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EPIGRAPH

	“Hateful to me as the gates of Hades is that man who hides one thing in his heart and speaks another.”

	—Homer, The Iliad
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PROLOGUE

	Coo… Coo…

	The dove did not fly away.

	It perched on the crossbeam above the pyre, its feathers a stark, blinding white against the leaden sky—a near-blasphemous contrast to the pyramid of timber below, already black and reeking of pitch. The flames had not yet been lit, yet the bird was preternaturally still. It did not spread its wings, nor did it call out. It merely tilted its head slightly, as if contemplating the ceremony yet to begin—or perhaps it was merely stranded there by fate, compelled to witness.

	The prisoners’ wails had long since saturated the air. They knelt in rows before the pyre, their rough-spun white robes soiled with mud and darker stains, tattered like broken banners in the bitter wind. Chains rattled with their struggles; manacles scraped across the frozen earth with a dull, grinding sound. These noises wove together with hoarse pleas, shattered sobs, and curses born of utter despair. Fear rose like a tangible mist from their trembling backs and contorted faces, so thick it was difficult to breathe.

	No one answered them.

	The crowd pressed forward in a heavy silence, boots scuffing the frozen ground with a continuous, muted susurration. Someone choked back a half-formed prayer, swallowing it as if fearful the dove might hear—as if even begging any gods for mercy now felt like an act of betrayal.

	A white beard trembled in the wind. Chapped lips moved soundlessly. The man’s eyes were like dry wells, empty. He watched the executioner’s hands—hands steady on the torch, veins prominent. The flame danced lightly beside the pitch-soaked wood, its heat warping the air, waiting only for an unspoken permission.

	So this is how it begins.

	And so it must end here.

	The sun beat down without mercy, its light falling full upon the iron wire wrapped taut around the baton. The cold metal threw back the glare in sharp, piercing flashes—blinking, restless, as though urging something forward with mounting impatience.

	On the distant western horizon, where clouds hung low over the sea—the place where this prophecy had first been whispered, and where it would now find its conclusion. All it needed was a spark. And a symbol no one had ever imagined. In the heart of the coming chaos, the warning seemed almost serene, a cruel and gentle peace.

	The dove should not be here.

	Every soul present knew it.

	And precisely because of that—

	When the flames finally took hold, it would not be just flesh that burned. Certain invisible boundaries, certain silent covenants, certain fragile agreements that held the veneer of the world together would snap in the acrid smoke and ash. There would be no road back from it.

	A single feather on the dove’s wing trembled. It still did not fly.

	 

	 

	 

	Present Day

	The tavern was about to close.
Flickering lamplight danced in the corners, casting dim shadows that couldn’t quite reach the last amber drops at the bottom of a glass. The chairs stood still in silence, and all that lingered in the air was the scent of alcohol, wood, and faded time.

	The guests had long gone. Only four strangers remained, tucked away in a shadowed corner.

	Behind the counter, August wiped the last glass clean, his gaze cool and steady as it drifted toward their table. They weren’t drinking much—just chatting idly, but their eyes kept straying his way. Not by accident. They were waiting for something… or someone’s signal.

	Grace slipped over quietly, the cash tray still in her hands.
“They’re still not leaving?” she asked in a low voice.

	“They’re not here for the drinks,” August replied flatly, placing the glass back on the wooden shelf.

	Among the four, the bearded man suddenly spoke up, spinning his tankard idly as a scornful laugh escaped him. "What's this? Trying to chase out customers before last call? Is this the hospitality that Falcon's Tavern is famous for?"

	Grace lifted her eyes. Her voice was flat, devoid of warmth. "You're from the West Market."

	The bearded man rose slowly, his chair leg scraping an ugly shriek across the floorboards. His gaze lingered on her face for a heartbeat before sliding over to August, as if appraising a piece of merchandise. "So, you're the brewer?"

	"That's me." August's eyes narrowed slightly, his tone dismissive, almost bored. "What? Come to add to the tip jar?"

	"Tip?" The man snorted, swirling the liquid in his cup. "Let's not play games. My boss says a brew like this... shouldn't line just one pocket."

	One of the men behind him—pockmarked, yellow-toothed—turned his head and grinned. "This recipe of yours… wouldn't want it falling into the wrong hands, now would we?" He leaned forward, his voice greasy with false concern. "My boss here's just offering to… hold onto it for you. Out of kindness, like."

	The other two thugs joined in with rough, mocking laughter. "Yeah, haha!"

	A slow smile crept across August's face, but the light in his eyes died by degrees—like a deep pool swallowing the last gleam of dusk. "Your boss's kind offer? I'll pass." He rolled his neck, a quiet, grinding pop sounded in the stillness.

	Grace's gaze turned to ice as she swept it across the four men. "The ale came from my tavern. Protection money? You get it. But my recipes?" Her voice dropped. "That's a step too far."

	"You think you've got a choice in the matter, sweetheart?" The bearded one chuckled, low and ugly. He tilted his head back and drained his cup in one long swallow.

	His three companions followed suit, downing their drinks in silence. Not a word about the taste.

	The bearded man set his empty cup down with a soft thud. His voice dropped, taking on the cadence of an order. "Hand over the brewing recipe, pretty boy." He took a step forward. All pretense of negotiation vanished, leaving only naked threat.
"Leave the recipe. You can still close up tonight."

	August flexed his wrist with a sharp roll, a cold snort escaping him. The corner of his mouth twitched. "Bullshit."

	The men exchanged a look. As one, they stood, shifting their stance. Chairs were shoved back, wooden legs shrieking against the floor. All other sound in the tavern was snuffed out. The atmosphere plummeted, heavy and sharp, in that single, suspended moment..

	Grace’s fingers slid behind the counter, slow and deliberate, until they brushed the hidden dagger tucked out of sight.

	The kitchen door creaked open a crack. Two kitchen hands peered through, faces bleached white, hands trembling around whatever makeshift weapons they'd grabbed—pots, a cleaver, a heavy ladle. They barely dared to breathe.

	August jabbed a finger toward them, voice low and sharp. "You two. Stay back. Hold that rear door—no one gets through." 
They nodded fast, mouths quivering, and vanished back into the shadows of the kitchen.

	The four men spread out slowly, forming a loose arc that pinned them against the bar. From the far end, a tall, scab-faced man stepped forward, a short blade in his hand. His eyes crawled over Grace—slow, greasy, hungry. Like a rat sizing up rotten meat.

	He licked his lips, smile oozing. "That face... that body... hah. Tonight you're keeping me warm, sweetheart." He reached down and gave his crotch a crude, deliberate scratch.

	"Hah! Save some for the rest of us, yeah?" The yellow-toothed one kicked a chair out of his path, grinning wide.

	Another—thin-haired, scalp showing through—ran his tongue along his blade, the metal hissing faintly against flesh. His eyes fixed on August, wolf-slick. "I like this one," he murmured. "Hold him down for me after..."

	"Fucking disgusting." The bearded one laughed, but his boots kept thudding forward, closing in.

	August rolled his shoulders. Flexed his fists. The knuckles cracked. He spat on the floor.
"Perfect. Even the perverts show up in shitholes like this."

	His weight shifted. Shoulders dropped. Body turned, presenting a narrow target. Fists came up—loose, ready. He stood quiet, coiled, like a wolf that had already picked its throat.

	Grace's brow furrowed deep, her knuckles white around the knife haft. She shifted slightly, blade angled back against her palm, and flicked her wrist—twice—cutting the air in short, silent strokes.

	"Don't." Her voice was barely a whisper, but taut as wire stretched to breaking.

	A bead of sweat traced down her temple, carved a path along her cheek, and dropped to the wooden floor. The sound was nothing—a pin falling in a storm—but it landed like a countdown in the dark.

	August's gaze slid sideways. Toward the door.

	Figures stood beyond the frosted glass. Shapes, waiting. For a signal. A shout. A reason to flood in.

	August's jaw tightened, his gaze locked on the bearded man scarce five paces distant. His voice dropped low but carried the ring of forged steel. "Boss Lady. Leave this to me, you go."

	Grace clicked her tongue, her own jaw set hard, knuckles bloodless around the knife. "This is my tavern." She did not budge. Her voice was iron. "I'm not running."

	"Why can't you just listen for once…" He drew a sharp breath, his eyes meeting hers for a fleeting instant. The air between them went still.

	“Goddamn,” he muttered under his breath, flat and bitter. “This Black Bay really is a shithole.”

	 


CHAPTER 1

	Three Months Earlier.

	The name "Falcon's Tavern" had been quiet enough to be almost invisible.

	It was just a small tavern on the corner of Black Bay—an unassuming front, sign weathered and faded. At least, no one had ever made a point of remembering it.

	The air inside was a permanent cocktail of damp wood, old ale dregs, and grease never fully scrubbed away. In the afternoons, the patrons were sparse—mostly dockworkers from the nearby wharves or sailors on brief shore leave. They’d enter, drink, leave, their eyes never lingering. In the corners, a few listless regulars nursed their cups, utterly disinterested in the world.

	"August! Are those cups clean?!"

	Grace’s voice cracked from the back like a whip against a post, carrying her trademark brand of no-nonsense authority. The coin purse at her belt jingled with every move, a constant reminder—she ruled this roost.

	August stood behind the bar with his sleeves rolled nearly to the elbow, a few drops of cloudy ale still clinging to his wrist. He wiped down a row of wooden cups with a rag, rolling his eyes as he worked.

	“Yeah, yeah. I wiped it.”

	The words came out flat with impatience, yet his hands moved a little faster all the same. He finished the last cup and shoved it back onto the rack.

	During a brief lull he grabbed a cup of clear water, took a small sip, then snatched up a piece of dry bread and bit into it.

	Beside him, the young tavern boy wiped the counter and glanced up.

	“Brother August, everyone here drinks ale like it’s holy water. But you—I barely see you touch the stuff. Always plain water. Why’s that?”

	Across the bar, Grace caught the question at once. Her ears seemed to sharpen. She tilted her head slightly and shot August a sideways look.

	August curled his lip.
“This place’s ale?” He gave a dismissive snort. “Hard pass. I’m not wrecking my taste buds for that.”

	The tavern page blinked, then leaned closer over the counter, voice dropping with curious caution.
“Brother August… it’s really that bad?”

	August shrugged, spreading his hands in helpless mockery.
“No malt body. No depth. Just sour bite and a whiff of mold. Honestly makes you wonder if someone scraped the smell straight out of a horse stable.”

	That did it.

	Grace finally snapped. Her hand went to her hip, and she glared at him, eyes sharp as knife points.

	“Bastard. If you wish to be thrown into the street, you need only ask.”

	Around them, the drunken patrons remained red-faced and blissful, drowning themselves in mug after mug as though they’d found heaven at the bottom of the barrel.

	“Tch.”
August set the wooden cup down on the counter and lifted his eyes to meet Grace’s glare, that familiar lazy edge creeping into his voice.

	“Look on the bright side, boss lady.”

	“The fact that anyone still walks into this tavern at all?” He gave a small shrug. “That’s already a miracle.”

	He shrugged, an elaborate pantomime of helplessness. "Just stating facts. This swill... it's torture-grade."

	"What?!" Grace’s head snapped up, hands flying to her hips as if she could split the bar in half with her outrage. "What do you know? This is the most popular ale in the Black Bay! People love it!"

	August met her fiery gaze, not bothering to dodge it. "They're too drunk to taste it, that's why they're happy." He jerked a thumb toward the oblivious crowd. "Change the brew. Your business would double—no joke."

	Grace faltered for a heartbeat, as if the words had lodged in her throat. Then she gave a short, cutting laugh, “You know brewing?” she said. 

	“A stray I hauled in from the doorway—" Her eyes swept over him from head to toe, brimming with skepticism. "You think you know more than the old brewers in the city?"

