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      To everyone who still doesn’t know how they fit into the world, no matter how old you are.

      You aren’t alone.
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      LOCHLAN - AGE 10

      Elvoor City was the dazzling capital of the Lumeri Kingdom and was a testament to the power of King Rindar and the Royal Lumeri Knights he commanded. It was a large, busy city, filled with people who came from all directions of the Suturn Continent. Wealthy merchants came from the west coast, and elegant elven dignitaries came from Athica in the north; farmers came from the outlying towns to sell their wares, and the residents of Elvoor City wore clothing that spoke of the money the city brought in.

      Of course, as an orphan, I knew nothing about such wealth, only seeing the splendour of the strangers who came from afar. My life was spent in the musty building where all orphans were placed, the Royal Orphanage, or out on the streets, trying to scrounge up a few extra coins so more food could be put on the table. With fifteen children living in the orphanage, the elderly matron who took care of us rarely had enough money to feed all of us, not for lack of trying. Matron Acronis adored her job, tending to the children and spreading equal amounts of love and discipline amongst them while teaching them their letters and numbers. I had lived in the orphanage for five years, coming to Elvoor City when knights had found me amongst the ruins of the village where I had been born. While the orphanage was called the Royal Orphanage, I doubted, even at ten years old, that the crown cared much about what happened to us.

      Each night, Matron Acronis would tuck us in and tell us stories. Sometimes they were comforting stories, and other times they were full of lessons. But our favourites were the tales of Howling Mountain. All children in the Lumeri Empire grew up hearing the terrifying legends of Howling Mountain; how its Dark Lord had once swept his army across the lands east and west of the Iron Cliffs mountains, conquering large kingdoms and making smaller nations tremble in fear. They said the Ash Guard was made up of fearsome, elite, magically trained warriors and that they even commanded a chaos dragon. Long before I had been born, however, Howling Mountain had vanished behind the Arkiss Wall, an impenetrable barrier of powerful magic. No one had seen or heard from the Ash Guard or the people of Howling Mountain since.

      Even so, growing up, the Ash Guard had fueled my nightmares, but I had dreamt of Howling Mountain just as much. Even though I had no way to leave Elvoor City, I had long felt a pull towards the east, where Howling Mountain lay tucked away behind the magical barrier. Perhaps that was what had drawn me to the poster.

      “You’re actually going to sign up?” Peter, one of the other orphaned boys I spent my days with, wrinkled his grubby nose as we stared at yet another tattered poster calling for recruits to the Royal Lumeri Army. They were plastered to every wall around the city, the latest recruitment drive to bolster the ranks.

      “The royals don’t do nutin’ to help us orphans,” he said. “Why would you help them now?”

      I shrugged as I stared at the wood-carved illustration of the King with kneeling Knights around him. “Could be my ticket out of this city. Or at least a steady meal.” The thought was encouraging. “Maybe I can even score extra rations to share with everyone.”

      That got his attention. When Matron Arconis couldn’t buy enough food, some of the older children would beg for food. The baker down the road would sometimes take pity on us and give us leftover bread at the end of the day, but there were some weeks when we were hungry more days than not.

      “Would you really do that?” Peter’s eyes went wide. Then he shook his head, a grin tugging at his lips. He reached over, further messing up my already messy red curls. “Nah, Loch, you’ve got to look after yourself for a change. If you make it in, I’ll see to it that the rest of us get fed. You can’t swing a sword on an empty stomach!”

      “Maybe,” I said quietly, glancing down at my skinny hands. “But if I don’t come back tonight, you’ll know exactly what happened.”
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        * * *

      

      “Scrawny boys are good for mucking stalls, not fighting battles.” The balding recruitment officer sneered down at me over his clipboard. “And we aren’t recruiting stable boys. Go home, boy.”

      A scrawny, pale, red-headed boy with too many freckles. Sometimes the other orphans teased me about being too pretty, for a boy, but Matron Acronis didn’t tolerate their taunting.

