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THE KING’S BLADE

PART ONE
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CHAPTER ONE
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Lorea slid her curved, double-edged knife into the back of the man’s head. Starting at the base of his neck, her karambit curled up as she drove it hilt deep, making his death quick and painless. The solution on the crimson cloth she’d covered his nose and mouth with seconds earlier rendered him undoubtedly unconscious. No need to risk him waking before the job was done.

Blood soaked the cream-coloured pillow, and Lorea heaved off the opposite side of the bed before it touched her clothing. She sheathed her knife between her shoulder blades and tucked a loose strand of her black hair behind her ear. One thick braid down the middle to the small of her back, and thinner braids on either side that joined at the base of her neck should have kept it all out of her way. She sighed that it never seemed to hold. Now, the trick was to get back out of the room, the house, and the town undetected.

Lorea’s deer skin boots had no real tread, just carved hides around her feet laced up to the knee in leather string over her fitted dark grey clothing. With silent steps she crossed the floor. She swung wide so the squeak in the one board she’d hit on the way in didn’t make a sound. That one little creak had almost got her killed. It had woke the man in the bed and if she’d been any slower with the crarine berry solution, it would have been over for her. She was bulky despite being short, carrying extra weight in her thighs, waist, and arms, so Lorea relied on stealth. Her route inside the house had been tricky. Through the back door and across the stone floored kitchen, up the oak stairs and down the narrow, shadowed hall and into the bedroom, all without alerting the rest of the KingsGuard. The entire process had been slow, but she was no good at fighting, so remaining unseen was more important than speed. 

Going out, however, was a different story. Lorea made it to the window and carefully slid the pane upwards. There was a crack on first movement. She froze and listened. Nothing. Good thing she hadn’t tried to come in that way.

Even though spring equinox was only a lunar cycle away, the nights were still cold. She sat on the sill and kicked her feet over and out, dangling them from the second story window. The temperature had dropped several degrees since she’d entered the house and there was a skiff of snow that blanketed everything. She slipped out and twisted so she was facing back inside the plain room. While her left arm held her steady, the right closed the window as much as she dared. It didn’t matter if they knew she’d gone out the window once they found the body. She just wanted to make sure she didn’t create too much of a temperature drop inside, or a breeze that would waft the metallic smell of blood that had already hit her nose. 

Lorea dared not look back at the bed. The blood would have saturated the sheets by now, but that wasn’t what stopped her from looking. She didn’t want to see his face again. The KingsGuard man was dead and that’s all that mattered. She didn’t allow herself to wonder if he had a family or other loved ones expecting him to return to the capital unharmed. He was a person, with a life, and she took it. Take out the leadership and she wouldn’t have to kill them all. She’d tried other, less murderous tactics. Others had too. They’d failed. And then they’d all given up trying. They hated what those filthy blackjackets did, but they stopped fighting back. So Lorea did what she knew would work. The only thing proven to get the KingsGuard to leave. 

As with each leader she killed, she vowed never to look back, so released her arms from the sill and dropped down to the ground below.

Something popped on landing and Lorea crumpled to the ground. Pain from her left knee clouded her vision and it took all her self-control not to scream out. Instead, she rolled into the shadows, then back and forth taking several quick breaths, in, out, in, out. Her knee had come out – again – but not fully dislocated, so after a few moments of excruciating pain, she regained her wits and limped through the darkness to the nearest bush. She brushed off the snow and dirt and tucked a few more strands of onyx hair behind her ear. All was still quiet. Lorea forced her tiny round body to the next bush, then the next, further away from the house. 

The commandeered house. 

The KingsGuard had marched into Utica a moon phase ago, moved into whatever dwelling they felt most fitting this time, forcing its inhabitants to either cater to their needs or find lodging elsewhere. They made grand declarations about collecting additional taxes and goods, about each family surrendering one able member for KingsGuard recruitment, beat and berated anyone who objected, and instilled fear in whoever thought about resisting. 

Lorea darted around the last bush and looked back for a long moment, massaging her throbbing knee before hitting the forest. The pain would subside and become a dull thrum soon enough, then it would just be the swelling she’d have to deal with while she made her way through the trees.  Oak, birch, and maples filled in around the foothills near Utica, then shifted into pines and spruce as she’d make her way up the mountain to Udora, and home. The waxing crescent moon gave little light, but it wouldn’t have mattered if there was none at all; she could find her way home from anywhere.

As she climbed, the sharp chill turned to an outright freeze. She heard the buzzing -  the wards of Belwood - and shivered. The invisible wall was all that kept the fabled monsters contained within where they couldn’t hurt anyone. Stepping through the wards was risky, so Lorea skirted along the side as long as possible. Only a little farther and she would find the cabin by the granite outcrop where she kept a small stash of supplies, and a warmer coat. 