	"Let me try. You'll see." He shrugged, the picture of infuriating calm. "I fail, I keep being your unpaid drudge. I succeed... you cut me a share."

	The young page glanced between the two of them, a grin spreading across his face, bright with mischief. Unable to resist, he chimed in.
“Boss Lady, why not let him try? Who knows—he might actually brew something worth drinking.”

	Grace shot that tavern boy a quick look, then slowly turned her gaze back to August. This time she studied him more carefully, as though seeing him anew—this sharp-tongued bastard who complained about everything that crossed his lips.

	August only shrugged.

	He spread his hands, wearing that infuriating little grin that always seemed half a step from trouble.

	“Well?” He lifted a brow.

	“What’s the matter?” His smile tilted wider. “Scared?”

	Grace stared at him, like a she-wolf deciding whether to bite. Finally, she tossed her hair back with a sharp motion and snorted. "Fine. Let's see what kind of devilry you can conjure up."

	Grace led him down into the cellar. The smell hit like a physical blow, thick enough to make eyes water. Barrels, malt, rye, and hops were piled in chaotic heaps. A few barrels of fermenting brew emitted a dubious odor. The old brewer, a man of about sixty named John with a white beard and sharp eyes, watched him with a deeply skeptical look…

	August walked a slow circuit, one brow lifting.

	“The malt was unevenly roasted, lending a harsh bitterness; the barrels were left to fate, temperature fluctuating wildly; and the crowning absurdity—the liquid itself was so full of floating sediment you could scoop it out for supper...” he shook his head, the words a quiet mutter to himself.

	"Boss Lady, get me a large kettle, a clean linen cloth, and some honey," he said, rolling up his sleeves, his tone a declaration of war on the world.

	Grace frowned. "Linen? Honey? What in hells are you planning?"

	"Salvaging your near-lethal brewing methods," he replied, looking up with a rogue's grin.

	Grace rolled her eyes. "Tch. Who even knows if this one's real or not." But she did it anyway.

	He sorted through a batch of malt.

	Over-roasted grains were discarded without ceremony, uneven ones set aside. No fanfare, no pronouncements. Just methodical, silent work.

	He simmered the malt in hot water, letting the true flavor develop. He fashioned a crude filter from the linen to strain out the godforsaken sediment. Finally, he added honey to the fermentation vat, tempering the acidity that could strip paint from a wall.

	Old John muttered under his breath nearby, his mouth a downturned line. "A pure waste of time." August offered no explanation.

	The first barrel finished under his new regimen went… poorly. On the fifth day, he cracked the seal and gave it a single glance, a slight frown creasing his brow.

	The color was clearer than before, but thin. The taste wasn't harsh, but empty.

	Old John took a gulp, his face screwing up even tighter than before.

	"So this is it?" he said, staring into the mug. "This is what's going to double our custom?"

	August shook his head, took the mug back, and poured its contents back into the barrel without hesitation.

	"This was a first run," he said, his voice calm. "It failed. We adjust."

	No excuses. No disappointment. He simply rolled up his sleeves, shoved the barrel aside, his movements as natural as if he'd expected nothing else.

	Water temperature lowered slightly, time extended. An extra layer of coarse cloth for filtering. The honey added not at the start, but later, slowly, once the brew had stabilized. Each action was deliberate, precise, as if rehearsed a hundred times in his mind.

	The dilapidated brewing equipment groaned in protest. Old John, his beard brushing his chest, and the other hands stood by, their expressions screaming 'this fool is still bluffing.' Grace folded her arms and rested against the doorframe, her gaze fixed on the man’s back, lingering there long after any reason to look had passed.

	Old John grumbled low, his voice like gravel being ground. "Young folk these days… always chasing mad, heretical notions."

	August didn't bother turning. He just pushed the hot kettle aside, rolling his sleeves higher, the muscles of his forearm catching the lamplight for a moment.

	"Relax," he said, as if offering casual reassurance. "I'm not mad enough to tear down your altar."

	He paused, then added, his tone so flat it bordered on insolence. "It's just that your so-called 'old ways' probably can't brew a taste worth going mad for anymore."

	Old John's face darkened instantly, as if someone had trampled his family crest. August didn't care.

	Grace lingered in the doorway, arms folded tight against her chest. One brow lifted slightly. Her eyes never left him.

	August turned back, caught her staring, and smiled. “What? Getting your hopes up?”

	She rolled her eyes, lips pulling to one side. Then she struck without warning. “All these crooked little steps of yours,” she said. “Do you truly believe they will lead anywhere at all?”

	August looked up, a faint smile touching his lips.

	"Of course it will."

	He fitted the wooden lid onto the barrel and gave it a firm pat. "One week. Judge the result then."

	 

	The new brew was finally ready. When his first finished barrel was tapped, the entire cellar fell into a silence as profound as the moment before a storm breaks.

	Old John and Grace held their mugs like prisoners awaiting sentence. He took a sip, his brow furrowing—August braced for the scoff.

	"It can’t be...This taste..." Instead, Old John's eyes began to widen slowly, as if struck by some unseen force.

	The other hands began to taste. One by one, their rigid expressions cracked.

	"It's... good..." someone muttered in awe. Another swallowed hard. A few even shot furtive glances his way—as if looking at some damned foreign monster.

	"I don't believe it..." Grace said with a measure of disdain, pouring the ale into a wooden cup. She gave it a casual sniff—

	Then, she froze. Her brow furrowed. She took a deeper inhale. The malt aroma was rich, layered, carrying a hint of honeyed sweetness, completely devoid of the usual nose-pinching sourness.

	Hesitant, disbelieving, she took a small sip. Her eyes snapped wide open. "This... how is this possible?!"

	"Is it terrible?" he asked, a knowing smirk playing on his lips.

	Grace swallowed, then took a huge, deliberate gulp. She slammed the mug down on the table. "Gods damn it, so you really know this?!"

	August shrugged, spreading his hands. "Smooth on the palate, a long, sweet finish? The honey balancing the malt's bitterness just right? An aftertaste that lingers pleasantly, unlike the old swill that vanished the moment you swallowed?"

	Old John was silent for a long while, his gnarled knuckles tapping softly against the rim of his cup, as if he couldn't trust his own tongue. Finally, he looked up, meeting August's gaze. His expression held a rare, grudging respect.
"If what we served before was ditch-water scooped from a foul gutter..." he murmured, cradling his cup as if it were fragile, "...then this... this is the drink they'd hoard for a king's feast."

	He gave a slow, solemn nod, his beard trembling slightly. "You, boy... you have the touch."

	Suddenly, Grace strode forward, grabbed him by the collar, and yanked him close until her face was almost against his chest. She stared up at him, fierce and demanding. "Just who in the hells are you?!" Her grip was strong enough he felt his toes lift slightly from the floor.

	He held his hands up in surrender. "A vagrant who knows his way around a brew."

	She narrowed her eyes, studying him. Then, a slow, different kind of smile spread across her lips. She leaned in even closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur that sent a faint shiver down his spine. "Still... a recipe like that... surely you could share the secret?"

	Her tone was laced with a honeyed, dangerous allure, her breath warm against his ear.
"Afraid not," he said, taking a deliberate half-step back, his tone mock-serious. "That recipe is my life's blood."

	She took a deep breath, looking at the ale in her hand. After a moment of silence, she suddenly grinned—a sharp, predatory thing. "August. From today, the cellar is yours."

	Old John's eyes bulged as if he'd been struck by lightning. Grace gave a slight, imperious tilt of her chin, her decision made.

	She closed the distance again, her voice now laced with cunning. "Become my brewer. Let's discuss the split."

	"You take seventy, I take thirty," August shot back instantly. A corner of his mouth quirked up in a roguish grin, as if he'd been waiting for this very moment all along.

	 

	 

	Word, it seemed, had grown legs.

	Within days, patrons began ordering a second tankard. Then a third.

	Soon after, some asked to take a small cask home.

	Then, Grace noticed the numbers in the ledger finally beginning to climb. Her gaze, almost against her will, started following the man—the same vagrant who a month ago had been a troublesome heap on her doorstep, hauled inside on a whim. The tavern transformed from a dingy hole into the roaring heart of the street… Carriages lined up around the corner, merchants from afar clamored to be served first, and occasionally, men in the polished armor of knights would stride in, faces aloof with curiosity.

	"Word is this place serves a draught… finer than the King's own cellars."

	"Who says? The Kentfey baron's household took two barrels yesterday—I saw it myself!"

	The hall was a cacophony, a battle of boasts and clinking tankards.

	The thud of cups on wood, raucous laughter, lies and bragging weaving through the thick air.

	August leaned against the bar, calmly wiping a glass, his peripheral vision catching the very men who usually cursed the nobility loudest now elbowing each other for a taste of the "same brew the lords drink."

	People. So predictably cheap.

	 

	 

	The tavern had been closed for hours, the main door barred, only a few dying embers of the hearth casting flickering shadows on the walls. Grace carried a bottle of the new batch, pulled out a chair, and sat down beside him without ceremony. August was using a small knife to trim his nails, his movements leisurely, as if the entire world were a distant, irrelevant thing.

	"Drink with me," she said, her voice soft, as if mentioning a trifle.

	"Can't drink alone? I'm busy here..." He didn't even look up, merely blowing a bit of nail dust away.

	Grace ignored him. She set the cup down hard on the table, filled it without asking, and took a slow sip.
"Huh. Not bad."

	She cut a glance at August from the corner of her eye, mouth quirking. "The boys have been asking. What's your story, then?" A pause. "You planning to share?"

	August's hand paused. He looked at her—just briefly—then went back to filing his nails, slow and unhurried.

	A long moment passed before he answered.

	"You asking?" His voice was flat. "Or them?"

	Grace propped her chin on her hand, studying him with a faint smile.
"From the West Peninsula?"
"Brewmaster for some kingdom's court, once?"

	August let out a short laugh, shook his head, and kept working the file.

	Grace's gaze slid sideways. She raised her cup, swirled it.
"Political trouble?"
"Changed your name. Running from something?"

	Another laugh. Another shake of the head. She set the cup down, leaned in, her voice dropping lower—probing now.
"Your family, then?"

	August's hand stopped. He set the file down on the table. The click was sharp in the quiet.

	He didn't look at her. When he spoke, his voice was even.
"Don't ask that again."

	A pause.
"Is late. Get some sleep, boss lady."

	Grace's eyebrow lifted. Her chin came up, annoyance flickering across her face.

	"Tch. Dull as dirt, you are."

	She rose, grabbed the bottle and her cup, spine straight as a blade. Not another word. Her boots hit the stairs, one after another, and she didn't look back—not once.

	"Better this way." His murmur barely stirred the air. Hard to tell if it was relief, or something else. The tavern settled into silence around him, empty except for the lie he kept telling himself.

	 

	 

	 

	The following evening, the firelight in the tavern was still gentle. A few patrons wearing knights' surcoats left coin on the table and rose, their boots thudding dully on the wooden floor. They left, fetching their horses from the stable, and soon rode off into the gloom.

	Moments later—

	The main door slammed open with a violent crash, a gust of cold, damp air rushing in.

	Three men with the swagger of street-thugs stepped inside, their cloaks hanging open. The temperature in the room seemed to drop a notch.

	The old regulars glanced up for a split second, then immediately looked down, raising their tankards, pretending to see nothing. Some shrank further into the shadows.

	The trio sauntered in, their eyes lazily sweeping the sparse tables before finally settling on Grace behind the bar.

	One of them smirked, the expression slick and vile.

	August’s brow lowered. He stopped what he was doing, setting the half-wiped wooden mug down softly on the counter. Two of the serving hands hovered nervously near the kitchen doorway, on edge.

