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      The crack of the whip sent the birds scattering into the sky. They cawed their displeasure at the violence of the men below as they flew over the village and to the mountains beyond.

      The whip cracked again.

      Aaron did well. He didn't start to moan until the fourth lash. By the seventh, he screamed in earnest.

      No one had given him a belt to bite down on. There hadn’t been time when the soldiers hauled him from his house and tied him to the post in the square.

      I clutched the little wooden box of salve hidden in my pocket, letting the corners bite deep into my palm.

      The soldier passed forty lashes, not caring that Aaron’s back had already turned to pulp.

      I squeezed my way to the back of the crowd, unwilling to watch Aaron’s blood stain the packed dirt.

      Behind the rest of the villagers, children cowered in their mother’s skirts, hiding from the horrors the Guilds’ soldiers brought with them.

      I didn't know how many strokes Aaron had been sentenced to. I didn't want to know. I made myself stop counting how many times the whip sliced his back.

      Bida, Aaron’s wife, wept on the edge of the crowd. When his screams stopped, hers grew louder.

      The women around Bida held her back, keeping her out of reach of the soldiers.

      My stomach stung with the urge to offer comfort as she watched her husband being beaten by the men in black uniforms. But, with the salve tucked in my pocket, hiding in the back was safest.

      I couldn't give Bida the box unless Aaron survived. Spring hadn’t fully arrived, and the plants Lily needed to make more salves still hadn't bloomed. The tiny portion of the stuff hidden in my pocket was worth more than someone's life, especially if that person wasn’t going to survive even with Lily’s help.

      Lily’s orders had been clear―wait and see if Aaron made it through. Give Bida the salve if he did. If he didn’t, come back home and hide the wooden box under the floorboards for the next poor soul who might need it.

      Aaron fell to the ground. Blood leaked from a gash under his arm.

      The soldier raised his whip again.

      I sank farther into the shadows, trying to comfort myself with the beautiful lie that I could never be tied to the post in the village square, though I knew the salve clutched in my hand would see me whipped at the post as quickly as whatever offense the soldiers had decided Aaron had committed.

      When my fingers had gone numb from gripping the box, the soldier stopped brandishing his whip and turned to face the crowd.

      “We did not come here to torment you,” the soldier said. “We came here to protect Ilbrea. We came here to protect the Guilds. We are here to provide peace to all the people of this great country. This man committed a crime, and he has been punished. Do not think me cruel for upholding the law.” He wrapped the bloody whip around his hand and led the other nine soldiers out of the square.

      Ten soldiers. It had only taken ten of them to walk into our village and drag Aaron from his home. Ten men to tie him to the post and leave us all helpless as they beat a man who’d lived among us all his life.

      The soldiers disappeared, and the crowd shifted in toward Aaron. I couldn’t hear him crying or moaning over the angry mutters of the crowd.

      His wife knelt by his side, wailing.

      I wound my way forward, ignoring the stench of fear that surrounded the villagers.

      Aaron lay on the ground, his hands still tied around the post. His back had been flayed open by the whip. His flesh looked more like something for a butcher to deal with than an illegal healer like me.

      I knelt by his side, pressing my fingers to his neck to feel for a pulse.

      Nothing.

      I wiped my fingers on the cleanest part of Aaron’s shirt I could find and weaved my way back out of the crowd, still clutching the box of salve in my hand.

      Carrion birds gathered on the rooftops near the square, scenting the fresh blood in the air. They didn't know Aaron wouldn't be food for them. The villagers of Harane had yet to fall so low as to leave our own out as a feast for the birds.

      There was no joy in the spring sun as I walked toward Lily’s house on the eastern edge of the village.

      I passed by the tavern, which had already filled with men who didn’t mind we hadn't reached midday. I didn't blame them for hiding in there. If they could find somewhere away from the torment of the soldiers, better on them for seizing it. I only hoped there weren’t any soldiers laughing inside the tavern’s walls.

      I followed the familiar path home. Along our one, wide dirt road, past the few shops Harane had to offer, to the edge of the village where only fields and pastures stood between us and the forest that reached up the eastern mountains’ slopes.

      It didn’t take long to reach the worn wooden house with the one giant tree towering out front. It didn’t take long to reach anywhere in the tiny village of Harane.

      Part of me hated knowing every person who lived nearby. Part of me wished the village were smaller. Then maybe we’d fall off the Guilds’ maps entirely.

