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This novels includes some adult language and references to religious trauma and abuse, child abuse, racism, self-harm and suicide, sexual assault, violence, sexism, and implied sexual activity between consenting adults.  A sexual assault takes place on-page. 

Please take care when reading. 
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Prelude: 

Of Wings and Worries
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​Three Months Ago


​

Given the choice, the Queen of the Faeries would 

have preferred to remain permanently aloof and sequestered, sipping nectar and warming her dusky purple skin atop a sun-drenched rock. But duty called, and another year without her partner meant that it was she and she alone who could administer discipline among the colonies.

Talu knew that her frustration was not only useless, but inappropriate. She had been given a remarkable position among the four Guardian races; only the faeries had chosen to pay fealty to a ruler, meaning that Talu’s rule was absolute. Of course, near-eternal command of an entire species had its perks, but today, she was required to leave on the type of journey that she had come to dread and despise.

She was to be responsible for the execution of another wayward faerie.
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​Chapter One: 

​Of Baking and Book-Lending
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Alvyx Autumnsong was rumored to be a druid, and not a very good one, according to his neighbors.

Alvyx, everyone agreed, was much better at baking.

The piping-hot blueberry pie on the table, with its golden, cinnamon-sprinkled crust, was delicious proof of that.

Rinah watched spirals of steam curl upward and dissipate into the air. “Papa, it’s perfect!”  

She breathed the word with such veneration that Alvyx had to laugh. “Although our bellies never know the difference, I’ve always believed that a pretty pie somehow tastes better than a plain one. Now, tea, my dear.”

Rinah filled the kettle with spring water and hung it on the hook above the fire, then prepared two cups, dividing dried leaves between them. Alvyx pulled a small notebook from the shelving underneath the table. He tapped on his chin with his charcoal stick.

“Now, have we decided what type of fruit tarts young Miss Rallis would like for her birthday party this year?”

Rinah didn’t hide her scowl. “Pear and pomegranate,” she sighed. “Of course, she wants something out of season.”

“That’s her prerogative. Her parents are willing to pay for it,” Alvyx mumbled as he scratched some numbers into the book. “We could go to the market just west of the Eliki Groves for the pomegranates; I imagine we’ll get a decent price there, but they won’t have pears...”

“Why does she make everything so difficult?”

Alvyx did not look up from his calculations but asked, “This isn’t about the tarts, is it?”

“Of course, it’s not. I don’t like what she says about you.”

He chuckled. “These days, I care very little in regard to what is said about me.”

“I know, but my point is that she’s allowed to say whatever she wants without any consequences. If I said something about her father—”

“What have you said about the provost?” Alvyx asked, his tone sharp.

“Nothing!”

“Keep it that way,” he advised. “Pettiness is unbecoming for a young lady.”

“Tell that to Xinny,” Rinah muttered bitterly. “She’s going on about you being a diviner.”

“Oh, people have been saying that since before you were born. Idle talk always comes full circle.” Seeing the concern on his child’s face, Alvyx added, “If her father really thought it was true, he’d bring in the Zealots and lead the mob himself, pitchforks and torches blazing. Xinila just likes the attention the gossip brings her.” 

The kettle released a shrill whistle, and Rinah hopped up to remove it from the fire. The crisp scent of sage filled the little cottage. She dropped a dollop of honey into Alvyx’s cup. He idly stirred it and mused, “So, we do not look with a favorable eye upon Xinila Rallis these days. What of her brother?”

“Everyone adores Galen. I wish Xinny had two brothers. One for Charis and another for me.” 

Alvyx laughed. “It’s good that you and Charis are still close. She’s always been on the fanciful side. And you’re more serious. You balance each other out.”

“Well, Galen has a serious side, too. I think they’re going to be very happy together.” 

Alvyx blew on his tea, thinking on Rinah’s concerns. Xinila’s recent comments were hardly unique. He had been the subject of gossip before. He had to admit that he did possess the somewhat unbalanced air of a man whose secrets were slowly driving him insane. Perhaps he should consider brushing his hair more often.

Still, no matter how wild the rumors became, they never seemed to put anyone off his celebrated fruit pies.

It was over bowls of batter and baskets of berries that he first shared stories of his youth with his daughter. Then, as she grew older, he took her on hours-long walks in search of herbs and flowers to make poultices and tinctures. Providing food and supplying medicine, he used to tell her, were two ways that they could show kindness to others. As he nurtured her gentle, inquisitive spirit, she developed a veneration for the talents and experience of those around her. Even as a young girl, she loved to watch the town’s tailor, Ms. Quadira, measure and snip fabric for new gowns, or help Mr. Adelfi, the innkeeper, make huge pots of stew for the guests. Alvyx liked to remark that his daughter was “an old soul,” but he knew she simply preferred the company of storytellers. And older folks, Alvyx taught her early, were the best storytellers. 
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Most of the time, Rinah liked that her papa’s cottage was on the outskirts of Lindenvale. Though the house was small (her bedroom was just a loft above the kitchen), their garden was as fine as that of any noble family. Rinah cared for the herbs, the flowers, and the shrubs as tenderly as though they were her own children. A weathered, shoulder-high stone wall had once encircled their home, but several of the blocks had disintegrated over time, erasing much of the barrier between cultivated land and the wilds beyond. A rippling stream snaked its way through the trees just outside the wall; it had been a source of wonder for young Rinah, who had spent long summer days splashing about in it with the graceless joy of a child, begging for Papa to join her, but often settling for a timid Charis instead.

The Autumnsong cottage was a cozy place to welcome friends and enjoy a cup of tea and a scone, a tiny paradise shielded from the noise and crowds of the town. But on days like this, blue-skied and sunny, full of promise and the scent of summer blooms, Rinah preferred to lose herself in the bustle of her lively village. Children chased each other around the fountain in the town square. Young boys dangled crudely wrought fishing rods from the stone bridges, yelping with pride every time they reeled something in, no matter how small. Wagons and the occasional horse-drawn cart rattled over the cobbled paths, and boisterous music streamed from Adelfi’s Inn. Its newly minted proprietress, Ioanie, flung open the windows and filled the busy street with the sound of buskers, minstrels, and balladeers, all of whom stayed in her rooms for a reduced rate—as long as they sang for their supper. Traveling merchants frequently stopped in Lindenvale, as it was so near the borders of two neighboring nations. They brought a wonderful assortment of spices and goods, all of which contributed to the multicultural flavor of the little town. That flavor was something that Rinah had come to treasure. Elves, orcs, dwarves, and humans—and almost any combination thereof—called Lindenvale home and brought their respective traditions to the table. As small as it was, the town boasted temples dedicated to all four of the Gods Below (two, in fact, to the earth goddess).