	"Landlady," one of them said with a greasy chuckle, "heard business is sweet these days. Ought to share some of that sugar with the lads, eh? We came all this way for a taste."

	Grace looked up, her eyes sharpening, though her tone remained even. "The dues are paid."

	Another leaned on the bar, tapping his fingers on the wood. "Such a cold day. Wouldn't you warm us up a bit? A pretty thing like you, so fierce… tsk tsk…" His greedy stare never left her face.

	The third, a short, stout man, grinned, his gaze sliding from Grace's face down to her bodice. "The dues are paid," he echoed, spreading his hands wide. "But your profits have grown. The… understanding should grow with them, no?"

	It was then, from the other side of the bar, August spoke. His voice wasn't loud, but it was flat, uncomfortably direct. "If you want more, say it plain."

	The three men started, finally giving him their full attention.

	One of them snorted, dripping with contempt. "And who's this? New meat?"

	Another man with a face thick with stubble lifted his chin, a crooked grin tugging at his mouth.
“So,” he said, voice edged with mockery, “is that your kept pretty thing?”

	"He's not your concern," Grace cut in, her voice icy. "It will be handled in a few days."

	The man arched a brow, studying her for a moment, his tone turning suggestive. "Make it double. Wouldn't want our boss to think you've forgotten whose streets these are."

	With that, he casually picked up a tankard, sniffed it, took a swig, and smacked his lips. "Hmm… smoother than before. No wonder the coin's flowing."

	Grace offered no reply, her gaze glacial.

	The three chuckled, turning to leave. The stout one glanced back over his shoulder as he went. "Don't keep us waiting too long, landlady."

	The three thugs vanished out the door, and the howling wind immediately rushed in to claim the space they'd left.

	A brief, thick silence settled over the tavern.

	August draped the rag he'd been holding over his shoulder. His tone was casual, as if remarking on the weather. "This happen often?"

	Grace picked up another cloth, scrubbing at a spot on the bar that didn't need it. "Local scum. They can smell coins." She paused, her gaze shifting to him, complex and warning. Her voice dropped. "That's West Market filth... black market enforcers. We don't make trouble with them. You'd do well to stay clear."

	A young tavern page wiped down the counter, glancing toward the doorway. He lowered his voice, sharp and urgent.
“You don’t know… over the past six months, they’ve grown bolder. Come drinking without paying, and always sizing up the landlady with those filthy eyes…”

	“Enough, Morven.” Grace’s voice cut through, cold and final.

	The words died on his lips. He swallowed the rest, bowed his head, and turned to clear the empty tables and cups left behind.

	Grace said nothing more, bending her head to her work. But the air of defiant, unyielding pride around her didn't diminish in the slightest.

	August's jaw tightened, a muscle ticking faintly at its hinge. His eyes remained fixed on the dark street visible through the open door.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 2

	Sunlight beat down on the cobblestone street, the air thick with heat and clamor. August guided a small cart laden with swaying ale barrels, pulled by a single, listless old mare. Beside him, the young hand, Dai, yawned, his eyelids heavy.

	Their delivery was to The Sacred Basilica at the city’s heart. The streets were a river of humanity—hawkers shouting, beggars pleading, the scents of spices and dust mingling into a pungent stew.

	As they unloaded the barrels through a rear entrance, August’s gaze fell on a cluster of seven or eight children huddled in a corner. Their clothes were rags, cheeks hollow, eyes glassy with hunger though none looked older than eight or nine. His brow furrowed slightly.

	August carried the barrels one by one into the storage room of the shrine, led by a middle-aged priest. As he worked, his eyes took in the corridors and cloistered gardens of the main basilica—the air held the faint scent of sandalwood, mixed with the cool, damp smell of stone.

	A group of young, white-robed priestesses followed an elder one down the adjacent walkway. The younger ones glanced his way, their eyes lingering a moment too long. One even stifled a soft giggle behind her hand. August gave them a polite, acknowledging nod.

	The elder priestess stopped dead and whirled around, her glare striking the younger women like a physical blow. Their amusement vanished instantly, replaced by flustered downcast eyes. The old woman then shot a venomous look at August before turning and marching on, her charges trailing in chastened silence.

	August shrugged, a faint, wry expression on his face. The priest guiding him offered a look of pure disdain.

	A moment of inattention, and he stepped through the wrong archway. August halted, blinking in mild surprise. He found himself standing in the Balisica’s main hall. A handful of devotees sat on long benches, hands clasped, eyes closed in silent prayer.

	At the far end of the vast chamber, two colossal stone statues stood side-by-side, each towering over twenty feet, their crowns nearly brushing the vaulted ceiling.

	The statue on the left was male, his form immense, shoulders broad as a mountainside. A stone cloak cascaded from his shoulders in frozen, layered folds, like a petrified storm. His face was ancient and severe, with deep-set eyes cast downward. One hand was extended forward, gripping the hilt of a longsword held vertically, its tip resting on the floor.

	The statue on the right was female, her figure sleek and tall, clad in close-fitting stone armor. Her head was tilted slightly upward, her expression one of serene, detached calm. She, too, held a sword pointing downward, its blade steady upon the flagstones.

	The two parallel blades stood upon the stone floor, points downward. August let out a soft, involuntary whistle.

	At that moment, the priest who was meant to be guiding him appeared at his shoulder, voice sharp. “You there! The brewer! This way!”

	“Ah, wrong turn. My apologies.” August offered a placid smile and a nod, then turned and followed the man back the way he came.

	Outside the bursar’s office, the priest told him to wait. Leaning against the wall, August overheard two senior clergy passing by, their voices hushed and tense.

	“…what in the blazes is going on? They’ve all vanished?”
“The City Watch Commander has been notified…”

	Just then, the priest returned from the bursar and handed him a small, heavy pouch. “Count it.”

	August took it, hefting it in his palm. He smiled. “No need. My thanks.” He turned to leave.

	“Wait...ale-man.” The priest’s hand shot out, clamping onto his forearm. 

	August started. “Huh? Something else, Master priest?”

	The priest’s face was stern, his gaze pinning him. “You are not a follower of the Holy Dawn?”

	August spread his hands. “I am not. Is that a problem?”

	The priest’s eyebrow arched. “Why not? You have no wish to embrace the true faith?”

	The man smiled and shrugged. “Ah, I’m newly arrived from the south. Maybe later… I’ll think about it. Hah.”

	The priest’s lips twisted in a dismissive sneer.

	Not long after the delivery, August stepped out of the shrine’s rear entrance, only to find the elder priestess herding a group of children out of the alleyway. Her face was stone.

	“Away with you!” she snapped, sweeping the ground before them with a stiff-bristled broom. “Do not foul this sacred ground!”

	The children flinched, scattering in a hurry. She turned her head, her eyes fixing on August with a glare that could curdle milk, before spinning on her heel and marching back inside. The service door slammed shut behind her with a definitive bang.

	Dai watched them go, a soft sigh escaping him. August merely chuckled dryly and flicked the reins, guiding the cart back into the flow of the street.

	They hadn't gone twenty paces when he pulled sharply on the reins.

	"Wait here." He was off the cart before the words fully left his mouth.

	He ducked into a bakery wedged between larger buildings. A wooden sign, hanging slightly askew, bore a single word: "Oven." Pushing the door open released a wave of heat and the rich, comforting smell of freshly baked bread and toasted grain, momentarily banishing the street's chill.

	He emptied the last few silver coins from his pouch onto the counter without hesitation, trading them for a large, burlap sack full of loaves. He turned to leave, his steps hurried.

	Just outside the doorway, he collided with someone.

	Clink-clatter—

	Coins scattered across the cobbles, rolling in every direction.

	He looked up instinctively.

	Before him stood a young woman, tall and slender, her dark hair falling loose around shoulders held with rigid poise. Her features were too fine but carried a chill that seemed to leach the warmth from the air. She stood perfectly still, her gaze like ice resting on his face—no step back, no flicker of annoyance.

	August bent immediately. "My apologies, ma'am. Let me get those."

	Without pausing, he set the sack of bread by his feet and began retrieving the coins, his fingers moving swiftly over the cool stone. His movements were efficient, devoid of hesitation.

	The woman remained motionless, looking down at him.

	As he gathered the last coin, an almost thoughtless impulse took over. He reached for her hand. She flinched, a tiny tremor, but did not pull away.

	He turned her palm upward, placed the recovered coins into it, then released her. The gesture was quick, impersonal, as routine as returning a dropped tool. He looked up and offered her a brief, disarming smile.

	"Sorry for the rush."

	Then he was gone, scooping up the bread and striding toward the alley mouth without a backward glance.

	The woman stood rooted, a faint, residual warmth lingering in her cupped palm.

	In the shadowed back alley, August waved the children over. Their eyes widened at the sight of the sack, little cries of disbelief and joy escaping them as they swarmed forward.

	With a quiet smile, he broke the loaves apart, handing pieces to each small, eager pair of hands.

	Dai watched, blinking. "Brother August," he quipped, a mischievous glint in his eye, "you've got a soft heart. If you ever ran the place, life at the Falcon's Tavern would be a sight easier for the rest of us!"

	August snorted, handing the last crust to a tiny girl. "Don't talk nonsense. If the landlady heard you, she'd skin you alive."

	He chuckled to himself.

	For a moment, the children's laughter echoed in the grimy alley, a brief, bright counterpoint to the city's indifference.

	Dai fell into step beside the slowly rolling cart, hands laced behind his head, a knowing smirk on his face. "Hard to say, though… The landlady, she treats you different. We've all noticed. They say maybe she's got a—"

	"Enough of that," August cut him off, his tone lightly teasing. "Tell me instead… was she always this… sharp?"

	Dai paused, then exhaled, waving a hand. "Nah. Not when the old master was around."

	August leaned against the cart side. "Old master?"

	"Her father." Dai's voice softened unconsciously. "A gentle man. Good to us hands. Not like now…" He shrugged. "...all cold looks and barked orders."

	August gave a short, humorless laugh. "What happened to him?"

	Dai tilted his head back to look at the hazy sky, his tone flat, as if recounting a story heard long ago. "Died. Last winter. The lung-rot. Coughed himself right out of this world." He glanced at August. "Old John, he served the master since they were both young. You taking the brewer's spot… it's no wonder he looks at you like you stole his favorite hammer. Don't take it personal."

	He paused, then added, "After the master passed, the landlady took over the Falcon's Tavern. Everything—the ledgers, the brew, the customers—fell on her. She… changed. Grew hard to talk to."

	August offered no reply, remaining silent for a long moment before hoisting himself back onto the cart. The wheels creaked, the axle groaning as they began to move.

	Dai leaned back, hands laced behind his head. He gave a lopsided grin. “Brother August, you with your fine face… all the market girls can’t take their eyes off you. Makes a man jealous, it does…”

	He listened to Dai's fragmented storytelling with the occasional grunt of acknowledgment, but his gaze drifted down the length of the busy street. The market was a churning current of bodies, a cacophony of bartering and the clang of metalwork.

	Suddenly his head turned, his gaze sweeping over the crowd in the street.

	It wasn't the assessing look of a merchant weighing a purse, nor the furtive glance of a street urchin. This gaze was steady, holding its ground across the sea of people, neither advancing nor retreating. It simply rested on him.

	August turned back. He brushed the breadcrumbs from his hands, his tone casual as he said to little Dai,  "Let's move faster. We're in the way."

	The cart rolled onward.

	The rhythm of the wheels on stone beat a steady tattoo in his ears. He could feel it—the gaze did not lift immediately.

	It did not follow. It simply remained, fixed on the departing cart.

	Only when they rounded the corner did the sensation of being watched slowly fade.

	August lifted a hand, pressing thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose. He let out a slow breath and pushed the thought aside.

	He did not know—

	—that on the far side of the market, the tall woman stood in the shadow of the bakery, her fingertips gently tracing the coins he had returned to her palm.