      As it was, the Guilds only came when they wanted to collect our taxes, to steal our men to fight their wars, or to find some other sick pleasure in inflicting agony on people who wanted nothing more than to survive. Or if their business brought them far enough south on the mountain road they had to pass through our home on their way to torment someone else.

      I allowed myself a moment to breathe before facing Lily. I blinked away the images of Aaron covered in blood and shoved them into a dark corner with the rest of the wretched things it was better not to ponder.

      Lily barely glanced up as I swung open the gate and stepped into the back garden. Dirt covered her hands and skirt. Her shoulders were hunched from the hours spent planting our summer garden. She never allowed me to help with the task. Everything had to be carefully planned, keeping the vegetables toward the outermost edges. Hiding the plants she could be hanged for in the center, where soldiers were less likely to spot the things she grew to protect the people of our village. The people the soldiers were so eager to hurt.

      “Did he make it?” Lily stretched her shoulders back and brushed the dirt off her weathered hands.

      I held the wooden box out as my response. Blood stained the corners. It wasn't Aaron's blood. It was mine. Cuts marked my hand where I’d squeezed the box too tightly.

      Lily glared at my palm. “You’d better go in and wrap your hand. If you let it get infected, I'll have to treat you with the salve, and you know we're running out.”

      I tucked the box back into my pocket and went inside, not bothering to argue that I could heal from a tiny cut. I didn't want to look into Lily's wrinkled face and see the glimmer of pity in her eyes.

      The inside of the house smelled of herbs and dried flowers. Their familiar scent did nothing to drive the stench of blood and fear from my nose.

      A pot hung over the stove, waiting with whatever Lily had made for breakfast.

      My stomach churned at the thought of eating. I needed to get out. Out of the village, away from the soldiers.

      I pulled up the loose floorboard by the stove and tucked the salve in between the other boxes, tins, and vials. I grabbed my bag off the long, wooden table and shoved a piece of bread and a waterskin into it for later. I didn't bother grabbing a coat or shawl. I didn't care about getting cold.

      I have to get out.

      I was back through the door and in the garden a minute later. Lily didn’t even look up from her work. “If you’re running into the forest, you had better come back with something good.”

      “I will,” I said. “I'll bring you back all sorts of wonderful things. Just make sure you save some dinner for me.”

      I didn’t need to ask her to save me food. In all the years I’d lived with her, Lily had never let me go hungry. But she was afraid I would run away into the forest and never return. Or maybe it was me that feared I might disappear into the trees and never come back. Either way, I felt myself relax as I stepped out of the garden and turned my feet toward the forest.
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      The mountains rose up beyond the edge of the trees, fierce towers I could never hope to climb. No one else from the village would ever even dream of trying such a thing.

      The soldiers wouldn't enter the woods. The villagers rarely dared to go near them. The forest was where darkness and solitude lay. A quiet place where the violence of the village couldn’t follow me.

      I skirted farmers’ fields and picked my way through the pastures. No one bothered me as I climbed over the fences they built to keep in their scarce amounts of sheep and cows.

      No one kept much livestock. They couldn't afford it in the first place. And besides, if the soldiers saw that one farmer had too many animals, they would take the beasts as taxes. Safer to be poor. Better for your belly to go empty than for the soldiers to think you had something to give.

      I moved faster as I got past the last of the farmhouses and beyond the reach of the stench of animal dung.

      When I was a very little girl, my brother had told me that the woods were ruled by ghosts. That none of the villagers dared to cut down the trees or venture into their shelter for fear of being taken by the dead and given a worse fate than even the Guilds could provide.

      I’d never been afraid of ghosts, and I’d wandered through the woods often enough to be certain that no spirits roamed the eastern mountains.

      When I first started going into the forest, I convinced myself I was braver than everyone else in Harane. I was an adventurer, and they were cowards.

      Maybe I just knew better. Maybe I knew that no matter what ghosts did, they could never match the horrors men inflict on each other. What I'd seen them do to each other.

      By the time I was a hundred feet into the trees, I could no longer see the village behind me. I couldn't smell anything but the fresh scent of damp earth as the little plants fought for survival in the fertile spring ground. I knew my way through the woods well enough I didn't need to bother worrying about which direction to go. It was more a question of which direction I wanted to chase the gentle wind.

      I could go and find fungi for Lily to make into something useful, or I could climb. If I went quickly, I would have time to climb and still be able to find something worth Lily getting herself hanged for.