“Make me go all the way down here, again. Those filthy blackjackets better take the hint and clear out. I’m sick of this wretched walk,” she muttered as she stomp-limped up the path. The pain was tolerable, back to its usual level. Now it was the swelling that slowed her down. 

The man she’d killed was the second in this particular group. He’d reluctantly stepped into the leadership position after the first had met his end. But they could’ve left. They could have gone back to the despicable capital city of Brooklin and their tyrant king after the first leader died. They’d stayed. So, she’d had to kill... again.

~*~
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The pine cabin wasn’t any bigger than the length of a bed and the width of the rock outcrop behind it that jutted out of the ground. Lorea and her brother had built it before he’d been ‘recruited’ to the KingsGuard. More like conscripted. If they thought it was less threatening to call it recruitment, they were wrong. 

The cabin was just big enough for the two of them to each have a cot, with a small woodstove in between. She used Rimme’s cot now as a catch-all. A few mouse-proof boxes of dried meat, pickles, and a waxed leather sack with a change of clothes all sat atop the grey quilts. But those weren’t what she was after. Hanging on the peg at the foot of Rimme’s cot was his wolfskin parka. She would sit in it just a few moments to warm up, then continue the rest of the way to Udora. It was much too big for her and still smelled faintly of the cedar tea Rimme was always hopelessly clumsy at drinking. 

Lorea took a deep breath of the coat and thought of her brother. Rimme taught her everything he could, but their time together was too short. She’d been an annoying little tag along, but he taught her anyway. Until he’d been beaten and dragged away.

“I’m trying, Rimme,” she said aloud. “I’m trying to protect them. As long as I’m alive, or until the recruitment stops, I’ll defend the Northeast. It’s not like anyone else is doing it.” She hoped he would be proud of her for continuing his work.

The wolfskin parka did the trick and Lorea warmed up without needing to light a fire in the woodstove or layer on more clothing that would slow her down. Still, by the time she reached the main road at the edge of Udora, her hometown nestled between two moderate peaks of the mountain range, the stone houses with their thatched roofs still capped with snow, a trickle of smoke coming out the tops of the flimsy chimneys, Lorea was shaking uncontrollably. Her knee was swollen so badly it was hard to move, and a dull pain had returned with overuse, so she walked on her toe. 

She stopped for a moment to massage just below her knee where the pain was the sharpest. A cold shiver trickled down her spine when she realized she stood in front of Charcoal House. It had belonged to Rimme’s best friend Vick and his family. No one spoke of the people who used to live there anymore. It was only Charcoal House now. 

One of the early raids, Vick’s father and brothers tried to fight the KingsGuard. They’d gone at the blackjackets with spears and fists, demanding the recruitment stop, claiming the taxes were too much... and they’d died. The KingsGuard defeated them easily while the rest of Udora watched in horror.

Vick was still taken, the bodies disposed of, and the house was burned. No one tore it down. No one rebuilt it. It sat there as a reminder of what the recruitment really represented. For other Udorans, it was a symbol of what happens when they try to fight back. For Lorea, it was a symbol of what she was protecting her people from.

She rubbed her knee once more and kept walking. With any luck, the woodstove she’d loaded up before leaving her house would still be lit and she’d be able to simply stoke it and add another log, and no one – especially her father – would ever know she’d been gone.

The blue glimmer of twilight started to lift the shadows. She needed them to get to her house at the end of the tiny town undetected. If she looked behind her, out the valley to the east, she would be able to watch the sun poke up from the ocean horizon in the distance. But Lorea had no love for sunrises anymore. Instead, she rounded the last house before her own, and smacked face first into the chest of her best friend, Spicer.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Lorea? What are you doing?” 

She had to think fast. Of all people, Spicer was the last one she thought she would run into wandering around town before sunrise. Anyone else, she could make up something about why she was out. Anyone else, and they wouldn’t notice her choice of clothing, why she wasn’t layered for insulation from the cold and covered in bulky furs. Anyone else certainly wouldn’t notice the knives strapped to her back, ribcage, and thighs.

But Spicer had been her best friend for as long as she could remember. Now, as she stepped back and lifted her chin up, way up, to meet his big dark eyes under his prominent browbone and leather-hued face, if she wasn’t really convincing, and mostly truthful, he would see right through her.

“I was down at the cabin.” Truth. “I just really miss Rimme.” Also truth. “And I fell asleep. I didn’t mean to stay so long.” Lie. 

Spicer squinted and cocked his head to the left. His midnight-black hair fluttered, a stray lock brushing across his jaw. Lorea held her face as neutral as possible. Don’t break eye contact first.

“What?” she said, not blinking. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Spicer flared his wide-set nostrils, then sighed. “I’m sorry, Lor, I know you miss your brother. You’ll have to learn to let go at some point. But, I understand.”