	Her eyes followed the path his cart had taken, lingering long after it had vanished from sight.

	She stood there until the noise of the street finally rushed back in to fill the silence around her.

	 

	 

	August and Dai returned to the tavern's rear yard, halting before the stable. August unhitched the mare, leading the weary beast to its stall, while Dai rolled an empty barrel toward the back door, its hollow thump-thump echoing on the stones.

	It was then Grace emerged from within. She walked slowly, arms crossed over her chest, a faint, unreadable smile playing on her lips. She stopped a few paces behind August, watching as he hefted two empty barrels, one after the other, onto his shoulders.

	Dai, rolling his barrel, couldn't help but glance back. Tucker and a couple of the other hands peered from the doorway and a nearby window, their eyes darting between the two figures.

	That gaze from the market... could it have been the West Market scum? 
The thought still nagged at the edge of August’s mind. His steps didn't falter, the muscles in his shoulders tightening as he prepared to turn toward the cellar.

	In the next instant, he spun around abruptly—

	—and nearly collided with Grace.

	“Hey...” He frowned, stopping short, a note of irritation in his voice. "What is it? You almost got stepped on."

	Grace was forced to take a quick step back, her boot scraping the ground. She recovered with a slightly strained smile, her tone feigning nonchalance. "Hard work? Need a hand?"

	August let out a short breath, his shoulders relaxing a fraction. "No need. I've got it."

	With that, he sidestepped her without another word, carrying the barrels straight toward the cellar door, his retreating back offering no opening for further conversation.

	Grace remained where she stood, watching him vanish into the gloom of the doorway. Her expression hovered somewhere between annoyance and pensive curiosity.

	A whisper of sound came from behind her.

	She whirled around and finger pointing sharply, her voice dropping to a cold snap. "What are you all gawking at? Is there no work to be done?"

	The watching hands flinched, ducking their heads and disappearing. Shutters closed, a curtain fell back into place, and the yard was left with only the sounds of wood and the fading echo of footsteps.

	 

	August stepped back into the tavern and was immediately enveloped by a wave of noise and warmth.

	"Landlady! Another of yesterday's new brew!"

	"What's this one called?"

	"Damn, this is the good stuff."

	Cheers and the rhythmic thumping of tankards on wood filled the air. The smell of ale and the sound of laughter swirled together under the low ceiling. Grace stood behind the bar, her voice sharp and clear as she directed the flow of drinks and coin, her movements efficient, her presence commanding the room. Her eyes occasionally found his, offering a quick, unreadable smile that seemed to bury the earlier tension in the yard like dirt over a forgotten thing.

	The hands were scrambling to keep up when the sound cut through the din—a heavy, discordant tread from the entrance.

	The three of them. Again.

	The bearded ruffian at the front shoved his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket, a lazy smirk tugging at his lips. Two others flanked him, one on each side, trailing like shadows. His two shadows flanked him, their eyes sweeping over the tavern like they were pricing the fixtures. The air in the room grew heavy; laughter at a few nearby tables stuttered and died before resuming in a quieter, more forced key.

	The man walked straight to the bar as if he owned the place, pulled out a stool, and propped his boots on the counter's edge. He picked up a tankard without asking, tilting the liquid against the lamplight. "Business is roaring today, landlady," he said, his grin not reaching his eyes.

	August, having just come up from storing supplies in the cellar, saw it all from the stairs. He didn't speak, only a faint crease appearing between his brows.

	The three men saw him too. Their gazes lingered, especially the stout one's, whose smile slowly widened into something unpleasant.

	Grace was already moving. She bent down and retrieved a small, heavy pouch from beneath the bar.

	Thud.

	It landed on the wood with a solid, metallic clink that silenced the nearest conversations. She looked at the man, her voice flat, almost bored. "It's all there. Now take it and go."

	The bearded man chuckled, took a deliberate sip from the tankard, and an almost imperceptible lift of his eyebrow betrayed a flicker of surprise. "This taste," he said, pausing for effect. "It's... uncommon. For this city."

	No one in the tavern dared to speak into the silence that followed.

	His gaze slid away from Grace, away from the drink. It traveled over the bar and locked onto August with the focused intensity of a man appraising new stock. "Heard that a new brewer here, you make this?"

	August gave a low, noncommittal grunt. "Yeah." He didn't turn.

	The bearded ruffian's eyes hardened, taking on a predatory glint. "Who taught you?"

	“Pure luck, nothing more.” August finally looked up, his tone flat, edged with a deliberate coldness. “Just tossed some things in a barrel. Happened to turn out this way.”

	“Oh… so it was luck, was it?” The thug nodded, a smile playing on his lips. He asked no further questions.

	He tilted his head back, drained the tankard in one long swallow, and slammed it down on the bar. "Pity, though," he said, his voice dropping to a low, conversational murmur that somehow carried. "Luck... has a way of running out."

	They stood. No payment was offered, no explicit threat made. Only a casual remark tossed over a shoulder as they turned to leave. "Streets around here have been... restless lately."

	Before the words had even faded, the short, stout ruffian puckered his lips and sent a careless kiss toward Grace.

	“We’ll be back, lovely landlady. Heh-heh.”

	With that, the trio’s boots thudded heavily against the floor as they strode out of the tavern, fading into the streets beyond.

	Grace stood perfectly still, her face pale, the knuckles of her hands white where they gripped the edge of the bar. She stared at the empty doorway as if she could set their retreating backs on fire with her gaze alone.

	A brittle, waiting silence settled over the tavern.

	August watched the street beyond the door, his voice a low murmur. "...Well. We've officially caught their eye."

	Grace hugged her arms tightly across her chest, a defensive, almost reflexive gesture. "Anything of value draws a hungry pack."

	August arched a brow, his attention still fixed on the outside world. "So we just wait for them to bite? Makes all this work feel a bit pointless."

	"Forget it." Her voice was dismissive, as if shrugging off a minor inconvenience. "You're still breathing. That's something."

	But her eyes, cold and shadowed, told a different story. They held a darkness that spoke of gathering trouble, a truth that the bustling, muddy street outside—with its rattling carts and hurrying passersby—seemed oblivious to.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 3

	The air in the market was thick with the smell of roasting bread and malt, the cries of hawkers rising and falling in a chaotic rhythm. August was mulling over the tweaks he wanted to try in the next brewing batch.

	Then, a flicker of movement at the edge of his vision caught his attention. Four men, wearing the shifty look of street toughs, were huddled beside a stall. Their posture was casual, but their eyes were fixed, unwaveringly, on a woman.

	August turned his head slightly, pretending to inspect a pile of wizened apples, his gaze following theirs. The woman was in her early thirties, her blonde hair pinned up in a practical style, her features sharp and clear. She moved from stall to stall, selecting bread and vegetables with a calm, deliberate pace that seemed untouched by the bustling chaos around her.

	No. I don't get involved.

	The corner of his mouth twitched in a silent curse. Yet, his feet carried him a few steps closer to the group of thugs, his posture adopting the aimless slouch of a man simply waiting his turn.

	Fragments of low conversation drifted to his ears.

	"That's her, no mistake."
"You certain it's safe?"
"Easy. Once she's on the ship, it's done…"

	August's brow furrowed instantly. The four men exchanged a final glance and melted into the crowd.

	A cold weight settled in his gut, yet a spark of sharp, unwelcome curiosity was lit.

	A short while later, the woman, carrying a cloth sack filled with her purchases, made her way out of the market. August followed at a distance, casually taking a bite from the apple he'd picked up.

	Hell. I look like a damn stalker.

	He trailed her southward.

	The South District?
His eyebrow lifted. That was the realm of struggling artisans and petty traders, a messy tangle of the lower middling sorts. What interest could a woman who looked… ordinary… hold for street thugs? Just who was she?

	The woman avoided the main thoroughfares, turning instead into a modest yet finely-kept tailor's shop. A sign above the door read "Marianne's Attire," the script elegant and flowing—far beyond the skill of a common sign-carver.

	August pushed the door open and stepped inside, adopting the air of a casual browser. The shop smelled of clean linen and wool.

	"Sir, might I assist you with some cloth?" the woman asked from behind the counter. Her posture was correct, her tone polite, yet layered with a deliberate, practiced distance.

	August noted it inwardly—her voice was low, steady, mature. The kind of voice that could make a man lower his guard. He offered a dismissive smile. "Just looking."

	His eyes swept the room. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just bolts of fabric and the tools of a tailor's trade. He didn't linger, turning to leave.

	He hadn't reached the alley mouth when the sound of hooves and well-greased wheels approached. A ornate carriage drew to a stop before the shop. Its body was carved with intricate patterns, its wheels banded with polished metal, and even the horses wore finely tooled chamfrons. The woman inside the shop stiffened visibly, retreating into the shadows.

	The carriage door opened, and a middle-aged nobleman stepped down. He carried a comfortable weight, but his bearing and the glint in his eye spoke of accustomed authority. He glanced around briefly before striding into the tailor's shop. Two guards immediately took up positions on either side of the door, standing as cold and still as statues.

	Oh? A nobleman? In this part of town?

	Interest piqued, August hopped onto a low wall and edged his way silently toward the shop's rear.

	Muffled voices filtered through.

	"Marianne…" The nobleman's voice was strained, burdened.
The woman's reply followed, firm yet trembling slightly at the edges. "You should not have come, Dain. It's not safe here."

	Dain's voice held a note of pleading. "I will post guards—"
"No…" she whispered, the word a mixture of fear and gentle reproach.

	Leaning against the cold stone, August couldn't help but curl his lip in disdain.

	Tch. How boring. A noble and his mistress. Couldn't they find a better spot for their trysts than this dump?

	He slipped back over the wall, dusted his hands off with a final, cynical smirk, and turned his steps back toward the market.

	 

	 

	He hadn't made it back to the main market lane when a pack of children came tearing around a corner.

	"August! Quick, you gotta help Blackie!"

	The speaker was Tom, a boy whose face was a map of freckles, hopping from foot to foot in his agitation. Beside him, Emma's eyes were red-rimmed, threatening to spill over.

	"Blackie?" It took him a second. The scruffy black mutt that haunted the market, clever enough to cadge scraps and always trailing after these kids.

	"He fell in a hole! He can't get out!" Tom's little sister wailed, her voice trembling.

	"Alright, easy. Show me." He gave Tom's shoulder a reassuring pat.

	August followed them at a swift walk as they led him through a maze of increasingly narrow and neglected alleyways, finally stopping at the edge of a collapsed section of masonry. Sure enough, a deep, ragged hole gaped in the ground. At the bottom, a shivering mass of black fur whimpered, paws scrabbling uselessly at the loose, crumbling earth, only sinking itself deeper.

	"Troublemaker," August muttered, a hint of a laugh in his voice. He tested the footing on a half-buried brick and began a careful descent.

	"Careful!" the children chorused from above.

	"Relax. Done this before," he called back, waving a dismissive hand as he continued down.

	The moment his boots touched the muddy bottom, the dog launched itself at him, burying its head in his jacket, trembling all over.

	"Alright, alright. Hold still." He scooped the animal up with one arm and lifted it high. "Catch!"

	Tom reached down, arms outstretched, and gathered the wriggling dog safely. The other children immediately crowded around, petting and cooing. Blackie responded with happy yips, his tail whipping back and forth like a frantic metronome.

	August brushed the worst of the dirt from his clothes and was about to find his own way out when he felt it—a distinct, focused gaze resting on him.

	Instinct made him turn.

	At the far end of the alley, a figure melted back around the corner. A faint breeze stirred the dust in the lane, making the edge of a retreating cloak flutter like a ghost in the morning mist.

	"Who's there?" He frowned, his step faltering for only a heartbeat before he moved, striding quickly to the alley's mouth.