      “I’m not a boy! I’m ten years old!” I snarled, my fists balling at my sides.

      He rolled his eyes. “Well, then, your mother should feed you better. Go. Home.”

      My stomach twisted into a knot at his words. “I don’t have a mother. Or a home,” I snapped.

      His mouth fell open as if he might change his mind. Instead, he sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry, boy, but—” He cut himself off, looking past me. His stool clattered to the ground as he hastily got to his feet. “My lords! I wasn’t expecting you!”

      I turned to see two knights approaching, their chest plates glistening in the afternoon sun. The taller one had light blonde hair tied at the nape of his neck. His blue eyes sparkled, and his smile was warm. I recognized him at once: Sir George Kane, known for his heroic deeds, his generous heart and the loyalty he gave to the King. He was the hero of the people.

      “What’s all the fuss here, Captain?” Sir Kane asked, tilting his head to one side, amusement dancing in the crinkle of his eyes.

      Behind him, the other knight regarded me with a scrutinizing stare. He was instead plain-looking and not as tall as Sir Kane. His brown hair was cut shorter and tidier, but it still looked limp and dull. I knew his face, but not his name.

      “This scrawny lad wants to join the army, Sir Kane,” the officer said with a respectful dip of his head. “But we can’t have boys enlisting, no matter how much I might pity them.” He looked down at me along the length of his nose and frowned.

      “I don’t want your pity,” I hissed. “I want to work hard and earn my place!”

      Sir Kane laughed, his grin wide and toothy. The other knight stepped forward, though, after glancing at Sir Kane with a strange expression I couldn’t decipher. He offered me a friendly smile and held out a hand. “I’ll tell you what, lad. I require a squire. Would that suit you?”

      I stared at his hand in disbelief, then shot him a wary look. “Don’t I need to be a noble to become a squire?”

      Sir Kane frowned at the second knight but turned his attention back to me and shook his head. “Not at all. My father is a merchant. And my squire was an orphan, just as you are.”

      “And my parents were farmers,” the other knight said with an awkward chuckle. “My name’s Roderick, Sir Roderick Bessit.”

      Could this be real? A chance to become a knight’s squire, to learn to read, to train better than any infantryman? My grin widened before I even realized it. I clasped Sir Roderick’s hand as firmly as a ten-year-old could. “If you’ll have me, I’d be honoured, sir.”

      I tried to hide the bounce in my step as I walked with Sir Kane and Sir Bessit, but there was no masking the wide grin on my face. Maybe I’d even get to meet Princess Rosa—she was younger than I was, but I’d heard she was the kindest and prettiest princess in all of the Suturn Continent.

      I ignored the uncertainty that lingered at the pit of my stomach. This was the best luck I’d ever had in my life; it had to be the right choice.
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      LOCHLAN - 20 YEARS LATER

      The quiet of Lumeri Castle in the early hours of the day was peaceful, and something I had taken advantage of ever since I had taken up my role as Sir Roderick Bessit’s personal manservant.

      I had expected, at thirty years old, that I would already be a seasoned knight, maybe even celebrated for my heroics. Everyone would ignore my pale skin, the millions of freckles, and my unruly red curls because those things didn’t matter when you spent your time saving the world. But when your patron knight is a selfish, self-destructive prick, you tend to lose out on things you hope for. Since Roderick failed to submit my name for the Knights’ Challenges every year I qualified, I had never gotten the chance to become a knight.

      So instead, I was now Roderick’s personal manservant. Roderick had felt guilty for preventing me from becoming a knight and offered me the position. It didn’t pay much, but it included a private room, which I did appreciate after spending all my days as a squire bunking with the other boys. After years of their noisy antics, and now spending most of my time wrangling my washed-up Knight, I had learned to savour these peaceful moments. Typically, I would spend my time shut in my room, enjoying a cup of tea and a bread roll or scone—whatever was served for the servants to break their fast—while perusing a book. I’d befriended the court librarian while I was a squire, and that friendship had survived my failure to become a knight. He appreciated my love of silence and books, and I appreciated that he was willing to let me borrow from his extensive collection of fiction novels. I particularly enjoyed the romances and tales of adventure.