      Smiling to myself, I headed due east toward the steepest part of the mountains near our village. Dirt soon covered the hem of my skirt, and mud squelched beneath my shoes, creeping in through the cracked leather of the soles. I didn't mind so much. What the cold could do to me was nothing more than a refreshing chance to prove I was still alive. Life existed outside the village, and there was beauty beyond our battered walls.

      Bits of green peeked through the brown of the trees as new buds forced their way out of the branches.

      I stopped, staring up at the sky, marveling at the beauty hidden within our woods.

      Birds chirped overhead. Not the angry cawing of birds of death, but the beautiful songs of lovebirds who had nothing more to worry about than tipping their wings up toward the sky.

      A gray and blue bird burst from a tree, carrying his song deeper into the forest.

      A stream gurgled to one side of me. The snap of breaking branches came from the other. I didn't change my pace as the crackling came closer.

      I headed south to a steeper slope where I had to use my hands to pull myself up the rocks.

      I moved faster, outpacing the one who lumbered through the trees behind me. A rock face cut through the forest, blocking my path. I dug my fingers into the cracks in the stone, pulling myself up. Careful to keep my legs from being tangled in my skirt, I found purchase on the rock with the soft toes of my boots. In a few quick movements, I pushed myself up over the top of the ledge. I leapt to my feet and ran to the nearest tree, climbing up to the highest thick branch.

      I sat silently on my perch, waiting to see what sounds would come from below.

      A rustle came from the base of the rock, followed by a long string of inventive curses.

      I bit my lips together, not allowing myself to call out.

      The cursing came again.

      “Of all the slitching, vile―” the voice from below growled.

      I leaned back against the tree, closing my eyes, reveling in my last few moments of solitude. Those hints of freedom were what I loved most about being able to climb. Going up a tree, out of reach of the things that would catch me.

      “Ena,” the voice called. “Ena.”

      I didn't answer.

      “Ena, are you going to leave me down here?”

      My lips curved into a smile as I bit back my laughter. “I didn’t ask you to follow me. You can just go back the way you came.”

      “I don’t want to go back,” he said. “Let me come up. At least show me how you did it.”

      “If you want to chase me, you’d better learn to climb.”

      I let him struggle for a few more minutes until he threatened to find a pick and crack through the rock wall. I glanced down to find him three feet off the ground, his face bright red as he tried to climb.

      “Jump down,” I said, not wanting him to fall and break something. I could have hauled him back to the village, but I didn't fancy the effort.

      “Help me get up,” he said.

      “Go south a bit. You'll find an easier path.”

      I listened to the sounds of him stomping off through the trees, enjoying the bark against my skin as I waited for him to find the way up.

      It only took him a few minutes to loop back around to stand under my perch.

      Looking at Cal stole my will to flee. His blond hair glistened in the sun. He shaded his bright blue eyes as he gazed up at me.

      “Are you happy now?” he said. “I'm covered in dirt.”

      “If you wanted to be clean, you shouldn’t have come into the woods. I never ask you to follow me.”

      “It would have been wrong of me not to. You shouldn't be coming out here by yourself.”

      I didn't let it bother me that he thought it was too dangerous for me to be alone in the woods. It was nice to have someone worry about me. Even if he was worried about ghosts that didn't exist.

      “What do you think you'd be able to do to help me anyway?” I said.

      He stared up at me, hurt twisting his perfect brow.

      Cal looked like a god, or something made at the will of the Guilds themselves. His chiseled jaw held an allure to it, the rough stubble on his cheeks luring my fingers to touch its texture.

      I twisted around on my seat and dropped down to the ground, reveling in his gasp as I fell.

      “You really need to get more used to the woods,” I said. “It's a good place to hide.”

      “What would I have to hide from?” Cal’s eyes twinkled, offering a hint of teasing that drew me toward him.

      I touched the stubble on his chin, tracing the line of his jaw.

      “There are plenty of things to hide from, fool.” I turned to tramp farther into the woods.

      “Ena,” he called after me, “you shouldn't be going so far from home.”

      “Then don't follow me. Go back.” I knew he would follow.

      I had known when I passed by his window in the tavern on my way through the village. He always wanted to be near me. That was the beauty of Cal.

      I veered closer to the stream.

      Cal kept up, though he despised getting his boots muddy.

      I always chose the more difficult path to make sure he knew I could outpace him. It was part of our game on those trips into the forest.

      I leapt across the stream to a patch of fresh moss just beginning to take advantage of spring.

