reaching for a knife, and Galen jerked backward and slid back down the hill. They did not follow.

Lisveth was working magic, gesturing from side to side as she slapped away Ember’s repeated bursts of fire. For a moment Galen wondered what was wrong, why there was so little of it, and then he realized that he was accustomed to Lisveth’s overly ornate and showy fountains of illusory fire. As with fists, real combat was different.

Ember called fire between her cupped palms, and Lisveth snatched it out of existence with a crackle of air. Ember stared at her empty hands, but Galen saw Lisveth waver with exertion.

“You’re a thief,” Lisveth growled, “but not a very smart one. You should check to see who owns things before you take them.” She bared her teeth in a skull’s smile. “Like names.”

The hint had its desired effect. Ember hesitated, her eyes wide, as she wondered whether Lisveth lied.

“I didn’t put that reputation down so just any street trash could pick it up.” Lisveth glared, hands ready to deflect the next bolt of fire.

Galen began to edge around them, watching for an opening. Lisveth was talking for time, stalling to recover from the magical effort.

“You can’t be,” Ember breathed, more in angry denial than in disbelief.

Lisveth grinned savagely. “But I am.”
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Three Years Before 

“Hey, fumblelump, you up there?”

His pillow was damp, betraying the tears he’d smothered, so Galen hurriedly shoved it into the narrow gap between bed and wall. “Yeah, what?”

“You up there?” David’s voice was muffled by the other shouting downstairs.

Galen rubbed his eyes, just in case David came up. He dared not be caught crying, not as a man of nearly twenty. At least it was too dark to show red eyes. “I’m in bed already!”

“Did you put up the geese?”

Some predator had picked off a laying goose last week, so they were keeping the flock penned at night. “Yes.”

Footsteps slapped up the stair-ladder, and David pushed open the door. “Did you put up the geese?”

“Yes, I said.” Galen checked his tone just short of frustration.

“Say it louder, bumbleclot. There’s a lot of noise down there.” David pried off a boot with the other foot.

Galen didn’t say anything.

“I think Uncle Idorn might kill Uncle Parn.” David said it with too much casualness as he pulled off his shirt and rolled onto the bed they shared.

Galen didn’t argue; he believed his brother.

David lay on his back, arms behind his head. “Not tonight. But soon.”

Galen licked his lips. “What if…” He couldn’t finish the question.

David’s voice was thoughtful. “If that happens, I might have a chance to inherit over the cousins. Da was the eldest, so his line should have precedence, right?”

Galen turned to the wall, arms crossed. “Dunno.”

“Wouldn’t matter to you much anyway, I guess.” David pulled at the blanket and scrunched his pillow beneath his head.

Galen did not sleep, even after David’s soft snores began. He stared into the darkness and listened to the men and women still shouting downstairs.

It was such a stupid thing to argue over. They fought over everything already, and it wasn’t as if they used the amulet, anyway, as they faced few threats on the farm. Even when they turned back the occasional bandit party, they hardly needed a magical amulet. It wasn’t worth even a garden-variety argument, much less the increasingly loud debates.

They should just give it back to the temple. Except that would mean admitting they’d stolen it in the first place.

There was a scrape of furniture and then a heavy crash downstairs, and a woman cried in protest. Then the fight subsided again to harsh voices. Galen retrieved his pillow from the gap and pulled it over his head.

It was just a silly amulet of protection. Only it wasn’t doing much protecting, because in the two years since they had brought it home, things had gotten steadily worse in the house.

Galen tightened his fingers into the pillow. How could David sleep through this?

The voices downstairs settled into grumbles and murmurs, and Galen took a full breath for what he realized was the first time in a long while. He had been unknowingly waiting for something worse. David was right, and someone was going to die.

Galen squeezed his eyes shut. If they wouldn’t give it back to the temple—and they wouldn’t—they should just throw the thing away.

The idea caught in his mind. What if he did just that? He might toss it into the ravine at the rear of the sheep range. No one would find it in such a lonely place.

His mouth twisted. When they discovered it missing, they might leap straight to conclusions and murder, accusing one another. And if Galen stepped in to say that it wasn’t one of his uncles who had taken it, they’d string his teeth on a wreath and then send him down into the ravine to find it.

Someone stomped up the stairs, and then the narrow house fell mostly silent.
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Galen brushed his red hair from his eyes and took a ready position, sighting along the lines of youths. At Master Caine’s instruction, they flowed through a series of movements, each a rhythmic simulation of blocking a strike, turning a weapon, or deflecting and evading an opponent’s attack. This was one of his favorite times of a temple day, strangely soothing despite the subject.

Generations ago, when waves of pirates and brigands had crashed regularly against Sayinia, the Senate had mandated combat training for every able-bodied person under fifty, and forts and temples across the land drilled dozens every day. Since the river’s shift, however, the capital was better protected and didn’t need the diligence of peasants. Reduced river trade had made the Heel itself a less attractive target, and most raiders had moved on to richer prey. Only a few temples kept up the training, no longer mandatory, and Galen knew of only one fort remaining.