Lindenvale’s library, situated on the second floor of the town hall, was a far cry from what a big city dweller might call a public archive. Still, the building stood proudly across from the chandler’s shop and one of the village’s taverns as though inviting ale-addled brains to spend time among books instead of beer.

Rinah greeted Tzaki Naoum, the half-elf curator, who sat behind a scuffed desk. She set her books down. “I loved this one,” she stated, pointing to the romance novel, “and this one was...” Rinah made a face at The History of the Dwarven Mountain Wars. “Honestly, I’m not even sure why you recommended that one to me.”

With a cocked eyebrow, Tzaki asked, “Did you learn anything new?” 

“I learned that dwarven history is very dry,” Rinah admitted. “And I also learned about dwarven axeheads. I didn’t know that the shape is based on tribal heritage.”

“It’s never a waste of time if you learned just one new thing. Besides, dwarven history is no more or less dry than anyone else’s. It all depends on the author.” Tzaki pulled a leather-bound tome from a drawer. “This one is more to your liking, I would wager. I bought this one a few days ago when I was in Maplecrest. I’d like you to be the first to borrow it!”

The cover was green with a delicate illustration of swirling ivy leaves. “Traditional Herbal Remedies of the Lowland Forest Elves,” she read. “Thank you, Mr. Naoum!” She immediately flipped through the pages, announcing the chapter titles. “Potions for Restful Sleep... Therapeutic Uses for the Purple Coneflower... Benefits and Dangers of White Snakeroot. Oh, this looks marvelous!”

“Will you, by chance, be passing by the forge sometime today?” he asked. “I have a book that one of the apprentices was asking for.”

“I wasn’t planning on it, but I’m happy to take it there.” Mr. Naoum gave her a thin, paperbound book, little more than a pamphlet. When Rinah saw the title, she couldn’t suppress a smile. “Mr. Naoum, is this love poetry?”

She was met with a disdainful huff. “The Northern Dwarves do not write love poetry,” he asserted. “I’ll have you know that The Ardor of Bera Brannbarn is over nine hundred years old! It’s the oldest known dwarvish poem in recorded history, and it references warfare thrice as often as it does marital relations. It’s a death hymn written by a widow on the occasion of her mate’s assassination at the hands of an enemy tribe’s spy. Whom she later married.”

Rinah frowned.

“Wartime treaties and whatnot,” clarified the librarian. “Thank the gods we live in more civilized times. Enjoy the rest of your day, Miss Autumnsong.”

As soon as Rinah left the town hall, she heard a familiar, sing-songy voice. “Your papa told me you’d be here!” Charis Soter waved excitedly from across the square and bounded over to her friend.

Arm-in-arm, the girls strolled down the cobblestone path toward Adelfi’s Inn. They could smell Ionie’s peppery rabbit stew from blocks away. With eager grins, they decided it was time for lunch.  

“Have you heard anything from Dargah yet?” Charis politely dipped her head as a male dwarf, leaving the inn, held the door open for the young ladies.

Rinah shrugged. “Nothing after that first letter from Fairbrooke, and that was—what, two weeks ago?”

“Are you worried about her?”

Dargah was a good head and a half taller than Rinah and worked as a blacksmith. There had never been, nor would there ever be, a reason to worry about her. “No. But as for her brother when she gets a hold of him...”

Inside, Ioanie greeted them cheerfully over the heads of her chatting patrons. She was their age but had been helping to manage the smaller of Lindenvale’s two inns since she was just ten years old. Her parents still puttered around the place, her father making minor repairs and her mother mending curtains and brewing tea. However, at Adelfi’s, now Ioanie’s word was law. 

The two friends slid onto stools at the bar counter, where Mrs. Adelfi was filling a tankard with golden suds. The inn was known for its sub-par ale, but that was because Mr. Adelfi was a rather talented vintner and put more care into his wine casks than into hops and malted barley. His small batches of blackberry wine were a treasured local specialty; only Alvyx’s recipe rivaled his.

Having seen them enter, Ioanie presented Charis and Rinah with two large bowls of savory stew and a sizable chunk of the inn’s signature sourdough bread to sop up the gravy. She seemed as though she wanted to chat, but hungry patrons continued to pour through the door, and she hurried back to the kitchen. 

Talking around a mouthful of food, Rinah said, “Have you given any thought to the Adoration of Ayusa yet?” The celebration was six weeks away, but she knew Charis was already considering decorations. She was happiest when planning a celebration, or hosting a celebration, or attending a celebration. Charis was the flighty social butterfly Rinah was not, but they shared an eye for detail and a knack for problem-solving—gifts they put to good use in the town of Lindenvale. With Alvyx inevitably providing the sweets, the girls had helped plan and organize at least half a dozen of the village’s celebrations in the past year, from weddings to festivals and birthday parties. But while Charis was the effervescent hostess, Rinah always preferred the role of the vigilant steward, refilling plates of treats, pouring beverages, and folding napkins to ensure no one would run out. 

“Of course I have!” Charis exclaimed. “I found out that a brand-new orcish theatre troupe will be passing through next month, and I was hoping we could convince them to stay long enough to perform at the festival. No one does drama better than orcs, so it’ll more than make up for last year’s... um... challenges.”

Charis’s tender heart had gotten her in trouble the previous year when her trio of cousins had convinced her to let them present a dance in honor of the water goddess Ayusa. The only issue, they learned far too late, was that her cousins were terrible dancers.

“The orcs won’t be performing the Dance of Dalliance, will they?” Rinah wondered. As children of the earth goddess Dehlkia, orcs were a passionate people. They enjoyed expressing their sensuality in any number of ways, most of which the easygoing humans of Ayusa tolerated. But Lindenvale’s leadership had drawn the line at the female-only Dance of Dalliance, which was, in their words, “not merely suggestive, but just shy of a public orgy.” 