	But when he emerged onto the street, it was just the usual flow of bodies and carts. The figure was gone, as if it had never been.

	A trick of the light? Or…

	He stood at the corner, eyes narrowed, his thumb rubbing slowly across his palm before he stilled the motion. His gaze hardened, ceasing its search.

	Behind him, the sound of the children's laughter and Blackie's joyful barking filled the air, as if nothing in the world were out of place.

	 

	 

	The afternoon heat in the back kitchen was thick and suffocating. Bent over a heavy cutting board, August methodically portioned meat for the evening stew, his knife falling in a steady rhythm. As the blade came down, his focus wavered for a split second—the memory of that figure at the alley corner flashing, cold and vivid, behind his eyes.

	In that moment of distraction, Grace moved. She came up behind him without a sound, her body brushing lightly against his back as she reached over his head for a jar of spices from the high shelf.

	"Pardon," she murmured, her breath a soft warmth against the side of his neck.

	He froze, the knife nearly slipping from his grip. "Boss… a little warning next time?"

	"What's the matter? Nervous?" She arched a brow, a knowing smile touching her lips. Her fingertip tapped once, lightly, on his shoulder before she turned and walked out, leaving him standing there, exasperated.

	Dai, who was stoking the fire nearby, stared after her, dumbfounded. He sidled up to August, giving his shoulder a conspiratorial nudge. "Boss August, you lucky dog! Guess being easy on the eyes pays off, eh?"

	August didn't even look up from the meat. "Women like the landlady… I've met plenty. Tough. Clever. But they never leave room for anything real. Don't go spreading nonsense in the tavern."

	Dai scratched his head. "What's that supposed to mean?"

	August pushed the chopped meat toward a waiting pan. "What do you think she was doing?"

	"Wasn't she… you know… flirting with you?" Dai whispered, blinking.

	August gave a short, dismissive snort and shoved the pan into Dai's hands. "That's her way of keeping a useful tool close. Because I brew the best ale she's ever sold. Got it?"

	Dai blinked several more times, a slow understanding dawning. "Oh… it's like that?"

	August scooped water from a bucket to rinse his hands, his expression as placid as a windless day. "That's all it is. You'll understand when you're older, kid."

	Just outside the kitchen door, a shadow paused. Grace stood around the corner, her expression clouding for a moment, her fingers tightening almost imperceptibly before she moved on.

	 

	 

	The tavern was closed, the deep night silent save for the final sounds of tidying up.

	Tucker pushed the last table back into place, wiping its surface clean. He glanced out at the pitch-black street beyond the door and couldn't help muttering, "What's keeping August? A simple delivery shouldn't take this long."

	Behind the bar, Grace snapped the ledger shut with a sharp thwack, a frown creasing her brow. "That man… likely found some distraction on the way."

	Morven, mopping the floor nearby, grinned and lowered his voice to a teasing whisper. "Landlady, would you be… displeased if our August found himself in the company of another woman?"

	Grace’s palm slapped down on the bar, her voice low and sharp. "Nonsense!" She stood, adding coldly, "I am concerned he may have drawn the eye of the West Market rats. Who cares whose company he keeps?" With that, she turned and strode into the kitchen without a backward glance.

	Tucker and Morven exchanged a look and fell into a careful, hurried silence, returning to their work.

	Moments later—

	Thud. Thud.

	Hurried footsteps sounded outside. August appeared in the doorway, pausing to cast a final, searching look into the dark street before pulling the door shut and sliding the heavy bolt home.

	Tucker spoke up immediately. "August! You're late. The landlady, she—"

	Before he could finish, August cut him off with a flat, "I know."

	He walked straight to the bar, grabbed a wooden tankard, and poured himself a drink. He downed it in several large gulps, not seeming to taste it at all.

	Morven sidled over, mop handle in hand, his voice a hushed warning. "August… the landlady's in a mood. Best tread careful…"

	The kitchen curtain swished aside.

	Grace emerged. She stopped in front of him, arms folded, her eyes scanning him from head to toe. Her voice was brittle. "Where have you been? Do you have any notion of the hour, or the state of the streets?"

	August took another deep swallow of ale, letting out a satisfied "Ahh." He grinned. "Just got to talking with the client. I'm back now, aren't I?"

	Grace’s eyes narrowed. "That is all?"

	He drank again, nodding. "That's all."

	She took a sudden step forward, her finger jabbing toward a fresh, ragged tear in the shoulder of his tunic. "And this? What of this?"

	August looked down, blinked, then shrugged, the smile not leaving his face. "Oh, that? Caught it on a barrel hoop. Clumsy."

	Grace let out a short, derisive huff but asked no more. She turned on her heel and started up the stairs, her footsteps fading into the floor above.

	August looked up, meeting Tucker and Morven's wide eyes. He spread his hands in a gesture of helpless innocence, a silent, wry smile playing on his lips.

	The tavern settled back into its quiet, waiting stillness.

	 

	 

	The next morning, the very air of the city felt different.

	The streets were still damp with dew, but now they carried the sound of metal and leather in motion. Patrols had doubled. Soldiers in chainmail that caught the cold morning light stood at rigid intervals, their spear butts a rhythmic tap-tap on the cobbles, their eyes scanning every face that passed.

	Outside the tavern, a few regulars had gathered earlier than usual. They spoke in hushed tones, as if afraid their words might be snatched from the air.

	"Oi, hear what happened last night? Some noble got a proper thrashing…"
"Who'd be mad enough to lay hands on a lord?"
"Wanted posters plastered on every corner. Looks nasty."
"What's the name… McCall? Something like that."
"Strange name."

	From one end of the city to the other, on walls, posts, and bridge pilings, the same crude, hastily printed image was nailed.

	It was a rough, almost caricatured sketch—a man with his face obscured, only the deep-set shadows of eyes visible, every line drawn with an exaggerated sharpness, as if trying to etch the word "DANGER" directly into the paper.

	Inside the tavern, August was coming up from the cellar.

	He’d just finished the last check, sealing the wax on a fermentation vat, ensuring the vents were clear. He dusted the residue from his hands—a mix of wood shavings and dried lees—and started up the stairs.

	"McCall… McCall…"

	A slender finger tapped a rhythmic, almost playful beat on the bar's worn wood. The voice was light, laced with deliberate teasing.

	"It has a certain… rugged ring to it, don't you think?"

	August looked up.

	Grace sat on a stool on the other side of the bar, chin resting in her palm, a knowing, provocative smile on her lips. It was impossible to ignore.

	He let his gaze drop with an exhale. Grace’s tapping finger stilled. Her eyes held a playful, assessing glint. "The city's been lively of late… I hear a certain mysterious figure made quite the stir last night."

	August moved behind the bar, poured himself a measure of ale, and took a slow, deliberate sip. "Could be the West Market scum. Things are restless."

	"Indeed," she said, her smile curving further. "But even the dumbest gutter-rat usually knows better than to strike a lord."

	He set his tankard down, shrugging. "Hard to say. Maybe the lord was foul enough to tempt even a rat."

	Grace’s eyes narrowed. She folded her arms, her voice carrying a thread of amused suspicion. "Oh? And you heard nothing on your way back last night? Saw nothing at all?"

	"…Tch." August adopted a look of perfect innocence. "I'm not one for gossip. The walk back was… quiet." He took another sip of his drink immediately after saying it.

	Grace finally laughed, a soft, genuine sound. She leaned in closer, the faint, clean scent of herbs and soap about her. "August." She tapped a finger lightly against his chest. "And my handcart? You delivered the ale, but the cart seems to have… vanished."

	His eyebrow shot up. He smacked his forehead in mock recollection. "Ah… got to talking with the client. Must've left it. I'll fetch it back later."

	She tilted her head, her look pure mischief. Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial murmur. "You know… the bounty is thirty gold crowns." She leaned in even closer, her breath warm against his ear. "Not a small sum."

	August chuckled softly, drained his tankard, and leaned in to match her whisper. His reply was just as quiet.

	"That depends… on what you plan to buy with those thirty crowns." With that, he turned and headed back down the cellar steps, his pace unhurried.

	Grace blinked, then a slow, wide smile spread across her face. It was a smile full of cunning, and a distinct, dangerous spark of delight.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER 4

	The Present.

	The bearded man's fist cut through the air with a whoosh, aimed straight for August's face.

	August jerked his head aside, driving his shoulder forward. The knuckles grazed his ear. His hand shot out, locking onto the attacker's wrist. His body dropped, muscles coiling, then exploded upward with savage torque—

	CRACK!

	The man was whipped off his feet and slammed back-first onto the floorboards. The wood groaned and dust plumed into the air.

	August was on him in an instant, a driving elbow hammering down.

	THUD!

	The back of the skull connected with the floor. No groan escaped the man. His face pressed into the dust, motionless.

	The remaining two froze for a second, then roared in unison. "DIE—! Bastard!"

	An elbow jabbed from the left. From the right, a flash of cold steel—a dagger thrusting for the ribs.

	August kicked the chair in front of him with desperate force—

	Clang—! The blade on the right skittered off the wooden frame. But the man on the left was already inside his guard.

	WHUMPF! An elbow smashed into August’s sternum. The air was driven from his lungs in a ragged gasp. He stumbled back two paces, vision swimming.

	“Mother*cker…!” He gritted his teeth against the white-hot pain, using his attacker’s own momentum against him. He grabbed the extended arm and wrenched it down and across, hurling the man bodily—

	BAM!

	The man crashed into a side table. The wood splintered with a sharp snap. He crumpled to the floor, a low groan escaping him.

	No time to recover. The dagger-man was already closing again, the tip of the blade a silver point aimed at his heart.

	August scrambled back, his spine hitting the heavy bar cabinet. The attacker lunged—August snatched up a wooden serving tray from the countertop and swung it up like a shield.

	SHLICK! The dagger punched clean through the thick wood, lodging deep. The two men froze for a split second, locked in a deadly tug-of-war.

	August twisted the tray with all his strength. The knife ripped free from the attacker's grip, clattering to the floor. August spun, using the tray in a wide, sweeping arc—

	The man raised an arm to block, then his knee drove upward into August’s gut.

	OOMPH!

	Agony exploded in his abdomen. The wooden tray fell from numb fingers. The attacker surged forward, wrapping both arms around August in a crushing bear hug, driving him backward—

	CRUNCH!

	His back slammed into the unyielding brick wall. August’s hands shot up, clawing at the man’s collar. He hauled downward with savage force just as his own knee pistoned upward—

	CRUNCH-SPLATTER!

	The sound of cartilage and bone giving way mixed with a wet, choked scream. Blood and snot sprayed. Using the downward momentum, August drove a vicious right hook into the ruined face.

	The man flew backward as if hit by a ram, crashing through two tables and a chair in a catastrophic symphony of shattering wood, glass, and crockery.

	August staggered, his breath coming in ragged, painful gasps. He wiped a smear of blood from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand. The hand trembled slightly. A warm, insistent wetness bloomed at his side—the dagger had found its mark after all. The pain was a hot, persistent claw, digging deeper with every ragged breath he took.

	His head snapped around—

	Grace still held her ground against the last knife-wielding thug. Their boots scuffed dull thumps on the floorboards. Her wrist flicked, the blade tracing a sharp, silver arc that forced the man back two steps. He lunged to grab her arm, but was forced to parry wildly instead, his teeth grinding audibly.

	“You bitch—!”

	His eyes darted to his companions lying motionless on the floor. Desperate, he threw his head toward the door and bellowed, “Hey! Outside! Get in here—!”

	The response wasn’t human.

	Crash—Thud— “I’ll fu—! Agh—!” From beyond the doorway came a series of short, violent impacts—the sound of something moving with terrifying speed through the dark alley. August’s gaze snapped to the entrance. In the murky gloom of the side street, a low, hunched figure streaked past, weaving between obstacles with feral grace.