      This morning, my peace and quiet were disrupted by the very man who caused me so much strife the rest of the time. The door of my room slammed open, my tea went flying, and Roderick burst through, a wild look on his face I couldn’t quite decipher.

      He had aged a lot in the past two decades. While some men became dashing silver foxes with age, Roderick had not. His limp brown hair looked dead now that it was mixed unevenly with the grey and white hairs that had been filling in over the years. I had grown a head taller than him, or maybe he had taken on a hunched back after too many nights sleeping at a tavern table. Whichever it was, he didn’t walk with a proud, straight back any longer.

      He had never been a rich knight, but he’d slowly lost favour in the court, and these days most of his clothing was worn thin. Recently, I’d repaired a dozen of his tunics because he spent most of his money on ale instead of cleaning himself up.

      And somehow, despite his washed-up appearance and even though he was almost always drunk, he could almost always be found in the bed of some naive maid who had fallen for his charms.

      “Up, up, up!” Roderick bellowed, waving his arms at me. “There’s not a moment to lose!”

      He wore the shirt I had washed for him three days prior, or at least the top two-thirds of it—I guess last night’s paramour had been particularly exuberant. He also wore what I could only hope were his own trousers. This didn’t bode well, not for me at least.

      I stifled a sigh and stared down at my shirt and blanket, the tea slowly soaking into the fabric, and then looked up with a barely contained look of irritation. “You’re up early,” I said drily.

      Roderick blinked. For a moment, he seemed genuinely taken aback to see me awake and dressed. “As are you.”

      “I’m always up at this hour, Roderick.” I rarely used formalities with him anymore, since he didn’t exactly conduct himself with much honour. I set the mug on my bedside table and stared at my soaked shirt and the stain on the floor. I had the sinking sense that this was only the first of many mishaps that would happen today.

      He strode across the room and snapped the curtain open, flooding the room with the early morning glow of sunrise. He grimaced as though this was the first daylight he had seen this morning. My room was on the far side of the servants’ quarters, so the sounds of the city just beyond the walls could be heard faintly: hucksters, milkmaids, and the familiar curses of the night watch returning to the barracks along the narrow path that was directly below my room.

      “Well. Ahem. You’ve got exactly fifteen minutes to wash your face, dress yourself, pack your bag and meet me in the stables,” he said, grinning wide enough to show the tooth that was missing from last winter’s bar brawl. “We’re leaving as soon as you’re there.”

      I rolled my eyes, not even attempting to be polite this time. It was challenging enough to grant him that most days, but not when he had these grand adventure ideas in his head, and especially not with my tea soaking my shirt. “Where are we going?” I gave him a once-over. “And aren’t you going to get dressed?”

      He made a dismissive gesture, as if to shoo away a bothersome fly or the entire concept of providing explanations. “All in good time, Lochy. For now, it’s a matter of urgency. Life or death.” I hated it when he used that cutesy nickname. And I highly doubted anyone would be dying if I didn’t hurry myself up.

      “Whose life?”

      “Ours, if you don’t move faster!”

      It was at this moment, watching Roderick’s wild eyes and the sharp, twitching movements of his hands, that I began to suspect this was more than Roderick simply getting an idea in his head and running with it.

      “I’ve barely even broken my fast,” I pointed out.

      “There’ll be food on the way.” He strode back across the room and paused in the doorway. “Don’t forget to bring your cloak!”

      He was gone before I could protest or ask any more questions, leaving a faint scent of sweat, leather, and what I thought might have been winter lily. Whoever he had been with last night must have been rich; winter lily perfume was expensive, imported all the way from the Britatish Empire on the eastern side of the Iron Cliffs mountains.

      I surveyed my tea-stained shirt and wondered if whatever quest Roderick was about to embark upon would be, as usual, a quest for more alcohol or more women. Sometimes, when he dragged me out of the city, it wasn’t for a quest at all. Instead, it was more about earning some coin to pay off his various gambling debts.