“Absolutely not! Besides, I think that’s kind of a unique thing in Inbar, and this troupe is from Granaat.”

Rinah had poked around in enough Dehlkian history texts to know that Inbar was a rough place to be a woman; it was the only one of the orcish kingdoms in which females did not enjoy the same basic rights as males. Granaat, however, the empire in which Dargah’s family lived, was egalitarian in regards to gender. Queens could even rule without a consort or regent in Granaat! A dance troupe from there was more likely to land well in Lindenvale, so she agreed. “And they don’t mind performing at Ayusa’s festival? That seems rather open-minded.”

Charis nodded. “They’re not linked to any of Dehlkia’s temples. They’re a secular troupe. They don’t care where they dance or who for, as long as they get paid. So, let’s see. Their presentation can be the focus of the celebration, once the temple procession clears out. We’ll have the merchant and artisan stalls lining the town square like we always do. Or do you think maybe we could change it up and—”

“Help! Please, someone—we need help over here!” 

The girls turned as one at the sound of the gruff voice. At the door were two local men, worried eyes wide open, with a bloodied male body hanging between them. 
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The faint smattering of applause was more appreciation than Runo had ever received for his music. He bowed low, smiled, and skipped off the stage. As he made his way through the sweaty mass of patrons and back to his table, he realized that his seat had been taken.

By his sister.

Older than Runo by a decade, Dargah was an imposing figure. Unlike him, she had inherited the sleek, solid musculature of an orc, was considerably stronger than he was in at least a dozen ways, and his lifelong protector. Of his four siblings, Dargah had always been the one Runo loved most. But, as he met his sister’s unreadable, inky gaze, his guts began to flop around like a fish on a hook.

“Ruh Noor,” she said. “Come. Walk with me.”

He nodded weakly and cast a final glance behind him at the shoddy stage. He tried to savor the moment, even as anxiety dampened his palms.

Outside, the night air was hot and humid, but Runo shuddered. He hugged his drum close to his chest and forced a cheerful, “Dargah! I had no idea you were in town!”

Without a word, she continued to stalk away from the tavern. Runo quickened his pace to keep up, wiping clammy hands on his tunic. His sister was not much of a  strong-and-silent type. She never had been. No, Dargah was a strong-and-tell-it-like-it-is-even-if-nobody’s-listening type. This was going to be bad.

“Are Appa and Umma doing well?” he tried, noticing that tension had shot his voice up nearly an octave. “And what of—”

“Do not mock me, brother,” Dargah said, her voice sharp. “No one’s heard from you in a month, and Umma assumed you dropped dead somewhere. Fortunately for me, you are about as subtle as a sandcat in heat, so tracking you down was not a challenge.”

The comparison made Runo wince.

“What I want to know is,” she continued, ignoring his petulant frown, “why aren’t you with Savta and Yalniz right now? And how long have you been on your own? And how did you manage to survive with nothing but the shirt on your back? And why couldn’t you be bothered to write to me about any of this? You know I would have helped you.”

“I’m fine. I’ve been singing for my supper,” he replied. “I haven’t starved, clearly.”

She stared at him, unblinking, until a drop of sweat skidded down his face. 

“I’ve been sleeping outside and stealing food,” he admitted, and she rolled her eyes. “Look, I couldn’t stay with Savta. She’s a spy for Umma! I couldn’t even sneeze without her writing to Umma that I was dying of the Khusubian catarrh. And Yalniz is a jerk. He’s always been a bully, so I figured I’d be better on my own. And I was right! I did get a gig tonight! You saw! And I have another one lined up near Sabre Lake next week!”

She snorted. “I cannot believe Umma and Appa let you do this! Just up and leave!”

His face fell. “So, it’s all right for you but not for me?”

“That isn’t what I meant. For you to leave home without a—”

“I didn’t leave. Not permanently. They wouldn’t let me. Not after what happened to you,” he said, his voice softening. “We agreed it was only for a few months.”

“You might as well have left for good! Look at you. After you promised to stay with family, you’re out here completely on your own, in taverns, looking to impress people who would just as likely rob you as they’d enjoy your music!” Her piece finished, Dargah crossed her arms and challenged her brother to reply. 

He gave her a moody but knowing pout. “So, what are you actually mad about?”

“Nothing. You. Waiting to hear from you, not knowing if you were alive or dead.”

Runo took in her defensive stance and decided he’d risk further irritating her. “That’s only fair after what happened with Parviz. Three months, Dar!”

At the name of her former trainer, the corners of Dargah’s mouth turned down. “That is different,” she insisted. “I was twenty-two, and my situation was nothing like—”

“It’s the same. It’s exactly the same. No one knew where you were! I kept having dreams that you were dead somewhere.” 

Her expression went blank. “Well, I wasn’t.”

“But we didn’t know that!” Runo argued. “Appa was on the verge of defending our family’s reputation in the ring!”

Dargah rolled her eyes. Though more ceremonial than anything else, orcs could still defend the honor of their loved ones by publicly insulting the offender and drumming up support in their favor. It was little more than posturing nowadays, but it did count for something. She knew her father would have gone down swinging on behalf of his own bruised pride if not his daughter’s, but no good would have come of it. “And he’d have wound up dead,” she concluded. “Besides, what future was he talking about? My time at the Games was essentially over, and Parviz was my last chance to... oh, for gods’ sakes, it doesn’t matter.”

“It does!”

“This isn’t about me,” Dargah said, her tone firm. “This is about you lying to our parents. At least I had the decency to be upfront about what I was doing with my life before I left home.”

Runo realized that his opportunity to make his point had passed, and further talk would be met with silence. “I’m sorry,” he said with genuine contrition. “But I kind of liked having a little bit of freedom. And it’s been an adventure!”

“Yes, starvation is such a thrill.”

“I wasn’t starving.”

“You’ve lost weight.” Dargah cast a mildly disdainful glance toward her brother’s wiry frame.

“I’ll fill out,” he insisted. “Umma says the males in our family just take a little longer.”