They finished the final movement, a rotation to disarm and lock the elbow, and then turned in unison to face Master Caine. He nodded approval and gestured them to the end of the temple yard and the gate to the gardens.

Galen lived for the days at the temple. In the cool mornings they practiced the fighting forms, and sometimes the masters would allow them to spar. Then they tended the temple’s beans and vegetables before going inside to eat their lunch from the same plots. The afternoons were filled with other lessons, reading and history and arithmetic and stories from beyond the Heel.

Some of the family thought Galen should be spending those three days of seven in more farm work; there was never a shortage of goats to be milked or fences to be mended. But one time Galen had calculated winter fodder in bales at interest was a better investment than buying bags at cash down, finding the error in Uncle Parn’s figures, and so a triumphant Uncle Idorn had declared Galen could keep attending as long as he didn’t slack the other four days. Galen didn’t.

A green bean struck his shoulder, and Galen was startled out of his thoughts. 

“Pay attention.” Jonas dropped a handful of beans into his basket. “You’re pretty distracted.”

“What?”

“Exactly. And you just weed-pulled a rutabaga. You might want to stick it back in the ground before Brother Toller notices.”

Galen looked down at the plant in his hand. “I never remember these leaves.” He replaced the undeveloped root and tamped the ground around it. “I’m just tired. Didn’t sleep much.”

Jonas eyed him. “Doing anything interesting?”

Galen shook his head. He didn’t talk about it. Family business was family business, as his uncles would say, and it might come up somehow that they were fighting over something as well. And Galen would never risk bringing up the amulet here, not at the temple from which his father and uncles had stolen it.

Jonas grinned. “I know better. I know Brother Athgar has been giving you extra lessons in the morning.”

“That’s just once a week,” Galen said quickly. “I come in early. Don’t—don’t say anything.”

Jonas shrugged. “I don’t know that anyone’s jealous, if that’s what you mean. No reason to do extra work for no reason.”

Most of the temple students did just enough of the fighting forms to meet obligations and attend the more academic lessons in the afternoon, without particular interest in outdated lessons whose techniques did not help in the fields. Galen, though, treasured the predictable control of the forms and the extra hour away from his tense farmhouse, and he would never have admitted it aloud, but he was glad and proud to have been recognized and invited for additional instruction. It wasn’t the other students’ jealousy he feared if word got out he was at the temple more than necessary.

Brother Toller called them in for lunch, and as Galen passed he gave him a smile. “Rutabaga leaves have a bluish tint to them,” he said softly, and Galen’s ears grew warm. For all his amiable expressions, Brother Toller missed little. The monk jerked his head toward the eating hall. “Go on and review what they taste like, too.”

It was also Brother Toller’s turn for the history lesson. Today’s was an old lesson, repeated for the newer students in their first year. “With so many invaders pressing through to the capital, the Senate sent sorcerers and magicians to aid the outer regions’ defense. They wove fantastic magics about the land and lent strength to our warriors, and the pirates were turned back at the Battle of Oku, at great cost.”

Galen wrapped his arms about his knees, drawing them close to his chest. Beside him Jonas shifted and leaned back on his hands, cross-legged on the floor.

“After Oku, the sorcerers bestowed additional power upon each outpost, to prepare it for the next assault. This took the form of gifts, one to each temple and fortress. Enchanted weapons for fighting, some were, and others long-seeing glasses to spy the enemy’s approach. All things of myth and legend. Our own temple had one of the most powerful, an amulet that protected the wearer from harm.”

Galen looked at the floor between his feet.

“But when the river moved, the magicians were recalled, and they took most of their gifts with them. Few remained, and many of those have since been lost. Our own amulet was stolen only a few years ago, taken by brigands who killed two of our brother monks.”

Jonas coughed, and Galen jumped and looked at him. But Jonas only wiped his nose on the back of his hand.

“Fortunately, we have less need of the sorcerers’ gifts now. The Senate takes so little notice of us these days that it is even safe to openly complain we are neglected.” Brother Toller smiled and tapped the side of his nose conspiratorially. “And with the prize of the capital no longer within reach, there was no reason to fight. The great pirate fleets left as well, leaving only the common bandits you know today.”

“What about Fort Hope?” asked a younger girl. “Are there still soldiers there?”

Galen ignored the rest, as Brother Toller’s words were echoing in his mind. With the prize no longer within reach, there was no reason to fight. Galen had been right; stealing the amulet was the only way.

The rest of the lessons passed in a haze, and the road home blurred in Galen’s unfocused vision. With the prize gone... He had to take it. He could hide it, maybe, or maybe even return it to the temple. They surely wouldn’t steal it a second time.

What if—what if they did, and more died? Two monks had been killed the last time, and Galen’s own father. If he gave it back to the temple, would anyone else be hurt?