      Nevertheless, I dragged myself out of bed, changed my shirt, and packed up my bag. Then I pulled on my boots, which were almost worn through in the heel on one and almost worn through on the ball of the other. If I were lucky, whatever Roderick was up to would earn me a few extra coins so I could buy a new pair.

      The castle was quiet; most servants were occupied with their respective assigned noble or cleaning and trying to avoid attention, so it was a quick walk down to the stables. I’d heard some castles and palaces were constructed of dark granite, so I was glad the smooth stone walls here were whitewashed, brightening the inside considerably. There were short pillars every few meters, each one adorned with a large white vase that was stuffed with colourful blooms. My frequent low moods couldn’t be blamed on a depressing interior, at least.

      In the stables, I found Roderick, who had shockingly changed his shirt and thrown a jerkin on, along with a cloak that had his sigil embroidered on it. It was worn and the colours faded, since it had been years since he’d bothered buying a new one, but the quality and care that had gone into it were still evident in that it wasn’t ripped and thread-thin, unlike half my own clothing. His trousers were the same as earlier, though, and now I decided they probably weren’t his—the seams were stretched out, and I wondered if the strain of riding would make them burst before we got to wherever it was we were going. It was probably a good thing I had spare clothing in his size in my bag.

      “You’re late,” he said as soon as he noticed me.

      “I’m early,” I replied, jerking my chin towards the ornate clock over the open doorway, “by a full three minutes.”

      He blinked, shrugged, and then tossed me a small bundle of fabric. I caught it and frowned at the weight. “What’s this?”

      “Don’t open it until we’re out of the city.” He gave me a wink that, as a child, I had included in the list of qualifiers that I thought made Roderick the best knight in the realms. Now I knew better. “I told you there would be food, and there you go.”

      For a moment, I allowed myself the fantasy that inside the satchel would be a still-warm pastry, maybe some butter to spread on it. Instead, it sloshed in my hands, and the sound made my stomach roll uneasily. How soon would be too soon to accidentally drop it in the dirt?

      We led the horses to the outer gate, which was operated at this hour by a solitary guard who was clearly at the end of his shift and didn’t care one bit who we were or where we were going.

      Roderick had borrowed a horse for me, which was frankly a surprise. I didn’t own a steed, and every other time I had been dragged off on whatever absurd adventure he was keen on, he’d provided me a donkey. Once or twice, I’d had to walk.

      Today I rode a dappled gray mare named Posie, who looked as enthusiastic about our journey as I was.

      “You’re certain about this?” I asked, guiding Posie alongside him as we trotted out into the waking streets. Elvoor City was divided into two districts, expanding in rings outside the castle walls. We rode through the Golden District, the street lined with merchants favoured by the royal family, and as we moved, we passed luxurious homes and even a carefully maintained park, which was empty this early in the day.

      The distinction between the districts wasn’t an obvious line in the ground. Still, you could tell we had passed out of the Golden District as we passed the dominating temple dedicated to the Three Sisters, Ohena, Bredanke and Thutrix, the goddesses worshiped across Lumeri and most of the world, as far as I knew. I wasn’t a devout follower, so I wasn’t certain what each of them stood for, but like most people, I still casually swore in their names regularly.

      The Grey District was a mixture of everyone who wasn’t extremely rich or influential, and here was where more people were already awake and starting their day.

      “Destiny waits for no man, Lochy.” Roderick let the phrase hang in the air, that fucking nickname grating on my nerves again. “Besides, the King himself entrusted me with this mission.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Does the King know that?”

      Roderick laughed, a loud, awkward sound that betrayed that all was not as well as he wanted to make me believe. The sound echoed off the stone houses around us as we rode along the cobblestone streets. “He will, once I’ve saved the kingdom. Again.”

      Again? He’d never, not once, saved the kingdom. Oh, I was definitely regretting leaving my room.