“Umma says a lot of things.” Dargah uncrossed her arms, an unspoken sign that their squabble had ended. “Now, I assume you don’t have a place to stay for the night. I have a room at the inn. Come on.”

Knowing that protest of any kind would be useless, Runo nodded and followed her like an obedient puppy. At least he’d sleep in a warm bed tonight.
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​Chapter Two: 

​Of Family and Flirtation
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“Help! He’s bleeding everywhere!”

While a few patrons staggered out of their path, Rinah moved forward to help the men. She shot a questioning glance toward Ioanie, who asked calmly, “And you brought him here instead of to the infirmary?”

“He said he don’t trust no physicians.” The younger of the two men glanced back at the  victim’s bruises, listened to his muffled groans, and realized the absurdity of his statement. “Yeah, maybe best not to take his advice now, huh? But that’s all we got outta him - his name, an’ that he hates doctor-types.”

Ioanie gestured. “Room three is open.”

Charis leapt to her feet. “I’ll get Doctor Jayce anyway. Just in case.”

As the men eased the unlucky traveler into the room, Rinah took in the victim’s injuries. She had already cleaned her hands in the wash basin on the nightstand.

“Hullo, Miss Rinah,” one of the men said shyly. She recognized him as Ida Drepani, the teenaged son of a nearby tailor. And the shorter man was his step-brother Solan. “We think it was them bandits that the provost was warnin’ people about.”

“Can you help him, you think?” Solan asked Rinah. “His name’s Bram.”

“I think his injuries are largely superficial,” she said. At Ida’s confused frown, she added, “I don’t think he’s going to die.” Then, to the groaning man on the bed, she announced, “Bandits must be getting bolder, picking on a big, strong man like you, in broad daylight no less!” Her bedside manner, Alvyx always reminded her, was as important as the treatment she gave her patients. That was the reason apothecaries were still preferred over physicians in so much of Ayusa, at least for treating minor issues. Rinah drew near to the injured man. Indeed, one of his eyes had swollen shut, and there were scratches and cuts all over his face and neck. At any rate, he appeared to be handsome under the bruises—and quite likely to survive. 

“Four on one,” wheezed Bram. “Not fair.”

While she dabbed at his wounds, Rinah answered, “Four were too many for you to handle? That’s hard to believe!”

Bram’s cracked and bloody lips curved into a smile. “You lads brought me to a lady doctor?” She thought he attempted a wink, too, but it was hard to tell with that swollen eye.

“The physician is on his way, but I can help a little until he arrives.” She pulled a small jar of salve from her bag. After she had carefully cleaned the deepest scrapes, she smoothed the ointment onto them. 

“I don’t like doctors,” mumbled Bram. “They always get me in trouble.”

“I don’t care,” Rinah replied pertly. “You need a proper examination.”

Solon announced, “Me and Ida were headin’ to the far side of the creek to do some fishin’, and when we got there, we heard this moanin’ and groanin’, and I said to Ides, ‘That ain’t no fish makin’ that noise,’ so we looked around, and sure ‘nuff, couple yards away was this fellah, all busted up. So we threw him in our wagon, and here we are!”

“You’re both proper heroes, then,” Rinah said. Ida blushed, and Solon ducked his head. 

The village’s physician, Farzaan Jayce, bustled into the room. “I ran into Miss Soter just across the street, and—oh, thank you, Rinah,” he said, eyeing her handiwork. “I’ve got it from here.” 

“Hey,” mumbled Bram, jerking his chin at the well-dressed half-orc leaning over him. “What can you do that she can’t?”

“Well, she can’t set broken bones, for one,” Farzaan replied.

“Yes, I can!” protested Rinah, though quietly.

“No broken bones here.” Bram wiggled his fingers and then flexed his arms and legs. 

“I will be the judge of that.” Farzaan began to prod, perhaps a bit too aggressively, at Bram’s bruises. As his patient stifled a yell, he said to Rinah, “Thank you for your assistance, Miss Autumnsong. I’m sure I have the situation under control!”

It was as polite a dismissal as Rinah could have expected, so she smiled at all four men, then made her way back downstairs to Charis. “Bandits, and he’ll live,” Rinah answered the questions on her friend’s face. 

After finishing their meal without further interruption, they meandered back into the sunshine. Charis effused about some new fashions coming out of Raven’s Ridge. Though no longer little girls, the two sometimes fantasized about what they would wear if they were Ladies of Great Means. And today, as Charis’s relationship barrelled toward marriage, she dreamed of a long, pale-purple dressing gown trimmed with handmade lace. It would billow dramatically behind her, she explained, while she stood alone on a windswept moor at dusk, waiting for her lover to whisk her into his arms. Rinah was about to tease Charis about her highly specific daydream, but heavy, lumbering footsteps interrupted her. 

“Miss! Ladies! Wait!”

The girls turned as one. Out of the inn, unaided by his rescuers, walked Bram. The physician fussed after him, noting that he should get some more rest, but Bram declined. “Thanks for your help,” he said, pulling a single gold coin from under the cuff of his boot.  He grinned. “Ha! Bastards didn’t bleed me dry.”

“Nonsense,” Farzaan responded, returning Bram’s dismissive wave. “I did very little, and certainly nothing worthy of that. If you’re staying in town over the next day or so, buy me a drink here or at the Screaming Siren down the road, and we’ll call it even.”

Having recovered well enough to flash a disarming grin at Rinah, Bram agreed, “Fair enough. I’m looking to stay here a good while, actually. Working for my Aunt Vigga.  Know her?”

Vigga Ilsted was a ruddy-faced, old but somehow ageless half-dwarf. She was sharp-tongued, steel-jawed, almost deaf in one ear, and as grumpy as an underfed billy goat. As long as most residents could remember, Vigga had managed her own forge and taken on dozens of apprentice blacksmiths over the years. 

Everyone knew Vigga, whether they wanted to or not. She made sure of it.

Rinah noted, “Bram, you’ll be working with my friend Dargah, too! I’m sure she’ll help you settle in.” 

“Well, then, how about a formal introduction, ladies?” Bram’s easy charm shone through the bruises on his face as he dipped his head in respect.    