      “Ena.” Cal jumped the water and sank down onto the moss I had sought.

      I shoved him off of the green and into the dirt.

      He growled.

      I didn't bother trying to hide my smile. I pulled out tufts of the green moss, tucking them into my bag for Lily.

      “If you don't want me to follow you,” Cal said, “you can tell me not to whenever you like.”

      “The forest doesn’t belong to me, Cal. You can go where you choose.”

      He grabbed both my hands and tugged me toward him. I tipped onto him and he shifted, letting me fall onto my back. I caught a glimpse of the sun peering down through the new buds of emerald leaves, and then he was kissing me.

      His taste of honey and something a bit deeper filled me. And I forgot about whips and Lily and men bleeding and soldiers coming to kill us.

      There was nothing but Cal and me. And the day became beautiful.
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      I let Cal follow me up and down the mountain for hours. Cal filled the silence with news of everyone in the village. His family owned the tavern, so all news, both the happy and the terrible, passed through the walls of his home. He didn’t know what the people were saying about Aaron yet. He’d followed me before anyone had grown drunk enough to loose their tongue.

      “Les had better be careful, or he’s going to be on the hunt for a new wife,” Cal laughed.

      I forced a chuckle. I hadn’t been paying close enough attention to hear what Les had done this time.

      I cut through a dense patch of bushes, trying to find where treasures would grow when summer neared. I didn't mind the twigs clawing at me or the mud clinging to my clothes.

      Cal didn't mention his displeasure at being dirty. He was too content being with me.

      I let him hold my hand, savoring the feel of his skin against mine. His warmth burned away the rest of the fear the soldiers had left lodged near my lungs.

      Cal pulled me close to his side, winding his arm around my waist.

      “I can’t go home without proper goodies for Lily.” I wriggled free from Cal’s grasp.

      I followed a game trail farther up the mountain, searching for evergreens whose new buds could help cure the stomach ills that always floated around the village in the spring. By the time the peak of the afternoon passed, I had enough in my bag to please Lily and had spent enough time climbing to give myself a hope of sleeping that night. I turned west, beginning the long trek home.

      “We don’t have to go back.” Cal laced his fingers through mine.

      “You think you’d survive in the woods?”

      “With you by my side?” His hands moved to my waist. He held me close, swaying in time to music neither of us could hear. He pressed his lips to my forehead. “I think we could stay out here forever.” He kissed my nose and cheeks before his lips finally found mine.

      My heart raced as he pulled me closer, pressing my body against his.

      “Cal”―I pulled an inch away, letting the cool air blow between us―“we have to get back. Lily won’t be happy if I’m out too long.”

      “What’ll she do? Scowl at you?”

      “Kick me out, more like.” I started back down the mountainside. “I don’t fancy sleeping in the mud.”

      I’d lived with Lily for more than half my life, but that didn’t make the old healer obligated to keep me a day longer than she wanted to.

      Cal caught me in his arms, twisted me toward him, and held me tighter. He brushed his lips against mine. His tongue teased my mouth, luring me deeper into the kiss.

      I sank into his arms, reveling in the feel of his hard muscles against me.

      He ran his fingers along my sides, sending shivers up my spine.

      I sighed as his lips found my neck and trailed out to my shoulder.

      “We have to go,” I murmured.

      Cal wound his fingers through mine. “Let’s hide in the wood forever.”

      “Cal―”

      “I love you, Ena.” A glimmer of pure bliss lit his eyes.

      “I’m going,” I said. “Come with me or find your own way back.”

      Cal pressed his lips to my forehead. “Lead the way.”

      If I hadn’t known him so well, I might not have heard the hint of hurt in his voice.

      I didn’t want to hurt Cal, but I didn't have anything of myself to offer him. It was easy for Cal to declare his love. He had a solid roof, a business to inherit, a family who cared for him. I was nothing but an orphan inker kept from sleeping in the mud by the goodwill of an ornery old woman.

      Cal followed me silently down the slope of the mountain.

      I stopped by a fallen tree. The stench of its rot cut through the scent of spring.

      “You’re the best part of the village.” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I’d thought through them.

      “I guess that's something. Better than anyone else has gotten out of you.”

      “Better than they ever will.”

      His boots thumped on the ground as he ran a few steps to catch up to me. I didn’t fight him as he laced his fingers through mine and pressed his lips to my temple. I didn’t slow my pace as I started walking again either.

      I hadn’t been lying―we needed to be heading back to the village. As much as I loved the woods, I didn't fancy being in the trees at night.