	A few heartbeats later, silence fell, absolute and heavy.

	The thug stood there amid the stench of blood and spilled ale, cold crawling up his spine. His men lay everywhere—some curled on the floor clutching their guts, others too broken even to groan. Sweat slid down his temple.

	“You want a broken left arm, or right arm?”

	August rolled his right shoulder, a casual, predatory motion.

	"Shit—you're a demon!" The thug's breath hitched. His eyes darted, panic flaring. He spun on his heel and bolted for the door.

	"Oh? Running?" August took a single step forward—

	WHUMP!

	The fleeing figure was hurled back through the doorway as if launched from a catapult. His chest was a ruined cavity. He landed like a sack of grain, skidding and tumbling across the tavern floor before coming to a stop.

	Thud… Thud… A tall, broad silhouette stepped into the tavern. The footsteps were heavy, measured—the entrance of an alpha wolf.

	Candlelight caught him fully now: snow-white hair spilling over his shoulders, features cut sharp and cold as forged steel. A longsword rode across his back, the hilt peeking over his shoulder, glinting faintly in the dim glow.

	That kick—the force of it—froze both August and Grace where they stood.

	The other thug near the doorway gagged, trying to push himself upright. His elbow had barely left the floor when a fist tangled in his hair and yanked him up—dragged him straight into the wall.

	Thud.

	The wooden wall panel groaned in protest. The thug was slammed against it, his collarbone pinned and grinding under the relentless, bone-crushing pressure of the tall man's elbow.

	Thud. Thud. Thud.

	Blunt impacts landed in a brutal rhythm. Bone cracked—clear, wet, teeth-achingly loud. The swordsman let go. The thug slid down the wall and collapsed in a heap, face drained of color, blood pouring from his mouth. Even begging wouldn’t come out of him anymore.

	The tavern fell quiet. All that remained was the slow drip of blood onto old wood.

	The man stood just inside the doorway, backlit by candleflame, as if he’d carried the night wind and road-dust in with him.

	August stared, then pointed. “...Well I’ll be damned. So it’s you.”

	The swordsman flicked his fingers, brushing away something imaginary, a crooked smile tugging at his mouth. “Been a while, brewer.”

	Christ. For once, the gods dealt me a good hand.

	The bearded one wasn’t quite finished. He twitched, scraping uselessly toward the corner.

	Grace snorted. Her body snapped forward like a black serpent—

	Slice. She seized a wooden serving tray off the bar and brought it down with all her weight.

	Crack.

	“Arghhh—!” The bearded thug curled in on himself, shrieking in broken, animal sounds, hands clamped over his skull as he rolled across the floor.

	Grace narrowed her eyes, as if admiring her handiwork, lightly tapping the tray in her palm. Her voice was cloyingly sweet. "Running? You seemed so capable a moment ago." 

	The man with the thick beard was greyer than ash, his fingers trembling as if gripped by palsy. "We were just... following orders... to test the waters... spare me! Mercy—!"

	That swordsman leaned casually against the wall nearby, arms crossed, as if waiting for the next act of a play. August watched the bearded man's blubbering through gritted teeth, the wound in his side throbbing with each beat of his heart. A single thought echoed in his skull: 
Better say something to save your sorry ass, because I'm not in a healthy state of mind right now.

	Grace tilted her chin up slightly, her gaze a blade resting against his throat. "Oh? And whose orders would those be?" The man's lips quivered, his eyes pools of raw terror. "It... it was Scott..."

	August and Grace exchanged a look.

	Grace's expression hardened instantly, a glacial cold flashing in her eyes. She clenched her jaw, her voice dropping to a venomous whisper. "I knew it."

	The tavern was a chorus of groans from the fallen. The air reeked of blood and spilled ale, a nauseating mix.

	Grace half-crouched before the bearded man, who was clutching a wounded arm. She spun the tray idly between her fingers, a thoughtful, dangerous curve on her lips. "Scott sent you to... test us? Test what? See if August here was soft? Or just to cut his arms off?" she asked, her tone deceptively light.

	The bearded thug shook like a leaf in a storm, sweat tracing lines through the grime on his face. "Just to test... we were paid... just... to gauge his reaction."

	August’s voice was a winter wind. "Test? Bullshit. You weren't pulling your punches. If you'd killed me, how were you planning to explain that back home?"

	The thug flinched from Grace's blade, his whole body a tremulous mess, his Adam's apple bobbing frantically. He couldn't meet August's eyes, staring at the floorboards instead, his voice parched. "We... we just followed orders... Scott said... if August handed over the brewing recipe quietly, fine... otherwise... pin him down and... haul him back..."

	That swordsman by the wall let out a soft, derisive snort, as if hearing a particularly stupid joke.

	August couldn't help a scornful laugh, wiping blood from the corner of his mouth. He looked at the man as if he were moldy chaff. "All that for a damn recipe? His ambitions are as small as a bung in a barrel. Damned, and here I thought it might be something grand. A conspiracy. But it's just... theft? Your boss's vision is about as wide as a piss-hole in the snow."

	The bearded thug was shaking apart. "I... I just did what I was told... please... mercy..."

	Something in August went cold, like the heavy slam of a cellar door shutting out all light.

	Grace seized the thug by his collar, hauling him toward the entrance like a sack of rags.

	Then—

	"Out."

	Her boot connected with his side, sending him sprawling into the muddy street outside. His few conscious companions outside paled, not even daring to help him up, the whole group scrambling away as if demons were on their heels.

	Inside the tavern, the silence that followed was absolute, thick and heavy. Only the mingled scents of blood and stale beer remained, hanging in the sudden, hollow quiet.

	Grace’s hand tightened slightly, knuckles paling. "They’re desperate. Desperate enough for filth like this."

	The swordsman finally bent to pick up an overturned chair, dusted it off with a slap, and set it neatly upright. He dropped into it, crossing his legs as if settling in for a performance, a wry, amused curve on his lips as he surveyed the wreckage of the tavern.

	"Seems your little establishment is more… coveted than I imagined, brewer," he remarked.

	The swordsman gestured vaguely toward the door, his voice a low rumble. "Scott. The biggest rat in the west-end sewer. Hand in every foul trade the black market offers, keeps a pack of gutter-trash thugs on his leash."

	He paused, his mouth twisting into a smirk edged with grim amusement. "You haven't just stepped on some stray cur's tail, brewer. First, you piss off the most arrogant noble house in the city. Now, you’ve gone and trod on the toes of the black market's head rat."

	The swordsman cast a sidelong glance at August, his tone leisurely, each word a deliberate needle. "That, my friend, is what you call a proper mess."

	August frowned, wiping the last smear of blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. His cold gaze swept over the overturned tables and the dark stains near the doorway. 

	Grace’s eyes lingered on the swordsman who’d just beaten someone half to death. Her brow pinched; she lowered her voice.

	“Who the hell is he?”

	August smirked, “A man who once helped McCall. Name’s Karl.”

	Karl grinned like the topic was a pleasant memory. He set his heavy longsword on the table with a thud that made the wood tremble.

	August hooked a finger, swept a bottle and three wooden cups from behind the counter, moving with the easy, practiced efficiency of someone changing knives mid-fight. He dragged a chair over, sat opposite Karl, and dropped the bottle onto the table with a sharp clack, pouring him a full cup.

	Karl reached for it. As his arm lifted, the lamplight slid over his skin—revealing a dark tattoo: a leaping wolf, jaws bared as if ready to tear through flesh.

	Grace’s eyes narrowed at once. She tilted her head, studying the mark for several long seconds, fingers curling in reflex.

	“The Sky-leaping Wolf…” she murmured. “That was the crest of a northern kingdom. The one the tribes wiped out.”

	Karl took a measured sip. His expression remained unnervingly calm—too calm—but a flick of cold light flashed deep in his eyes, quick as steel.

	“Is that so,” he said, voice flat as worn stone.

	Grace looked like she wanted to push further—

	—but Karl set his cup down and tapped the table with two fingers, closing the door on the subject.

	“Ah—your brew’s good. Another.”

	The air tightened for a moment, as if someone had their hand on its throat.

	August broke it first. He lifted the bottle, refilled Karl’s cup, smiling like none of this was dangerous at all.

	“Fine by me. Heroes don’t get interrogated. Have a drink—my treat.”

	Karl glanced up, surprised. A faint curl touched his mouth before he raised his cup in return.

	August turned to Grace, brow arched.

	“Come on. We’re already sitting. Quit glowering and warm yourself up.”

	Grace huffed, she set the tray down with a final, then picked up her cup despite herself.

	August took a swallow and shot her a sidelong look.

	“Boss-lady… looks like the world’s getting lively. Almost got me taken apart tonight. Tsk, tsk.”

	Grace glared at him.

	“What are you actually trying to say?”

	August shrugged and jerked his chin toward Karl.

	“That our tavern needs a guard. The kind who can kick a man from the doorstep clear into the room.”

	Karl blinked—caught off-guard for the first time tonight.

	He met Grace’s gaze.

	Grace clicked her tongue and exhaled as if conceding an unpleasant truth.

	“…Fine.”

	She planted her hands on her hips and fixed Karl with a level stare. “If you’ve nowhere to go, then stay and lend your strength. You shall have three meals a day, and ten silver coins at month’s end.”

	Karl arched a brow, a crooked smile tugging at his lips. “The meals and coin I can live with,” he said lightly. “But tell me—does the offer include ale?”

	August lifted his cup at once, flashing a grin. “Yeah. It does. Ale’s on me.”

	Grace rolled her eyes so hard it was a wonder they did not fall out. Her whole posture screamed: 
What sort of stray have I just adopted?

	Then something caught up with her thoughts. She straightened, lifted a finger toward Karl, and her voice tightened. “What was that you said just now? He has pissed off the most arrogant noble house in the city? Speak plainly—what do you know of this?”

	Karl glanced at August by instinct, lips parting to answer.

	August was quicker. He waved a hand, a dry scoff slipping out. “Ah—that?” He leaned back, tone easy, almost careless. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll fill you in some other time. For now—”

	August laughed, lifted his cup high, “Come on—here’s to our new brother.”

	Karl gave a brief smile and clinked his cup against his. Grace’s mouth twitched, but she raised her cup as well.

	Clang— The three cups struck with a dull, wooden knock. Ale sloshed. And in the battered tavern,  spilt drink, and Ale burned their throats, but it was the future that promised blood — a new, yet fate had already taken its seat at the table.

	 

	 

	West District black-market den 
The black-market counting room reeked of sour ale and old blood gone stale. An oil lamp guttered on its hook, flame twitching, nailing warped shadows to the peeling walls. Behind a massive oak table lounged a long-limbed man, half-sprawled in his chair as if the world bored him. His teeth showed when he breathed—yellowed, crusted. His fingers gleamed with grease.

	Before him stood a cluster of thugs, heads lowered. Every one of them bore marks of failure. A cheek swollen purple. A lip split and crusted dark. Filthy bandages wound tight around ribs and arms, blood long since seeped through and dried stiff.

	No one spoke. The room pulsed with uneven breathing.

	The man in the chair studied their ruin, and slowly, deliberately, his mouth twisted into something like a smile.

	The bearded one—sweat pouring down his temples—shuffled half a step forward. “Boss… we truly did our utmost,” he stammered, voice thin. “That brewer’s no common hand. Hard as iron. And then—then another fighter came out of nowhere. We could not—”

	The man’s eyes shifted.

	They locked onto him like a wolf scenting weakness.

	“The brewer…” he repeated, drawing the word out, syrup-slow. “Has some skill with his hands.” A pause. “And there was another. A helper.”

	The bearded thug nodded frantically. “Yes, Boss.”