“I’m Rinah Autumnsong, and this is my friend Charis Soter. We’re sorry to have met you under these circumstances, but welcome to Lindenvale nonetheless.” She and Charis offered quick curtseys.

“We wish you a fast recovery. I’m sure we’ll see you around!” Charis added before the two girls left for the shops on nearby Halcyon Street. At once, she was in Rinah’s ear. “He was flirting with you!” she hissed.

Rinah chuckled. “I know you want everyone to be as happy as you are with Galen, Charis, but I think you’re imagining things.”

“I’m not! He didn’t even glance at me.”

Charis was well-meaning, but Rinah was growing impatient with her friend’s attempts at matchmaking. Two months ago, the girl had roped her into an evening at the theater with one of the men from Galen’s garrison. Although Charis has insisted that he was “darling,” he’d embarrassed both himself and Rinah by yelling drunkenly at the actors during an intense, intimate scene, demanding that the female lead “take it off, already.” And only last week, Charis had begun dropping hints about a neighbor who might “have a friend” for Rinah.

“I think we need to make some decisions about the festival.” Rinah abruptly changed the subject, suggesting, “We should talk to Xinny and see if she might like to play. You know she’ll be offended if we don’t ask her.”

Charis wrinkled her nose. “The only thing I like about that stupid flute of hers is that she can’t play it and talk at the same time! She never used to be like this, but since Galen and I have gotten closer, she’s always there, pulling him away with some excuse or another. Or she’s interrogating me like I’m a common criminal! It’s obvious that she doesn’t want Galen to marry me, but I still don’t know why.” Her anger slipped into confusion. “Is there something the matter with me?”

“Of course not. Oh, I have an idea! Ask Xinila to play her flute at the wedding. That way, she won’t have the opportunity to bother you on your special day.”

“And have her showing off the whole time, while people should be focused on me instead? Charis’s eyes went wide with horror.

“Oh, fine. But do ask her about the festival. You’ll be on her good side if you make a big deal about having her play. You should go now,” Rinah insisted with a little shove on her friend’s shoulder. “I wanted to talk to Mrs. Harek about a new pair of shoes for Papa.” With that, she ambled away, leaving Charis flustered and alone with her own pleasant, purple-gowned thoughts.

*
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Blazing shafts of sunlight assaulted Runo’s eyes, forcing him back under the covers with a grumbled protest.

“Wake up,” came his sister’s bark, and the blanket was torn from his body. A bundle of clothing hit him in the face. “You smell like a dung heap,” she announced. “Get cleaned up, and then we’re leaving. I’ll be waiting downstairs.” 

His eyes were still squeezed shut when he heard the door slam. He stole one more delicious moment, hugging his pillow, then slid out of bed. He shucked off his old clothing, splashed water on his face, and gave himself a sniff. Nothing out of the ordinary, but orc females were inclined to have a sharper sense of smell than the male, making them excellent hunters. 

Hmm. Dargah might have a point. 

Runo took a minute to tidy himself up, then unfurled the clean tunic his sister had given him. He slid it over his head, realizing that the color and cut made him look older. Maybe even more refined. He tilted his chin just so and thrust his jaw forward a bit. If he pushed hard enough, his tusks looked almost as big as a full-blooded orc’s, right? They totally did. He tied the drawstring on his leather pants and slipped back into his well-loved boots. A good night’s sleep and a fresh change of clothes made him feel like a new man.

Dargah was glaring at her porridge when he found her. A steaming bowl awaited him, generously sprinkled with pistachios—his favorite snack.  

“How far is Sabre Lake?” she asked by way of greeting.

“About twelve miles.”

“Well, then, we won’t have trouble making it there before supper,” came the reply. “We can eat a decent meal, something with meat”—she gestured to her bowl—“and we’ll have time to load up on supplies before your performance.”

Runo blinked. “We? I... I thought you came after me to drag me back home. Or at least back to Savta’s.”

“Gods, no. You’re coming home with me.”

“To Lindenvale? You mean it?”

“Your food is getting cold,” Dargah announced.

Runo squelched the desire to jump up and squeal with glee. Instead, he nodded soberly, as though considering her offer. “This could work. When I become famous across the land, I will need a bodyguard to protect me from all the crowds of wild, adoring admirers. Think you’re up to the task?”

“You are an arrogant little turd.”

“I missed you, too.” Runo’s smile was crooked but genuine. “The past couple weeks were really scary, but whenever I thought about quitting, I thought of how you would kick my ass if I did. And that scared me way worse than anything else. So I kept going.”

Dargah—too human of face—was not considered beautiful by orcish standards. But in that moment, the pride and motherly love radiating from her face made her look as majestic as a queen. And Runo couldn’t be happier that his only sister, his most trusted, best friend ever, was back in his life for good.

*
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Rinah plucked a final blueberry from the bush and stashed it in her already overfilled basket. She moved to return to the cottage but paused as she saw a vaguely familiar figure striding along the path near her home.

“Oh! Bram! Hello. It looks as though you’ve recovered.”

The half-dwarf pushed fluffy blond hair out of his eyes with one hand and tipped his hat with the other. “That I have, Miss Autumnsong! Thanks to the good people in this town. It was a humbling experience, being ambushed by bandits. If those two boys hadn’t happened upon me, I’m not sure I would have made it here at all.” 

“Is your aunt well? She must be so pleased to have you here to help her.”

Bram laughed, a cheerful, booming sound. “Well, even if she isn’t, I’m glad to be here. Folks have been nothing but welcoming all week.”

“So, just out enjoying the sunshine, or is this a social call?”

“A bit of both, Miss Autumnsong.” He presented her with a single daisy he’d plucked on the way there. She smiled and tucked it behind her ear. Its petals were almost swallowed up entirely by her voluminous curls.

“Thank you. Just Rinah is fine.”

“Absolutely not. If my mother heard I was addressing a young lady by her first name, she’d have plenty to say about it,” he warned. “But I heard that you do some potion-mixing, and I need a little relief for my shoulder.” He rotated it, then winced. “It’s the only thing still bothering me.”