      The villagers and soldiers might have avoided the forest and mountains because of ghost stories, but their foolishness didn’t make the woods entirely safe. I could hear the howls of the wolves at night from Lily’s loft where I slept. And farm animals had been lost to creatures far larger than wolves. I didn't fancy having to hide up a tree, shivering as I waited for the dawn. I didn’t know if Cal would be able to make it high enough in a tree to be safe.

      I let my mind wander as we reached the gentler slopes toward the base of the mountain, wondering over all the terrifying animals that could be hiding just out of sight. Dug into a den that reached below our feet. Hiding in the brush where I couldn't spot them.

      A shiver of something ran up my spine.

      “You should have brought something warmer.” Cal let go of my hand to take off his coat.

      “I’m fine.” I searched the shadows, trying to find whatever trick of the forest had set my nerves on edge.

      Trees rustled to the south, the sound too large to be a bird and too gentle to be death speeding toward us.

      I stopped, tugging on Cal’s hand to keep him beside me, and reached for the thin knife I kept tucked in my bag.

      Cal stepped in front of me as the rustling came closer.

      My breath hitched in my chest. I wanted to climb the nearest tree but couldn’t leave Cal alone on the ground. My hand trembled as I gripped the hilt of my blade tighter.

      “Are you going to try and stab me?” a voice called out. “I don’t think it would do you much good.”

      I would have known that voice after a hundred years.

      I gripped my knife tighter, fighting the urge to throw it at my brother’s face as he stepped out from between the trees.

      “Emmet.” Cal stretched a hand toward my brother as a man with black hair and dark eyes stepped out of the shadows beside Emmet.

      I took Cal’s arm, keeping him close to me.

      “Ena”―my brother gave a nod―“Cal.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked before Cal could say something more polite.

      My brother shrugged. His shoulders were wide from his work as a blacksmith. The familiarity of his face―his bright blue eyes, deep brown hair, and pale skin―tugged at my heart. He looked so much like my mother had. She’d given the same coloring to both of us.

      But the hard line of his jaw, which became more defined as he turned to the other man, that Emmet had inherited from our father.

      The black-haired man gave my brother a nod.

      “I found out you’d gone to the woods, and I decided to check on you,” Emmet said.

      “How did you find me?” I asked at the same moment Cal said, “We were just heading back.”

      “You should go then,” Emmet said. “I can make sure Ena gets home safe.”

      “I’d rather―” Cal began.

      “I think you’ve spent enough time in the woods with my little sister.” Emmet pointed down the slope. “Keep heading that way, you’ll find the village soon enough.”

      The man next to my brother bit back a smile.

      Pink crept up Cal’s neck.

      “It’s fine.” I laid a hand on his arm. “Go.”

      Cal turned to me, locking eyes with me for a moment before kissing the back of my hand. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He didn’t look back at my brother before striding away.

      I glared at Emmet as Cal’s footsteps faded.

      A new scar marred Emmet’s left cheek. His hands had taken more damage since the last time I’d seen him as well.

      “You shouldn’t be alone with him in the woods,” Emmet said when the sounds of Cal’s footsteps had vanished.

      “And you shouldn’t be following me.”

      “I wanted to be sure you were safe,” Emmet said. “A man was killed in the village today, did you not hear?”

      “I saw it.” I tucked my knife into my bag. “I watched the soldiers whip Aaron to death. But I don’t see any soldiers around here, so I think I’ll be just fine.”

      The man gave a low laugh.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “A friend,” he said. He looked to be the same as age as my brother, only a couple of years older than Cal and me. If I hadn’t been so angry, I might have thought him handsome, but there was something in the way he stood so still while I glared daggers at him that made me wish I hadn’t put my knife back into my bag.

      “You should get back to the village,” Emmet said. “The mountains aren’t a safe place to wander.”

      I turned and climbed farther up the mountain, not caring that he was right.

      “Ena.” Emmet’s footfalls thundered up behind me. “You should get back to Lily.” He grabbed my arm, whipping me around.

      “Don’t tell me where I should be.” I wrenched my arm free.

      “Then don’t be a fool. Get yourself home. You don’t belong out here.”

      “I had Cal with me.”

      “Being alone with him in the woods is a fool of a choice, too. You’ve got to think, Ena.”

      “Don’t pretend you care!”

      A bird screeched his anger at my shout.