	The man reached for his cup and took a measured sip. His tone turned flat. “So. They were two.”

	“…Yes.”

	A small nod. “And you were ten.”

	The bearded man swallowed. “Y-yes…”

	The chair exploded backward. In a blur, the boss surged to his feet and hurled the cup straight at the man’s brow.

	Clang—CRASH!

	The vessel shattered on impact. Shards burst outward. The bearded thug screamed—“Arghh—!”—and collapsed, blood spilling down his forehead, thick and bright.

	The crack of it rang through the room like a gunshot. The others did not dare breathe too loudly. The air congealed around them, heavy and trembling, filled only with the thin, ragged sound of men trying very hard to stay alive.

	"Useless!" Scott hissed through clenched teeth. "You can't even retrieve a damned recipe. What good are you to me?" He slammed a greasy palm onto the table, making the oil lamp shudder. 

	"So the brewer's got spirit… beats my men, spits in my face?" His lips peeled back into a lewd, venomous grin. "Fine. If he won’t play nice…"

	He tapped a greasy finger on the wood. The shadow of an old, heavy crossbow mounted on the wall fell perfectly across his shoulder.

	"…then we’ll play dirty."

	 


CHAPTER 5

	The second night after the tavern reopened.

	Apart from a new rack of bottles and a sturdy table that still smelled of fresh-cut wood, everything was as it had been. Patrons entered, sat, raised their tankards, though their eyes lingered a moment longer on the man in the corner—the one with the white hair, his back unnaturally straight. His gaze drifted occasionally to the door like a predator before the hunt, then dropped to the floorboards, utterly still.

	It was near closing. August had just sealed the last barrel of the new batch, the scent of ale clinging to his clothes. As he came upstairs, the main room held only a few stragglers, the clink of cups sparse and slow. He snagged a still-warm meat pie from the kitchen and was just taking his first bite when the front door groaned open.

	A man dressed in a dockworker's rough tunic stepped inside. His stride was purposeful, his brow deeply furrowed. His eyes made a quick, assessing sweep of the room before he headed straight for the bar.

	Grace barely glanced up, sliding a cup of strong liquor toward him without being asked. "You're out of place. Trouble on the wharves?"

	The man took the cup but didn't drink. He kept his voice low. "They're stirring the pot again down there. Came to lie low before someone drags me into it."

	The faint curve of amusement vanished from Grace's lips. "Speak plain."

	"The docks," the man said, his voice dropping further, "are crawling with hard faces tonight. Looks serious. Those of us who just move cargo saw the signs and scattered."

	A heavy quiet fell over the tavern for a stretched moment.

	August leaned against the stairway post, taking another deliberate bite of his pie. The sound of his chewing was stark in the silence. He might as well have been deaf to the conversation at the bar.

	Grace let out a slow breath, a mix of irritation and weary acceptance. "Black Bay is too near the South Docks. If they keep stirring, the filth will spill into our streets. Bad for business."

	"Bad for business?" August’s brow furrowed slightly. His gaze slid almost imperceptibly to Karl, the silent giant sitting in the corner with an unlit roll of tobacco between his lips.

	Karl met his look, gave the faintest of nods, and rose from his seat. He shrugged on his coat and melted into the night outside without a sound.

	August dusted a crumb from his shirt and ambled over to the bar. "Landlady," he said casually, "gonna take a walk."

	"Don't start anything," she replied, not bothering to look up from wiping a glass. "Trouble comes out of your pay."

	He flashed her a grin over his shoulder, holding up the half-eaten pie. "I'll try my best."

	 

	 

	 

	The night wind carried the damp, salty breath of the sea, slapping against their faces in restless gusts. Karl walked ahead, shoulders tight with tension, while August stepped across the tide-soaked cobblestones leading toward the southern docks. In the distance, firelight shivered across the water like twisted, broken shadows. Shouts, curses, and the dull crash of splintering barrels rolled together in an air that felt ready to burst.

	Karl shot a glance forward and spoke in a low growl, “Something’s happened at the southern pier. Someone is smashing that ship that just docked.”

	They slipped into the darkness behind a stack of wooden crates. August braced a hand against the rough planks and looked toward the chaos. Under the wavering glow, a dark-skinned sailor was kicked onto the ground, thrown as if someone had hurled him straight into the mud.

	“Come here with no payment for protection, and you still dare to trade?” a broad thug sneered, boot pressed to the sailor’s chest, his smile as sharp as ground metal. “Southerners never learn.”

	August narrowed his eyes and let out a quiet sound in his throat.

	Southerners… That ship came from the Southern Continent.

	The crowd shifted. An older man with a long robe and pointed beard shoved his way forward, brows knotted tight. “Enough! Strike him that hard and you’ll kill someone!”

	“This is Swordfish territory,” the tall thug said, lifting his chin, eager for disagreement. “We do as we please.”

	A pock-faced brute nudged the old man. “Heard this ship carries some noble cargo… Touch it a little, and something might fall into our pockets.”

	“Do not go too far!” another sailor blurted, voice trembling yet refusing to buckle. “We have proper declarations—”

	“Declarations?” The tall thug barked a short laugh. “If trouble starts, the officials will send someone to wave a hand and walk away. Nothing more.”

	August leaned against the crate, eyes cold as a drawn blade. He had already taken the measure of this affair.

	Several sailors mustered their courage and surged forward, only to be surrounded in a heartbeat by Swordfish men. Firelight tore in the wind, shadows stretching wild and uneven. Smoke and simmering rage thickened the air like powder waiting for its spark.

	Karl’s hand tightened around the hilt of his sword. “Do we intervene?”

	August gave him a sideways look, the corner of his mouth curling up. “The landlady told us—do not start trouble.”

	Despite the words, he shifted slowly, sinking deeper into the shadow of the stacked crates. His back touched the cold wood, but his gaze only grew sharper.

	He was not stepping back.

	He was waiting.Instead, he slid behind a stack of crates, crouching low, eyes scanning the scene.

	 

	In that critical moment, the rapid thunder of hooves erupted from the distance, making the wet cobbles shudder. A contingent of men in the livery of a noble house guard charged into the dockyard, the glare of their torches tearing through the thick sea-fog. The man at their lead had a face carved from cold stone, his cloak snapping violently in the night wind.

	The brawling thugs, seeing the tide turn, scattered like rats from a fire. The downed southern sailors they’d been beating stumbled to their feet, palms bloody and studded with splinters.

	"Report!" a guard barked, his voice rough.

	The dockworkers exchanged wary glances, no one wanting to be the first to speak. Finally, the southern elder with the goatee stepped forward. He drew a steadying breath, forcing composure. "I am the guildmaster of the Southern Merchants' League. We have paid the lawful tariffs, yet these men attacked us… demanding a 'security fee' we do not owe."

	The guard captain’s brow furrowed sharply, his tone turning razor-edged. "Your ship's manifest lists cargo under the seal of Count Dain?"

	Hearing the name, August felt a faint, almost imperceptible twitch at the corner of his mouth, the ghost of a smirk.

	Ah. The Marianne's… frequent visitor.

	The guildmaster swallowed. "Yes… my lord. The Count's goods are aboard."

	The captain’s gaze swept the chaotic wharf, his expression darkening like a storm cloud. "Search the ship."

	At the command, soldiers immediately moved for the gangplank.

	August watched for a few more heartbeats, then tapped Karl's shoulder. He tilted his head. "Let's go," he murmured, his tone lazy, almost indifferent. "Not our mess."

	Karl nodded. The two began to slip back through the maze of crates, intending to leave the chaos and noble wrath behind them.

	Just as August turned to leave, a sharp whistle cut the air. 

	A rock, hurled from an unseen spot, sailed over their heads and smashed into a nearby crate with a loud, dry crack!.

	"—Over there!"

	A guard roared, thrusting his torch toward their general direction. August and Karl froze mid-step. 

	"Shit." August shot Karl a look. An instant later, the clatter of armored steps converged from every side—guards, several of them, already charging forward with leveled spears.

	"Identify yourselves!" one guard demanded, frowning as he advanced, his spear tip glinting in the torchlight. "What business have you hiding here in the dead of night?"

	Karl’s hand instinctively went to his sword hilt, his shoulders tensing.

	August reached out, placing a restraining hand on Karl's arm and giving a slight shake of his head. He then raised his own hands, offering a smile of such casual innocence it bordered on insult.

	"Just passersby," he said, shrugging as if addressing a drunk in the tavern. "Saw a fight, thought it wise to step back. That's all."

	The guards exchanged uncertain looks, their suspicion not fully eased.

	The torchlight shifted as a steady, authoritative stride approached.

	The guard captain emerged, his cloak stirring in the breeze. He stopped before the two men, his eyes moving from August to Karl and back again.

	August kept his easy smile in place. The captain narrowed his eyes. The sound of his boots halting on the stone was like a period at the end of a sentence.

	He looked up, his question cold and direct. "Who are you?"

	August’s grin widened, as if he’d been asked something amusing. "A hand from the Falcon's Tavern, Black Bay." He gestured casually toward the insignia on the captain’s chest. "You’re Count Dain's retinue, yes?"

	The captain’s chin lifted a fraction, his tone flat with habitual arrogance. "What of it?"

	August spread his hands, as if explaining a minor, irrelevant detail. "We happened to be passing. Saw something…" He paused. "Something that wouldn’t look good for your lord."

	The captain’s gaze hardened. "Speak plainly."

	August shook his head, his tone still light. "That lot on the docks… their timing was too perfect. Didn't feel spur-of-the-moment."

	He lowered his voice a notch. "Felt more like someone picked this moment. Aimed it right at your lord."

	He made a subtle, yet clear, gesture upward. "And, in passing, made the man actually responsible for these docks look like a fool who can’t control his own yard."

	A subtle shift went through the postures of the surrounding guards. The distinct scent of "stepping in courtly shit" filled the air.

	The captain stared at him, silent for a long moment. "Your name."

	August arched a brow, taking a half-step closer, his voice dropping to a murmur. "August Caulfield. The brewer."

	The captain’s eyes bored into him, weighing how much he truly knew. Then, with a sharp gesture, he barked an order, anger barely contained. "Seal the wharf! Search every crate south of the main pier!"

	The guards scattered, their torchlit shadows stretching and swaying across the ground.

	August watched them descend into frantic activity for a second, then gave Karl the barest glance. Together, they turned and began to melt away.

	They hadn't gone ten paces when August stopped short, his head turning toward the deep shadows of a narrow alley beside them.

	Karl followed his look, his expression tightening. "The one who threw the stone?"

	"Likely," August murmured, giving a slight nod. "Don't stare. They'll feel it."

	Deep in the alley, two hooded figures stood motionless. The torchlight didn't reach their faces, only their calm, steady, utterly unperturbed gaze. It rested on August for several seconds before both figures turned as one and were swallowed by the darkness.

	Karl’s grip tightened on his sword hilt. "Who… what do they want?"

	August resumed walking, a faint, humorless smile touching his lips. "To observe from that spot, to time that throw… takes more brains than your average gutter-thug."

	“Most likely the one meant to report how the ‘disturbance’ progresses. He simply didn’t expect us to be here—so he tossed the stone to push us into the Count’s guard. Let them mistake us for part of the rabble.”

	Karl let out a low, frustrated sound. Their silhouettes merged with the deeper night as they walked on, leaving the troubled docks behind.

	 

	 

	Elsewhere — A Hidden Residence

	On the far side of the harbor, a single candle burned inside a dimly lit residence. Its flame wavered, casting long, crawling shadows across the stone walls.

	By the window stood a woman—late twenties. Her posture looked relaxed… but her expression was cold, carved from ice.

	The candlelight caught the steel at her waist.
A dagger. Its edge gleamed faintly as her fingers traced the hilt, slow and absent, like she’d done it a thousand times before.