Mild indignation flushed her cheeks. “A potion-mixer? I’m learning the apothecary arts, if that’s what you mean. But yes—of course, I can help you.” Rinah realized that she should have invited him into the cottage by now for the sake of hospitality, but Alvyx wasn’t home. “Have a seat,” she offered instead, gesturing to the wooden benches in her garden. As he eased his solid frame onto the bench closest to her, Rinah slipped into the house, placing the berries on the kitchen table. From the shelf that hung over her worktable, she grabbed a small pot of peppermint-scented muscle balm.

When Rinah handed it to Bram, he asked, “How much?”

“Oh,” Rinah shrugged. “That salve is so easy to make; I couldn’t charge you for it. I hope it works quickly for you.”

“You won’t take any coin for it at all?” She shook her head. “Huh. The healers in this town! Then I will owe you an ale at the tavern, too,” he promised. “Or wine, if you prefer. I heard something about blackberry wine being a big deal around here.”

“It is, very much so. And your offer is sweet but not necessary. I’m happy to help.”

“I insist. Thank you, Miss Autumnsong. I am certain I will see you sooner rather than later.” With a nod and a tip of his cap, he was on his way back toward the town. Then he paused. “Wait! I was wondering, do you all celebrate the Adoration of Ayusa?” 

“We celebrate all the Adorations,” she answered.

“I don’t know how it’s done here, but my hometown is mostly dwarves and humans, so Ayusa’s festivals get pretty wild. Lots of dancing and amazing food. Maybe if I’m a lucky man, I’ll have the chance to dance with you. Have a pleasant day, Miss Autumnsong.” Again, he touched his hat and made his way up the path.

Rinah smiled to herself. She relished seeing someone benefit from her remedies. And it certainly didn’t hurt when that person happened to be a handsome blonde gent with two perfect dimples. 
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​Chapter Three: 

​Of Singers and Sisters

​


[image: ]




“Can you please sing something else?”

Huddled over a small desk, Dargah was attempting to scratch out a letter to her parents, explaining that her brother was safe with her and would not be returning to Savta’s house. Runo had been singing “The Ballad of the Orcish Fishwife” since breakfast, and now it was well past noon.

“Why not ‘Dehlkia’s Golden Fruits’? Or ‘Daughter of Earth and Sky’? You know those,” she suggested.

Runo gasped. “There might be children listening!”

Dargah considered the lyrics for a moment, then shrugged. “They’re gonna learn about sex one way or another.” Trying another approach, she asked, “If I give you money, will you go away?”

Earning his keep was going to be easier than he thought, Runo realized with delight. “Absolutely, I will, yes, ma’am—”

She closed her fist around the coins she was about to offer. “Not for you. To go run an errand for me.”

“All right, yeah. What do you need?”

“I need you to find something to do as far away from this inn as possible.” Dargah dropped three small coins into her brother’s hand. She loved the kid to death and beyond, but she’d almost forgotten how nonstop his chatter could be. “Don’t come back ‘til supper, and promise you won’t do anything stupid.” .

“I promise nothing!” Runo placed his drum on the bed with gentle reverence, then gave Dargah a theatrical bow and left the room.

She signed the letter and wrapped it up in a parcel—her portion of the household expenses. Leaving home without a mate was strange enough for an orc, so Dargah had decided years ago that she would soften the blow by reimbursing her family for every damn coin they spent on her training. She still had a substantial cache of gold saved up from her winnings at the Games, and Vigga paid well. Not to mention, Rinah kept her supplied with sweets that she and Alvyx baked, and Ioanie snuck a bowl of stew up to her room every so often at no charge. Funds were good, and friends were good. 

Dargah’s life was not exciting in Lindenvale, but it was peaceful. And right now, that was enough. 

*
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The resounding clangs from the blacksmith’s shop were so familiar to Rinah that she didn’t even notice them anymore. But today, refreshed by a quiet stroll in the woods, she heard a wholly unnatural sound from inside the forge. 

Vigga was laughing.

Rinah popped her head inside the shop to find the source of the smith’s delight. There, seated on wooden stools, were Vigga and Dargah. “What is this sorcery?” Rinah asked with mock horror, entering the shop. She dramatically placed a hand over her heart and added, “For, to be certain, only dark magic can bring a smile to milady Ilsted’s face!”

“Quiet, you.” Vigga snapped a damp towel toward Rinah, who skittered out of reach, giggling. Then the smith wiped her sweat-soaked face, stretched, and mumbled something crude and dwarven under her breath.

“You didn’t let me know you were back!” Rinah chided Dargah, reaching over to give her a hug. “Do you have news of your brother?”

“Runo’s sleeping on my floor right now. He’s fine.”

“He’s with you? Is he all right? Why didn’t you hear from him?”

Dargah gave her a half smile and slid off the stool. “Patience, little lady. I figured you wouldn’t mind crashing our family reunion, so meet us at the inn this evening for dinner, and I am sure he’ll tell you all about his adventures. You come, too, Vigga. If you can put your mallet down for more than two seconds.”

“I’m just relieved he’s all right!” Rinah announced. Though she’d never met Runo, she knew that there was no one in the world more precious to Dargah than her baby brother. 

“You’re monopolizing the time of my best employee,” grumbled Vigga. But she was smiling now. “If you’re here to see Bram, girl, he’s not awake yet. But I bet if he knew you’d be here this early, he’d have been out of bed hours ago. Done up his hair or something.” 

Rinah was rescued from embarrassment by the arrival of a customer in fine attire and proud bearing. A sneer spread across Vigga’s face when he entered.

“Greetings, Madame Ilsted,” he said in a too-smooth voice.

“Unless you’re bringing me payment for services rendered, you turn that smug little face of yours around and march yourself all the way back to Black Lake.”

The man frowned a bit at her words but did pull a small pouch from his satchel. “From my mistress. This is to pay for the attire Mr. Jernhorn will require while living here.”

Vigga snorted. “He came with three trunks of clothing, which is two and a half trunks more than I have. What else does he need?”

“His mother is concerned that the environment here will cause irreparable damage to several of his garments. He will need to have more... rustic clothing fashioned in order to preserve the finer pieces of his wardrobe.”

“Damn his mother. Is his personal cook being sent out here as well?” Vigga replied. When the messenger reached into his bag again and pulled out a sealed parchment, she shook her head. “Just throw it in the fire.”