      “Ena―”

      “You don’t get to show up here, follow me into the woods, and try to tell me what to do.” My voice shook as I fought to keep from scratching my brother’s damned eyes out. “Once a year―once a gods’ forsaken year―you show up in Harane. You don’t get to pretend to care where I go or who I’m with.”

      Emmet’s brow creased. “I do care. I make it back as often as I’m allowed.”

      “Liar.” The word rumbled in my throat. “The only reason you haven’t come back is because you don’t want to.”

      A stick cracked as the black-haired man stepped closer.

      “Where have you been, brother?” I’d been saving the question for nearly a year. Holding it in, saying it over and over again in my head as I imagined myself screaming it at Emmet. In all the times I’d thought through it, I’d never pictured him drawing his shoulders defiantly back.

      “I’ve got to work for the blacksmith,” Emmet said. “I’ve finished my apprenticeship, but I’ve got to pay―”

      “You’re a damned chivving liar.”

      “What would I be lying about?” Emmet asked.

      “I went to Nantic,” I said, “caught a ride in a cart to get to you.”

      “What?” Emmet said.

      “Found the smith where you were supposed to be.” I stepped forward, shoving Emmet in the chest. “Two years? Two years since you ran from the blacksmith’s, and you’ve been lying to me.”

      Emmet’s face paled.

      “I went to find you, and you weren’t there! I was lucky Lily even took me back after I left like that.”

      Emmet caught my hands. “Why did you go looking for me?”

      “You don’t get to care. You don’t get to lie to me and pretend to care.”

      Emmet’s stone face faltered for the first time. “I do care, Ena. I’ve come to visit because I care.”

      “Stopping in once a year doesn’t make you a decent brother.” I tore my hands free, feeling the bruises growing where he’d gripped my fingers. “You left me here. I didn’t even know how to find you. I didn’t know if you’d ever come back.”

      “I had to. I’m sorry, but what I’m doing is more important than being a blacksmith.”

      “How?”

      Emmet looked up to the sky. “It is. You just have to believe that it is.”

      “And it’s more important than I am?” I stared at my brother, waiting for him to crack and tell me there was nothing in all of Ilbrea more important than his only living blood relation.

      “It’s more important than all of us,” Emmet said. “I’m sorry if I can’t be the brother you need me to be, but my work has to be done.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there has to be more to this chivving mess of a world than waiting for the Guilds to kill us.” Wrinkles creased Emmet’s brow. “I can’t spend my life waiting to die.”

      The black-haired man placed a hand on my brother’s shoulder. “She should get back to the village.”

      “Right.” Emmet nodded.

      I stared at the dark-haired man, wishing he would fade back into the shadows and disappear.

      “Then let me help you,” I said.

      “What?”

      “If you have work that’s so important, let me help you. I’m not the little girl you left behind in Harane. Wherever it is you’ve been hiding, take me with you. We’re blood, Emmet. I should be with you.”

      “No.” Emmet shook his head. His hair flung around his face. “You belong here.”

      “I belong with the only family I have.” I stepped forward, tipping my chin up to meet his gaze. “I’m not a child. I can help. Let me come with you.”

      “You can’t.” Emmet stepped away from me. “You’ve got to stay with Lily. You’re safer here, Ena.”

      “You’re a chivving fool if you believe that.”

      “It’s true. You have to stay in Harane. I have to keep you safe.”

      “See you next year, brother.” I stormed past him and back down the mountain.

      He didn’t follow.
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      I’ve never believed in peaceful lives and beautiful tales. Those are no truer than ghost stories. Both are lies we tell ourselves to make the pain we suffer a little less real.

      Happiness doesn’t swoop in and save us when everything turns dark and bloody. And men do far worse to each other than monsters could ever manage.

      Even the men who aren’t demons, the ones you should be able to trust when the worst storm comes, they’ll hurt you as well.

      At the end of the tale, there is nothing left but pain and forcing yourself to survive.
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      The ink stained my fingers, leaving them a bright blue. The color was pretty, I’d done my job well, but against the dull brown of the workshop, the hue seemed obscene. There was nothing in Harane to match the pigment’s brightness.

      But Lily had asked me to make the color, preparing for the merchants who would come all the way down from the capital, Ilara, seeking inks as summer neared.

      It should have been Lily inside grinding up leaves and berries to make the inks that were her living, but she was too busy with her other work. Work that would see her hanged by the soldiers.

      A cough had swept through the village, and no one in Harane could afford the gold demanded by the Guilds’ healer. It was left to Lily to see to the children so far gone with fever they couldn’t hold their heads up anymore.