      At the edge of the city, where the daily market was set up, the cobblestones turned into dusty dirt, and Roderick spurred his horse into a brisk canter as we made for the city’s northern gate. The market was just setting up, but already crowded; vendors unrolling their tarps and ready to hawk the day’s wares. Roderick waved jauntily at every pretty girl and every pie vendor, while I did my best not to ride into people or trample any produce.

      At the gate, an older guard stopped us, a mildly skeptical look in his eyes. The guards at the edge of the city were typically more alert than their counterparts at the castle, but none of them were usually worried about someone leaving. “Early for a ride, Sir Roderick. Where are you off to at this hour?”

      “Ah, King’s business, Johnny!” Roderick’s smile could have disarmed a bear trap. “Urgent that we get on our way!”

      The guard looked at me for confirmation. I shrugged, which he seemed to take as sufficient, and he waved us through the open gate.

      For a while, we rode in silence, the only sounds the clop of hooves and the distant calls of the city shrinking behind us. Roderick, contrary to habit, did not immediately launch into a dramatic retelling of last night’s exploits or a monologue about his own bravery. He stared ahead, posture stiff and jaw working side to side, as if chewing over a particularly fibrous problem.

      Curiosity eventually overcame me. “Shouldn’t we be going faster, if this is really a life or death thing, like you said?”

      He glanced over, then back at the horizon. “It is. For me, mostly. Maybe you as well, but probably not.”

      “What the hell did you do?!” I sputtered. Had he spat on the crown prince or something? The kid was a git, but I couldn’t see a death looming in our future because of it.

      Roderick considered this. “Hm. Well. The situation is…delicate.”

      I snorted, delicate? It sounded like bullshit to me. “And where, precisely, are we going?”

      He sucked in his cheeks, tilted his head from side to side, then let out a sigh. “Howling Mountain?”

      I nearly fell off Posie before erupting with frustration. “You have got to be fucking joking! Four days to get to the edge of the empire, and then, what, you’re just going to hope luck is on our side and we just happen to find the right path up the mountain to the wall?”

      “Yes, and, well, I suppose?” Roderick said, turning and smiling at me with a weak smile that told me his confidence in this quest was already waning. “Haven’t you always wanted to go, though?”

      “So? This is clearly a load of horseshit. What is really going on, Roderick?”

      He regarded me silently for so long I wondered if he’d heard my very loud, clearly enunciated question. Was he going deaf?

      “I screwed up. Badly.” His voice was so quiet that for a moment I thought I was the one going deaf.

      “How bad is badly?” I hesitated to ask. If Roderick was admitting to getting into trouble, it must have been pretty bad.

      He swallowed, then grimaced and turned away. He mumbled something, but over the beat of our horses’ hooves, I couldn’t hear him properly.

      “I’m sorry. You’re going to have to repeat that. I thought you said something about,” I paused, trying to decipher the words, “Princess Rosa?” That couldn’t be right. All the knights knew to keep their hands far, far away from the Princess.

      Roderick didn’t repeat himself, though. I sighed, straightened in my saddle, and opened the satchel. As expected, inside was a bottle of brandy, half a stale loaf of bread, and—miracle of miracles—a single hard-boiled egg.

      By the time Elvoor’s rooftops had shrunk to smudges behind us, the full absurdity of my situation began to settle in. Roderick rode ahead, humming a tune I suspected he’d composed himself—something with only three notes, none of which belonged together. He still hadn’t explained what we were riding away from Elvoor for or why his life was at risk. We’d stopped briefly to eat under some trees, but most of the ride had been through the open fields that filled the land between Elvoor City and the next town.

      Even with the decent pace we had set, the monotony built more and more until I worried I would fall asleep in the saddle and fall behind. Not such a terrible thing, but even though I was bored and annoyed, the pull I’d always felt towards the Iron Cliff Mountains was getting stronger with each mile we crossed.