Dargah’s hand darted out faster than the messenger could withdraw his and she snatched the letter from him. “My thanks, good sir. If you don’t have anything further,” she said imperiously, “you’re free to go.”

Rinah looked in astonishment at her friend. She knew Dargah was gutsy, but defying Vigga took a level of recklessness that few in Lindenvale ever reached. After the man offered a brief bow and took his leave, Vigga tried to grab the letter from Dargah.

“It looks fancy,” the half-orc noted, holding the paper out of Vigga’s reach.

“I swear,” the older woman grumbled, “if you don’t give me that damned letter, I’ll chop off your legs at the knee, and then we’ll see eye-to-eye.”

“You wouldn’t,” Dargah replied mildly, “because you can’t reach the top shelves in here without me.”

“I did just fine before I hired you!” returned Vigga.

By now, Dargah had already split the wax seal and begun to read the letter. “Oh. I can see why you and your sister aren’t close.”

Vigga swatted at Dargah, but her heart wasn’t in it. “She can go to the crows, for all I care.”

“That’s a bit harsh,” Rinah noted, reminding the two that she was still present.

“It’s the truth,” was the reply. “She’s always been selfish. And now, she’s paying for a brand new wardrobe for her son but still hasn’t paid me what she promised to house the boy until... until she’s ready for him to return. Something about getting housing sorted out.” She hefted the purse and sighed. “At least it’s a boon for Qadira. I’ll send him to her shop later to have his measurements taken. And you”—she pointed up at Dargah and swiped the letter—“I should dock your pay for all this... this... disrespect!”

“But you won’t.”

“Get back to work.”

Dargah thumped her fist against her chest in acknowledgment and returned to polishing a decorative door knocker, her eyes still on Rinah.

Rinah searched Vigga’s drawn face. “Is there something I should be worried about?” she asked. “I mean, Bram hasn’t been anything but kind to me.”

“Ah, girl,” she replied. “I know he’s a charmer, but he’s so much more trouble than he’s worth. Too much of his mother in him.”

“But why don’t you and your sister get along? Surely, it’s not just that you have different personalities, is it? Is she all that terrible?”

“Making me miserable was Fritjof’s full-time job. For as long as I can remember, she was the one picking fights, blaming me for her own mistakes, then trying to sweet-talk her way back into my good graces. Just like she is now.” She crumpled the letter into a ball. “Just be glad you’re an only child, Rinah. Sisters are hell.”
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​Chapter Four: 

​Of Boasting and Balladeering

​
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Charis was at Adelfi’s Inn because Rinah had invited her; Galen was there because Charis had invited him, and Xinila was there because Galen had invited her. And Bram, dragging a reluctant Vigga with him, approached their table and wondered if two more could join the party and meet Dargah’s little brother.

Dargah didn’t mind the extra company, but she wasn’t shelling out coin to feed half of Lindenvale. “You’re gonna need to sing for your supper,” she muttered to her brother. “Literally. I told Ioanie you’re broke, and she said that you’d better haul your green ass onto that floor and serenade us.”

Runo glanced over his shoulder, took in the sight of Ioanie’s well-formed figure and pretty face, then grinned. “That’s her? And she actually mentioned my ass?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Did she say anything else about it?

She smacked his shoulder. “She’s spoken for. Now get up there. Someone’s got to pay for this roast.”

Runo wiped his hands on his tunic, then took his goblet drum up toward a small open area near the bar counter.

“Your brother seems like a great kid,” Galen remarked. 

Dargah swirled the heavily-watered wine in her cup. “He is.”

“You teach him to swing a hammer like you do, and he’ll be even greater,” observed Vigga. Dargah watched as the older woman hovered at the table as far away from her nephew as possible. 

Xinila was expressing her disappointment in the birthday tarts Rinah had provided last year when Bram’s broad form squeezed between them. He introduced himself to Xinny, who nodded coolly but allowed him to kiss her hand in greeting. Galen welcomed the half-dwarf to the table by drawing him into a conversation about—of all things—local fishing spots. Galen didn’t even fish.

Just then, Runo’s rough tenor soared over the clattering and clamor of the dining hall.

Dargah nodded proudly. He had improved over the past few months, and Ioanie’s patrons shouted their approval. He was persuaded to sing several more songs (including that damned fishwife ditty) before he returned to their table, eyes bright and tunic streaked with sweat.

“Did you write that yourself?” Rinah asked him, clapping.

Runo dipped his head modestly. “The second song, yeah.”

“Hey, that was great,” Galen said, slapping Runo on the back. “Xinny, maybe you two could play something together sometime! She plays the flute.”

“I play an aulos,” she corrected, tidily slicing her roast beef.

“Do you prefer the Ayusan style or the Erjunnian style?” Runo asked.

Xinny allowed herself a brief glance in Runo’s direction. “I learned on an Ayusan flute, but I play an Erjunnian one now. The fingering is more difficult, but the clarity of tone is worth it.”

Ah, a fellow musician, and a pretty one! Runo grinned at Galen, eyebrows raised. Galen shook his head. “Don’t even bother,” he mouthed.

“See, I can’t even think words like that in my head, and you go and turn them into music,” marveled Bram. “That’s amazing.”

The rest of the evening passed pleasantly, with Runo sharing stories of his childhood in Dehlkia and the challenges of living with four much older siblings. Dargah chimed in with her own memories, mostly of Runo’s early years. When he turned to stories of her athletic prowess, however, she announced, “I’m going to call it a night.”

Runo leaped up to hug her, then turned his attention back to his new friends. “Now, someone pass me those raisin cakes, and I’ll tell you about the time my oldest brother got trapped in a pigpen overnight. Twice.”

*
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Even after Rinah, Vigga, and Bram bid him a pleasant evening, Runo continued to regale the table with stories of life in the desert-towns of Granaat. And most of them were even true!

Charis, in particular, was open-mouthed and rapt as Runo waxed poetic. He caught her eye a number of times, winking at her more than once. Galen just seemed happy to have additional male companions in the group; between Xinny, Rinah, and Charis, he joked to Runo, he felt like a thorn among roses.