      She’d sneak her herbs into the houses of the desperate, treating the ill with whatever she could grow in her garden and the things I could forage in the woods. Lily rarely brought me with her when she tended to the sick and wounded. Only when there was something she wanted me to learn, or too many desperate people for her to handle on her own. I don’t know if she kept me away out of fear or mercy, but either way, it ended up the same.

      Lily would leave a written list of inks for me to blend and give spoken orders of what tonics and salves she needed made. I’d sit in the house, letting it fill with enough steam to clog my lungs as I made vials of ink in one set of bowls and healing things in another, all on the one worn, wooden table. I think Lily believed any Guilded soldier sent to her home wouldn’t have the sense to know which flowers had been chosen for their ability to fight fever and which had been selected for their pigment. She was probably right.

      Whatever her reasoning might have been, the rains hadn’t stopped in the three days since I’d left my brother in the forest, and I was trapped with a mortar and pestle, grinding sweet smelling leaves until I couldn’t move my fingers anymore as the storm finally drifted east over the mountains.

      I left the pulpy mixture of the ink to sit. It would be hours before the stuff would be ready to be carefully strained and then poured into a glass jar to be sold.

      Sun peeked in through the windows as I moved on to grinding roots for Lily’s remedies. The pungent smell tickled my nose as I worked my way through one knot and then another.

      A tap on the door, so light I almost thought the rain had come back, pulled me out of the monotonous motion. I froze with the pestle still in my hand, listening for sounds outside.

      The tapping came again.

      I gave a quiet curse before calling, “Lily’s out, but I’ll be with you in one moment,” as I pulled down the tray that hid under the tabletop. I set the roots, leaves, mortar and pestle, and vial of oil on the tray and fixed it back under the table as quickly as I could without risking any noise.

      I untied the top of my bodice, shaking the laces loose and grabbing both strings in one hand as I opened the door.

      “So sorry.” I tied my bodice closed over my shift. “I must have drifted off.”

      I looked up to find, not a soldier come to drag me out for whipping, but Karin, who gave me a scathing look as she slipped past into the workshop.

      “Fell asleep?” Karin circled the long table where I’d hidden the tray before peeping through the curtain that blocked off the bit of the first floor where Lily slept.

      “The storm made me sleepy.” I ran my fingers through my hair, leaving smudges of blue behind that would drive me mad trying to wash out later.

      “And there’s no one else here?” Karin’s eyes twinkled as she stopped at the ladder that led to the loft where I slept. “No one who might make you forget to work?”

      If I hadn’t known Karin since before either of us could walk, I would have grabbed her skirts and torn her from the ladder as she climbed up like she owned the chivving shop. But Karin meant no harm, and stopping her search would only make the rumors that I’d had a man in the house keeping me from answering the door fly through the village faster.

      I could have told her the truth. I had been busy working on illegal remedies for Lily and was afraid a soldier had come to the door. And I’d rather be accused of sleeping on the job than hanged for helping an unguilded healer offer remedies. But then Karin would be obligated to turn me in or risk punishment from the soldiers herself.

      I leaned against the table, tracing the outline of a purple ink stain, listening to the sounds of Karin checking under my cot and opening my trunk that wouldn’t have been large enough to hide Cal anyway.

      “You really are the most boring person who’s ever lived.” Karin carefully lifted her skirts to come back down the ladder.

      “I’m sure I am.” I took a box of charcoal and dumped a few bits into a fresh mortar. “So you might as well scoot back to more interesting company and leave me to my work.”

      “Don’t you dare start on something that’s going to make so much of a mess.” Karin snatched the charcoal-filled mortar out of my reach. She stared at me, a glimmer of delight playing in the corners of her eyes.

      I knew she wanted me to ask why she’d come and what I’d need clean hands for. The bit of obstinance that curled in my stomach wasn’t as strong as the part of me that wanted something interesting to be happening after all the rain. Even if it was only Handor and Shilv fighting over whose sheep were harassing whose again.

      “What is it, you fairy of a biddy?”

      “Only the best, most delightful news.” Karin took my shoulders, steering me to the pump sink in the corner. She worked the handle while she spoke. “Well, after word came south on the road that the map makers with a load of their soldiers were coming our way―”

      “What?” I froze, a brick of harsh soap clutched in my hand.

      “There’s a whole pack of Guilded heading our way. How have you not heard?”