      Orchards had started popping up on either side of the road, and as the sun began its afternoon descent, we got off the horses and picked some alba fruit from the trees to munch on. Roderick pulled a flask from his saddlebag, and when he held it out to me to share, the sharp, sour scent of his favoured drink hit me. Alba smash, a liquor distilled from the very fruit we were snacking on, was a strong, pungent drink that was known for being cheap. Most people mixed it with the juice of dillberries, which was less sweet and took the edge off the sour aftertaste, but some people like Roderick had dulled their taste buds so much over the years that the strong flavour didn’t bother them.

      My nose wrinkled up without thinking, and I shook my head. “I prefer to keep my wits about me, if it’s all the same.” I mostly just hated alba smash.

      “Suit yourself.” He corked it and resumed his humming, which by now had adopted a military rhythm. He went on like that while I chewed through three alba fruits and piled their cores at the base of the tree where we were sitting.

      Finally, Roderick looked over and said, “You’re quiet, Lochy.”

      “I’m contemplating how many different ways I might die before sundown.” I wasn’t; I was trying to remember if I had returned a book to the librarian in the castle or not.

      “Excellent!” Roderick grinned, apparently taking this as a sign of robust morale. “We’ll need that kind of strategic thinking. Anywho, we’ll get to Hapshrew Falls before nightfall, and we’ll get a room there. Better than sleeping on the cold ground. Not sure these old bones can handle that these days,” he said, and this time his voice had an undertone—a certain seriousness, like the moment in a dice game when everyone stops laughing and starts looking for the cheat. He smiled at me before heaving himself upwards. “Besides, need to keep in good shape for whatever happens in Howling Mountain, yeah?”
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        * * *

      

      “Right.” As much as I was feeling unenthusiastic about our quest, a real bed would be welcome after a long day of riding. Sometimes, not often, Roderick had a bit of common sense.

      Many hours later, dusk had fallen as we made our way into Hapshew Falls, the closest town to Elvoor City, and the largest settlement in Lumeri after the capital.  There were a couple of inns here, but The Squat Pig was the only one without a tavern attached to it. The fire was already dancing happily in the hearth of our room when I dropped my saddlebags to the floor. Something I had considered when Roderick told me to find a place to stay. That, and the girls who worked at the other inn had been far too interested in me last time we had come this way. I’d been a very horny eighteen-year-old, and Roderick had only encouraged me when they’d both propositioned me.

      The innkeeper brought up two steaming bowls of stew and a fresh loaf of bread for us, which we ate at the small table that sat between the two beds. We ate in comfortable silence, something so rare that I soon became uncomfortable.

      “What was it you muttered this morning? About Princess Rosa?” I finally asked, unable to stand it any longer.

      Roderick froze, his spoon halfway to his mouth. It dipped down, then he let it drop into his stew with a dull splash, and he let his head hang. When he finally spoke, it was quieter than I expected.

      “The quest is to earn back the King’s favour.” He sighed, then tugged his handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his forehead.

      I stared at him. “Alright?”

      He hesitated, then groaned. “I was told to leave. Banished from Elvoor City.”

      It took a moment to process. Roderick was hardly the best example of how to behave as a Knight of Lumeri, but at most, I would have expected him to be dismissed from the ranks, not banished. “What did you do?”

      His smile was weak when he looked up. “I slept with Princess Rosa?”

      “You’re joking.” He had to be. Every knight, every servant, every man who worked in Lumeri Castle knew damn well to keep their hands off and their minds pure when it came to the princess.

      He shook his head again, more vigorously. “Would that I were. But alas—” he thumped his chest, “—I am a man of singular weakness, and she is a woman of considerable charm.”

      I gaped at him. “She’s the King’s daughter.”

      “Don’t remind me.”

      “And she’s expected to marry soon!”

      “Is she? News to me.” Roderick gave the world’s most unconvincing shrug. “She didn’t mention it in the throes of passion.” He closed his eyes, half a smile creeping onto his face. “We’d been talking for months, you know? She enjoyed my poetry! No one ever appreciates my poetry.”