Charis wanted to know more about Runo’s family, asking why he and Dargah were the only ones who had left home. “Orcs usually stay at home until they find a mate. Hashem’s too clueless to find a wife, Omir is married to his work, and Talor-Vahan is probably still pining away for a girl who got married last year. And Dargah... well, uh, she’s her own woman, you know?”

Xinny spent most of the evening picking at her food, with her chin resting on her folded hand. Her glance bounced between Charis and Runo as though she was trying to determine Charis’s level of interest in him. Or maybe she was jealous? Runo flushed a bit at the idea of two pretty young ladies equally enraptured with him at first glance. That would make a great song. 

“Do they bite?” Charis was asking.

“Huh?”

“Do sandcats bite? Or scratch?”

Oh, that was right, he’d been telling them about the wildlife in the slum where he and Dargah had grown up. “Nah. They’re pretty docile, generally. Except mothers protecting their babies. Or males fighting over females. They make awful pets, though, since they’re most active at night. We tried to keep one once, but it was up ‘til morning, knocking things over and screaming. And it slept all day, so we couldn’t even play with it.”

“So, pretty much exactly like a regular, non-Dehlkian cat,” Xinny remarked.

“But they’re smaller, so that makes them cuter,” Charis noted.

“Much cuter,” Runo confirmed.

“I’ve always wanted a cat. I do have a goose, though,” she said.

“A goose-goose? Like for a pet?”

“His name is Linus, and he is the sweetest thing ever,” Charis said, dipping a spoon into her custard. 

“I still don’t know why your family won’t just eat him,” Xinila said to Charis.

“Linus is not food! He’s my friend.” To Runo, she explained, “He was left behind by his mother because his wing got broken. He would never have survived on his own!”

“That goose is a terror,” Xinila persisted. “It guards the Soters’ house like a dog. It bit me once!”

Charis frowned. “You were bothering him.”

“I wasn’t even in the room with him, and he just came after me!”

“Maybe you spooked him.” She narrowed her eyes. “Sudden movements and shrill sounds scare him.”

“And that’s not the worst of it,” seethed Xinila. “There’s a raccoon that comes around their house. And Charis stays up late to hand-feed it!”

“If I feed her, she doesn’t try to sneak into the pantry! Have you ever been woken up in the middle of the night by crashing pots and jars, only to find a raccoon in your kitchen? I swear, she scared me half to death. But she’d never tried it again since I started giving her my leftover dinner!” Charis exclaimed.

“She’s obese.”

“She’s pregnant!”

“So she’ll teach all her filthy little babies to beg for food, too.” Xinila shook her head scornfully. “There goes the neighborhood.”

Then Charis, simple, sweet-faced Charis, stood up and threw her soiled napkin at Xinila. “I’d prefer having a hundred filthy, dirty raccoons begging at my door over having just one of you in my neighborhood any day!” She turned on her heel and marched out of the inn, pushing aside a dwarf who’d gotten in her way.

Galen, his mouth hanging open, glanced between his shocked sister and a bemused Runo, then took off after Charis, apologizing on her behalf to the disgruntled dwarf.

Runo finished the last of his ale and tilted his head at Xinila.“So, you’re not an animal person, then?”

*
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In her dreams, the little makeshift campsite is distorted. Unreal. Instead of the single, humble tent Rinah remembered, it’s a vast maze of animal-skin dwellings and cooking fires scattered across a huge, wide field. It’s raining, and all the fires are sputtering. Her parents are in one of those battered tents, she’s sure of it, but she can’t find the right one. Each half-open flap holds a fresh horror for her young eyes—a deer carcass, a bloody nightgown, a dead child. And in every dream, it’s always the last one she approaches that holds her parents.

She sees the bulk of her father’s brawny frame, half-hidden beneath a blanket, his pale, outstretched hand caked with dried blood. The air suddenly smells foul. Sour. She hears the soft voice of a three-year-old child. Her own voice, a whispered plea. “Dada? Dada!” 

Her fingers stretch out toward him, but they are not the calloused fingers of an adult. They are the chubby, curious fingers of a little girl. She tries in vain to stop the child from looking, to pull her away and to hold her tightly, to keep her from— 

“Rinah!”

Soft blue eyes stared into her face, and Alvyx gently wiped the sweat from his adopted daughter’s forehead.

“You haven’t had that nightmare for a few years now. I was hoping that those dreams were gone for good. Are you all right?”

Rinah sat up, blinking in the glow of Alvyx’s candle. “How did you know it was that dream?”

“You were calling for your daddy, my girl.”

Rinah nodded and took the cup of water Alvyx pushed into her hand, drained it, then gave it back to him. He had never told her to call him “father,” and she’d never tried to. Asking a toddler to wrap her mouth around the name “Alvyx” was a losing battle, so he’d given himself the same name he’d used for his own grandfather. And every time he heard “Papa” in her little sing-songy voice, his heart filled with more love for her.

Tonight, as he watched color return to her face, it was no different.

“Thank you.” She pushed open the small window next to her bed, and the cool night air flooded in, kissing the sweat on her skin and calming her. “I’m sorry I woke you.”

“No, no, dear, I was just saying goodbye to Nell. I was up.”

Rinah gave him a little nudge. “She is keeping you out all hours of the night lately. And I still haven’t met her!” When Alvyx didn’t explain, she kissed his cheek. “I’m fine. I love you. Go to bed.”

Rinah lay awake for some time. Papa was right; the last time she could remember having the nightmare was when she’d had a fever last autumn. When she was a child, though, she woke nightly, crying and screaming for her parents, then finding comfort in Alvyx’s fatherly embrace. She had always resented the fact that her only memories of her biological family were tangled up in their deaths. She had sweet recollections of Elpida Soter singing her lullabies and of playing tag with Ioanie, Galen, and the other neighborhood children. She even remembered her first birthday in Lindenvale and being celebrated by all her new friends. But nowhere among her memories were clear, precious images of her parents. She could only recall that her mother rarely smiled, and her father used to hug her like he’d never let her go. Like he’d have to die before he’d release her. Perhaps that was exactly what had happened twenty years ago. She tried to put the dream out of her head until she realized something was wrong this time.
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