      “I’ve been inside working.” I scrubbed at the blue and black on my hands. “Some of us have things we actually have to get done.”

      “You should admit the real problem is you never bothering to talk to people besides Cal and Lily. You should try making friends, Ena. It would be good for you.”

      “Yes, fine.” I snatched the pot of oily cream from the shelf. “What about the soldiers?”

      “Right.” Karin leaned in. “So, word comes down the road that there’s a whole caravan of paun Guilded headed our way. Cal’s parents are head over heels planning to have all the fancy folks at the tavern, the farmers have started trying to hide their stock so it can’t be counted, and”―she paused, near shuddering with glee―“Henry Tilly took his horse and disappeared for two days.”

      “What?” I wiped the cream and the rest of the color from my fingers with a rag. “Did the soldiers get him?”

      “No.” Karin laughed. “He rode north, all the way to Nantic.”

      “Toward the paun caravan? Who in their right mind would do such a thing?”

      Karin took my elbow and led me to a seat at the table. She pushed aside the curtain to Lily’s room and snatched up Lily’s hairbrush.

      “Nantic is a much bigger place than Harane.” Karin shook my hair free from its braid. “So many things to offer that we don’t have in our tiny little village.”

      “Like people who tell stories that actually make sense?”

      Karin dragged the brush roughly through my hair in retaliation. “Like a scribe.”

      “What?”

      “A Guilded scribe. One who can offer all the official forms the Guilds force us to use for every little thing we do. Like buying land, being buried…getting married.”

      “Henry is getting married?” I spun around wide-eyed. “To you?”

      “Oh gods no, not me!” Karin screwed up her face. “I’d never marry him. His left eye’s bigger than his right.”

      “Who is he marrying then?” I knelt on the chair, gripping the back.

      “Malda!” Karin clapped a hand over her mouth.

      “What?”

      “Henry found out the soldiers, and map makers, and entire fleet of paun were on their way and raced through the night all thirty miles up to Nantic to get marriage papers from the Guilds’ scribe.” Karin twirled the brush through the air. “And do you know why?”

      “Love, I suppose.”

      “She’s pregnant. That little mouse Malda is pregnant and more than just a little. Gods, now that I know, it’s impossible not to see how her belly’s grown.”

      “Henry’s a slitching fool.” I dragged my fingers through my hair.

      Karin grabbed my shoulders, making me face front in the chair again.

      “A fool he is,” Karin said, “but at least he cares for Malda enough not to risk the paun catching her pregnant without a husband. If those soldiers found her out, she’d be taken and sent to give birth on Ian Ayres in the middle of the sea. No one ever comes back from that place.”

      A chill shook my spine, but Karin kept talking.

      “Henry brought coin to Nantic to pay the scribe, but the scribe told him he’d have to wait seven months for marriage papers.”

      “Seven months?” I tried to turn again, but Karin whacked me on the head with the brush.

      “By which time there will be a new little screaming Henry or Malda in this world. Henry had to give the scribe his horse to get the papers and spent the last two days trudging back through the rain.”

      “Is he all right?” My eyes darted toward the tray hidden under the table. That long in the cold rain, and it was only a matter of time before Lily had to darken his door.

      “He’s in the tavern right now having a warm frie to cheer him for his wedding this afternoon.” Karin twisted my hair. “They’re laying hay out in the square to make a space for it. The whole thing will be done long before the sun sets, so Malda will be a married woman before the Guilds can set eyes on her ever-expanding belly.”

      “This afternoon? Today?” I asked.

      “Yes, Ena. That is how days usually go. The whole village will be turning up for this wedding, so you need to look like a proper lady, and I need just a little bit of your magic to give me a wonderful spring blush.” Karin scraped my scalp with pins.

      “What for? Even if they put down enough hay to feed the horses for a season, we’ll all still end up covered in mud.”

      “Because,” Karin said, stepping in front of me and pointing a finger at my nose, “nothing makes a man consider the fact that marriage is inevitable more than a wedding. Henry panicking could be our chance to snatch a prize worth having.”

      Heat shot up to my cheeks.

      “No.” I stood, not meeting Karin’s eyes as I stalked to the corner where the few small tubs of powders and paints for women’s faces were kept. “You dab as much pink on your cheeks as you like, but I’ll have none of it on me. I’m too young to be worrying about marriage.”

      “But is Cal?” That awful twinkle sprang back into Karin’s eyes.

      “Paint your face, you wretch.” I tossed her a tin.
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