Well, Galen would be. If the amulet turned up at the temple, Uncle Parn and Uncle Idorn would surely guess how it had gotten there. Maybe Galen could stay at the temple for a while, too.

A goat bleated at him, and Galen realized he was nearly home. He jogged forward and turned the stray back to the little bunch his cousin Locke was swearing at. “Thanks,” Locke said before he caught himself. Quickly he added, “Stupid goats are as scatterbrained as you. Give me a hand, now you’re done wasting your day in stories and dancing.”

Galen did, saying nothing. They shooed the goats into a pen and Locke tied the gate shut, adding extra ties at top and bottom. “This needs fixing,” he pointed out unnecessarily. “Maybe you could do some work tomorrow, like the rest of us did today.”

Galen wanted to ask what Locke had done all day if the gate was still loose, but he didn’t. Locke had only a year on Galen’s nineteen, but he had his father’s temper and quick fists.

Aunt Lartha stood outside the kitchen, her hands pressed to the side of her head. Locke cut in front of Galen and started toward her, but not before Galen saw the worried hurt on his face. Idorn and Parn were at it again, not even waiting for supper this time.

“Carry the wood,” Locke called back over his shoulder, and Galen’s stomach fell. He wanted to flee to the barn, to hide among the cows and barn cats until this subsided, coming in too late for the fight and with buckets of fresh milk to his credit. But he went to the woodpile—maybe he could come again after and split wood until the current round died down—and gathered an armload to carry into the kitchen.

The angry voices carried well outside the stone walls, and Galen shoved the door back with a shoulder. Aunt Beni stood to one side, alternately pleading with both men to stop and turning hotly on Idorn at her husband’s shoulder. At the table, Galen’s mother stood chopping vegetables, her head down, her knife working briskly and regularly.

“You think I’ll let you keep it?” Uncle Parn leaned over the wide table, gesturing, his shadow falling over the vegetables. The knife made steady little ploks against the cutting board. “Like you’re some sort of captain or magician, running off pirates or demons instead of bandits?”

“I keep our food on our own table and our produce in our own markets,” snapped Idorn. “I keep us fed and safe in our beds at night. You didn’t complain when the bandits dropped the Uphill wool they stole with our own as they ran, did you?” He sneered. “What is it you’re afraid of, that you need protecting from?”

“And so I should let you have the thing? Wear it to protect yourself from hill bandits and ditch-robbers? While maybe you’ll just take a chance and kill me too, same as Ablo?”

Galen froze, the firewood hesitating over its box, his breath caught in his chest. Uncle Idorn had killed his father?

Idorn curled his lip in disgust. “I’d have less reason if you weren’t always snapping at my heels about the thing. You’re as greedy as he was.”

The sound of the knife against the cutting board continued unbroken, a steady rhythm of chopping. Galen’s mother had not looked up, had not so much as flinched.

Locke pushed open the door, shoving into Galen. “Get on, you’re in the way. Da, there’s a man here says the red cow got into his peas and tramped all the young plants. Wants payment to plant new.”

“Curse that red thing,” snarled Idorn, “and all red things like her.” He started toward the door, and Galen and Locke slid out of his way.

Galen dropped the armload of wood into the box, and Parn looked at him sharply. Galen didn’t raise his head, busying himself with pulling a few crooked pieces into alignment so the wood settled properly. The steady plok of the knife through the vegetables continued.

Galen went out again and, head down, walked to the far end of the yard, circling to the far side of the feed barn and dropping behind the last of the winter hay. Hidden from sight, he let it finally settle, finally become real.

Uncle Idorn had killed his father. And his mother had known.

They had told David and Galen and the others that the monks had pursued them, that Ablo had been killed in the fight. But Galen could guess now how it had happened, how Ablo had claimed the amulet as the eldest and the fighting had begun. Had they betrayed him, turning on him in the fight with the monks? Had the monks even come after them at all, or had they been killed in the temple robbery and not as they pursued the thieves? Was Idorn’s act one of blind fury and hot greed, or had Idorn and Parn conspired to seize Ablo’s birthright as well as the amulet?

And his mother had known. And she sat quiet and still, preparing food for his murderers as they argued over the spoils of his death.

Galen’s breath wheezed in his throat, and the tears he almost wanted wouldn’t come, burning instead in his chest. He clenched his fists until his knuckles hurt and his palms bled. He wanted them all to pay—Uncle Idorn, and Uncle Parn, and his mother, and Aunt Beni and Aunt Lartha, all who had known and who continued this—

But deeper, deeper, the fury faded to a soundless ache, a rift that could not be plumbed, a sorrow for his family and their danger to themselves. They had not been like this when he was a child, not this bad. They needed something to fight over, and that was the amulet.

He had to take it. The stupid amulet, an amulet of so-called protection—he had to steal it to protect what was left of his family. And he couldn’t merely hide it, couldn’t take it to the temple where they would find it again. He had to get it away from them.

He would do it tonight.
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