      There was a good reason for that, I thought, because it was terrible. I buried my face in my hands. “You’re an idiot.”

      The smile disappeared, and he nodded solemnly. “That is the general consensus.”

      I stood, nearly overturning the table in my agitation. “So what did you expect to accomplish by heading to Howling Mountain?”

      Roderick actually looked embarrassed, which was a look I’d never seen on him before. “Well, I thought I might find a way through the wall.”

      I hit the pillow on my bed before I came back and sat heavily in my chair. “And why the hell did you drag me along for this?”

      He considered. “You’ve been loyal to me for decades, Lochlan. And I suppose I came up with Howling Mountain because of you. I know I’ve not been the best patron, what with, well…” He waved his hand, and I understood he meant his failure to submit my name to the Challenges, and how much work I had to do as his manservant. “I thought I could at least give you a chance to see more of the world.”

      I stared at him, anger still making my body tense, but I softened slightly at his sincerity.

      He shrugged again, helpless. “I’ll owe you. Anything you want.”

      For a moment, I considered murdering him; he was an old, washed-up knight and was apparently now a banished knight as well. Would anyone miss him?

      “You don’t deserve my help,” I said. “But I can’t leave you alone, because you’ll end up dead.” As if I hadn’t considered killing him myself a moment before.

      He laughed, but it was a small, grateful sound. “You’re a true friend, Lochlan.”

      I shot him a look. “I am not your friend; you treat your friends better than sewer rats.”

      He looked away, his face falling, then nodded. “Duly noted.”

      We ate in silence, Roderick taking swigs from his flask, and finished our meal before we retreated to our beds.

      Roderick was snoring within moments, the alba smash having achieved what no battle or brothel ever could. I lay awake, staring at the ceiling, and wondered what Princess Rosa saw in him or his awful poetry.
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      MARCUS

      In my experience, there were few things worse than witnessing court in the great hall of Howling Mountain Keep. There are also a few things better than witnessing Lord Viola Leitche preside over the local nobility. I’m sure other kingdoms have more nobles to command, but when you’re trapped behind an impassable magical barrier for decades on end, you don’t have the privilege of only inviting the ones you like. By my count there were only five noble families, all of which had almost no lands to govern these days. But they all squabbled and demanded like they could control Viola in some way. They always underestimated her. And I always took great pleasure seeing their stunned looks when they forgot that just because Viola was a woman, it didn’t mean she was stupid.

      Lord and Lady Grimbal arrived first, their two sons trailing behind in identical crimson livery, the elder with a face like congealed milk and the younger with the reckless, oversweet grin of a man who’d never heard the word ‘no.’ Lady Kerr was there too, her hair tied up into an elaborate knot of braids that showed off her neck, which was wrapped in several strands of pearls. She had brought her handmaid, a timid thing who looked like she would rather be anywhere but inside Howling Mountain Keep. I sympathized with her. Then there was young Lord Pine, who wore a heavy wolf pelt across his shoulders, and I very much doubted he had killed it himself. Lord and Lady Foxhill rounded out the group, the least offensive of the lot in my humble opinion.

      Viola, for her part, looked as if she’d just rolled out of bed, killed three men on the way to her throne, and was daring anyone to bring it up. Her black hair was tied up today, and the three braids at the nape of her neck were pulled into the high knot on her head; the purple-wrapped battle braids stood out and were a reminder to anyone who saw them that she was not to be messed with. She wore loose trousers that were tucked into her soft leather boots at the bottom of her calves, just above her ankles. Sometimes she wore leather pants instead, ones that hugged her generous curves—I liked those better, but both were practical. Sometimes she even wore a form-fitting jacket, but today her simple blue tunic was accompanied by a belt that sat comfortably on her hips, a dagger hanging off one side. She had left the top buttons open at her collar, and I could see the necklace she wore every day, the blue gemstone sitting just above her breasts. I’d given it to her when we were just kids, and it still surprised me that she had held on to it for so long.
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