	“Sis… that man,” a younger woman beside her murmured, dressed in a light cloak, voice barely above a whisper.
“He noticed us. I’m sure of it. He even glanced straight at me.”

	The older woman narrowed her eyes slightly.
“What’s your impression?”

	“He’s… composed. More than he should be,” the younger woman replied after a moment.
“He doesn’t move like a common barkeep. He feels... too calm. And more than that… he could read that employer’s intent with unsettling precision.”

	A silent nod. The elder woman’s gaze drifted back to the now-darkened docks.
The younger woman’s brows drew tight, her gaze dark as she fixed on the distance. Under her breath she muttered,

	“This man… will he ruin the employer’s design? That cannot be allowed to fail…” Her fingertips curled unconsciously, pressing so hard into her palm it was as though she meant to leave marks in her own flesh.

	But what troubled her wasn’t just August’s awareness. It was the fact that during their own quiet surveillance, they had realized they weren’t the only ones watching him.
Someone else was moving pieces, from deeper within the board.

	She turned from the window at last, voice low and cool.
“Keep eyes on him. Don’t act. Don’t make noise.”

	The younger woman gave a slight nod, her eyes flickering with unease as she whispered, “And… what of the others watching him from the shadows? Who are they, really?”

	The elder woman’s lips curved into a cold smile, her gaze sharp as a blade. “Impossible to tell… let’s see what game they intend to play.”

	Her long fingers tapped a measured rhythm against the window frame, her voice low and weighty with meaning.

	“This mission… why has it suddenly become so complicated?”

	 

	 

	On the far side of the docks, where the lamplight failed and the tide licked softly at rotting pilings, two figures moved within the shadows. Their steps made almost no sound, as if the night itself carried them.

	A younger man voice, not yet rid of its edge of youth, spoke in a hush. “Master, that is the man. The vintner they whisper of in Black Bay and the Black Market.”

	A slight tilt of the head. “The wine flooding the taverns—it all flows from his shop.”

	The older man voice answered, low and even. “I can see as much.”

	A brief pause. “He observes before he acts. Such men are seldom ordinary.”

	The younger shadow hesitated. “Master… do you deem him suitable?”

	The elder did not slow. “His judgment is sound. His response to sudden change—better than most.”

	The younger voice dropped further. “There appears to be another faction watching him as well.”
“Their purpose remains unclear.”

	A short silence settled between them.

	Then the older voice spoke again, cool as still water. “It is of no consequence.”
“Continue observing.”

	“At once, Master.”

	They walked on, slipping deeper into the narrow black of the alley. Light thinned. Sound faded. At the turn of a corner, they were gone—as though the night had folded over them and sealed without a seam.

	 

	 

	The following noon

	The woman's footsteps were light as she entered the hidden safe house tucked away in the twisting alleys. Back at the Raven's Roost, she pushed open the heavy wooden door. Sunlight filtered through a half-shuttered window, falling across the weapons and maps laid out on a central table, the air thick with the scent of old wood and dust. Yet her thoughts remained tangled in the streets she'd just left.

	The man had bumped into her, scattering her coins... and then stopped. He'd apologized, actually knelt to gather every last one, placing them back in her palm.

	He'd halted for a pack of street orphans, emptying his purse just to buy them a single meal?

	He'd gotten himself filthy, clambering into a hole just to rescue a stray dog for those same children?

	A man who haunted taverns and markets should have been nothing more than another cynical drifter, another face in the grimy crowd. But there was something about him, something elusive—a sense of duty? A skewed kind of justice? Or just... simple, inexplicable decency?

	The image of him lifting that scruffy dog from the pit had made her thoughts stutter, just for a moment.

	"Sister Eileen—"

	The familiar voice snapped her out of it.

	The younger lady, strolled in, swinging a bag of fruit onto the table. She flopped into a chair, boots landing square on the edge of the map-strewn surface.
“You’re back early, Katherine.”

	Eileen cast her a glance, undoing her cloak near the window.

	“Was on the way,” Katherine shrugged. She took a bite of an apple, speaking around it. “I passed by the docks. Saw some of the slavers loading crates.”

	Eileen froze. Her gaze shifted toward her sister-in-arms. “What kind of crates?”

	“Big ones. Packed tight.” Katherine waved her free hand. “They were trying to cover them, but I caught a glimpse. There were women inside.”

	Eileen’s expression darkened. “Do we know where they're taking them?”

	“No clue,” Katherine said, still chewing. “But it’s not anywhere good. Still… not our mission, remember?”

	Eileen didn't reply, her fingertips tracing a slow, absent path along the window frame.

	Katherine watched her for a moment, then shifted gears. "Speaking of him… should we just walk into that tavern and tell him to mind his own business?"

	Eileen pulled her gaze from the window. "No. Not yet." Her voice dropped, thoughtful. "We still don't know who owns the other set of eyes watching him."

	Katherine arched a brow, a knowing, teasing smile playing on her lips. "Oh? Since when does your style involve such… delicate pacing?"

	She stretched lazily, as if recalling something of little importance. “I asked around,” she said offhandedly. “Two nights ago, a group came through the West Market. Meant to make trouble for his tavern.”

	She crossed to the bed and sat, leaning back against the wall, her tone steady and unhurried. “Instead, the two of them beat those thugs senseless. Sent them running home with their tails tucked.”

	Eileen’s brow lifted slightly as she turned toward Katherine. “You mean to say—just the pair of them drove off the whole pack?”

	“That’s right.” Katherine yawned and flopped forward onto the mattress, voice thick with sleep. 
“Seems he can handle himself. Not just some man hiding behind a counter pouring drinks.”

	Her eyes slid shut. After a moment, she added softly, the words nearly dissolving into the dark, “The next order… should arrive soon.”

	Eileen offered a faint, unreadable smile in return but gave no answer. She simply turned and moved to a long bench against the wall, settling into it with a casual grace. Her gaze, however, remained quiet and profoundly deep, fixed on some point far beyond the room's dusty walls.

	 

	 

	Night had settled over the city like a velvet shroud. But the tavern was still alive and pulsing. Drunken laughter rose and fell. Dice clattered across tabletops. Hushed murmurs wove together—the heartbeat of a place that never truly slept.

	Behind the counter, August wiped down a wooden mug. His gaze drifted casually over the crowd. Everything seemed ordinary—

	Until a shadow moved closer.

	A boy. No older than ten. Skinny, dirt-smudged, dressed in rags. 
He said nothing. Just shoved a folded scrap of paper into August’s palm and darted off, disappearing through the door like a rat fleeing firelight.

	August frowned. His fingers slowly opened the crumpled note.

	The writing was rushed, almost illegible—
“Slave traders. Dock. Taking women.”

	For a moment, the noise around him faded.
Slaves trader? At the docks? Taking women? Who sent this?

	No time to ask questions. No time to think.

	His eyes flicked across the room—nothing seemed off. He slipped the paper into his pocket and leaned toward Karl.

	“The docks. Something’s wrong,” he muttered. “Bring your sword.”

	Karl, halfway through his drink, paused. His brow creased, but he didn’t ask for details. He just set the mug down, eyes narrowing. “What is it?”

	August tapped his fingers twice against the counter. Later.

	Grace leaned against the bar, the lamplight casting a soft shadow beside her. Her gaze had already found him, holding a knowing, almost amused glint, as if she'd been waiting for him to speak all along.

	August walked over, lowering his voice. “I’m heading to the docks.”

	Grace arched an elegant brow, voice smooth as honeyed wine. “At this hour? Going for a swim?”

	He didn’t answer. Just handed her the paper. She took it without a word, eyes skimming the note. Her thumb brushed its edge before tucking it away with a quiet hum.

	“Slave traders,” she echoed, the word almost playful. “Looks like the docks are about to get interesting.”

	She didn’t press. Just reached out and straightened his collar, fingers grazing his skin with deliberate care. Her smile deepened, slow and knowing. “Go, then. Before those poor girls run out of luck.”

	He nodded once. Then he and Karl slipped out the door and into the cold night.

	The raucous noise of the tavern faded behind them, swallowed by the wind. It whipped against their coats as they mounted up. With a sharp command, they spurred their horses toward the harbor—

	Where shadows waited, and something far darker than the night itself was already in motion. The night air reeked of salt and rot. Sea mist clung to the docks like a curse. Flickering torchlight painted the waves in molten gold—like watchful eyes shimmering in the dark.

	 

	 

	August and Karl crept along a shadowed alley. They steered clear of the patrolling guards… and the furtive figures moving suspiciously across the docks.

	This wasn’t the usual chaos of trade and late-night drinking. It was too quiet. The wrong kind of quiet.

	Karl whispered, “Who gave you the tip? This doesn’t feel like a simple kidnapping.”

	“A kid. Slipped me a note,” August muttered, scanning the area.

	Karl frowned. “This kind of operation leaks to street rats?”

	“Either someone wanted it to leak…” August exhaled slowly, “or they were never trying to hide it.”

	Karl’s expression hardened. He didn’t say more, just followed August’s gaze toward the docks.

	A group of slave traders was unloading large wooden crates—drenched in seawater and sealed tight. The way they handled them—rough, careless—made August’s stomach twist.

	Were the women inside those?

	Karl noticed it too. “Where the hell are the guards? This is broad daylight for criminals.”

	“Either paid off... or too afraid to intervene.”

	They ducked behind a stack of cargo, crouching low, breath shallow. 
A faint sound drifted from one of the crates—muffled sobbing. Scratching. A cry. That was all the confirmation they needed.

	“Savages…” he growled.

	Karl's killing intent was a dam breaking—a raw, explosive fury unleashed. August knew what he meant to do, but the warning died unspoken. Karl had already risen, a silent shadow detaching itself from the gloom, his form low and fluid like a stalking predator. He drew his sword from his belt, the firelight catching the edge and painting it a dull, bloody crimson.

	The nearest thug sensed movement, began to turn. The cold flash of steel was already upon him. The blade traveled a short, precise arc across his throat.

	Thwick.

	A torrent of blood fountained, splattering the cobbles at his feet. The man's eyes bulged, a ragged, wet gasp the only sound he made before his body folded and dropped, still.

	The other thugs froze, heads swiveling.

	Karl flowed forward. His foot planted, his body pivoted, and his sword swept out in a horizontal slash—a brief, icy whisper in the air.

	The man closest to the arc paled, jerking his curved blade up in a desperate parry.

	Clang—Crunch!

	The longsword sheared through wrist and weapon alike. Blood erupted, hot and sudden. The man screamed, a raw, animal sound, tumbling to the ground to clutch at the gushing stump.

	“Die! You bastard!” Another roared, lunging with a rusted hook. Karl met it with his blade, deflected it aside, and in the same motion, drove the point deep into the attacker's lower abdomen. A twist of his wrist, a savage upward wrench, and the steel tore free through ribs and viscera in a spray of gore. The man fell with a choked, wet gurgle.

	Weapons were drawn now, shouts of rage filling the air. Karl did not pause.

	He became a phantom among them. His steps were swift and sure, each swing of his sword economical, lethal. No flourish, no wasted breath.

	A thug raised an axe overhead. Karl closed the distance in a blur, his left hand seizing the man's forearm, his right driving his sword up under the ribs. “Urghhh—” A scream tore from the man's throat as he crumpled, clutching the mortal wound.

	Karl ducked beneath a wild swing, came up inside another's guard, and his blade flashed out, severing the tendons behind the knee. The man shrieked, collapsing forward, only to meet Karl's boot stamping down on his face. The crunch of bone was sickeningly loud.

	The remaining thugs finally understood the shape of the death that walked among them.

	"Fuck! He's a demon—!"

	One thug, utterly broken, dropped his weapon and turned to flee, the front of his trousers already dark with piss. Karl gave him no quarter.
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