Just let go and move on. That’s what everyone did with those taken. But Lorea couldn’t do that. Not for Rimme.

Spicer shuffled on his feet, likely cold from standing still. “So... you haven’t heard?”

“Heard what?”

“Another KingsGuard was killed. Axel was down the mountain doing some early morning pipe trading when the house they took over went crazy. He said people were screaming and shouting and a lot more frantic than the last one. The house was pretty secure. No idea how the assassin got in. This makes two out of this lot. Axel is pretty sure they are going to pack up and leave. He said the KingsGuard were pretty shook.”

It hadn’t been that hard to sneak past their patrol. At least, not for Lorea. The shadows were her greatest advantage. Lorea must have just missed the commotion, though.

“When did Axel get here?” she asked. Thinking back, while it was true she walked much slower than anyone else in Udora, she still must have spent more time at the cabin than she thought. Maybe her lie was more truthful after all.

“Just now. He came to tell me and we’re heading down to see what happens next. I’m going to get Gil, and he’s grabbing Hansen... you want to come?” 

Spicer gave Lorea a good once over. There was enough light now that he’d be able to see she wasn’t dressed for the weather. While he was head to toe grey-brown furs making his already enormous stature seem bigger, she was clearly not, desperately trying to hold back the convulsions her body wanted to use to warm up. Anything form fitting was strictly out of the question for Lorea except when she was hunting KingsGuard leaders, and no one ever saw her doing that. 

Her heart raced. 

She had to get out of this situation. Spicer’s big brown eyes settled on her knives. The black leather handles, straps, and sheaths mostly blended in with her clothing and the shadows, but the one tlingit knife with its tapered blade, narrow handle, and wide end she’d stolen from a merchant in Zephyr that was trying to swindle Axel, had a bit of emerald-coloured flecks and stood out.

Lorea needed to think fast. “Yeah, I’ll come with you, I just need to change. I’ll meet you guys at the road.” She slid past Spicer’s broad frame and scurried around the corner, attempting to mask her limp. She didn’t look back until she was about to open the door to her little ramshackle house and when she did, Spicer was nowhere to be seen. She closed the spruce door behind her quietly and exhaled.

The last thing she wanted to do was go back to Utica. She’d been up most of the night, she was cold and tired, and her knee throbbed. Plus, if Spicer decided to ask any more questions, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to convince him of any more lies. 

If he’d believed anything already.

Still, if she did want to make sure the KingsGuard were gone, being in the safety of her boys would be the best place for her. Gil, Spicer, Axel, and Hansen were her only real friends and even if someone had spotted her leaving Utica earlier, those four would never let anything happen to her. Spicer and Axel were muscled and huge. Gil was quick and reactive. Hansen was diplomatic. Just about every situation Lorea could think of, one of them could get her out.

She silently slipped across the main living room and made her way up to her bedroom without turning on any lights. If there was anywhere she could move around without being detected, swollen knee or not, it was here. Every creaky board, every loose plank, every lop-sided stair she knew from memory. 

Once in her room, she slid out of her weapons and clothes, wrapped her now giant knee, and layered herself up in her baggy cottons and linens. She finished her outfit with her thick leather-tread, elk-hide boots and her parka. 

Her fitted clothes would be safe, folded tidily on the end of her bed, but the knives were a different story. She shouldn’t even have so many with the price of metal what it was in Zephyr. Rimme had gifted her four small throwing knives. He wouldn’t tell her where he got them, but she suspected by the way they were each shaped similar yet with their own unique flaws he’d used what he could at the glass-kiln-and-forge to make them himself. She had a special attachment to each one. The knives on her left were curved a little differently to accommodate her weaker hand, while the ones on the right had a little more weight. The metal on the blades themselves swirled around in intricate patterns. The rest of the knives in her leather strapping, she’d stolen. If anyone, especially her father, knew their worth, they’d take them from her in a heartbeat. Lorea carefully put the knives into a trunk at the bottom of her bed, locked it, tucked the key into one of the pockets on the outside of her boot, then fastened it closed.

Back downstairs, she scribbled “Utica” on the chalk board beside the back kitchen door leading to Mitch’s herb shed, hoping he would understand. She stoked the fire, added a few logs, and just as silently as she came in, slipped back out.

When she got to the place where the mountain road meets the grey flagstone and gravel streets of Udora, still buried under significant snow, there were more than just the boys waiting. Word spread about another killing and a throng of Udoran adolescents were milling around. No one stood still, it was too cold not to keep the blood circulating, but no one was going anywhere either.

The frozen snow squeaked beneath more than two dozen pairs of feet as Lorea approached. Most of them didn’t acknowledge her arrival, ignoring her as she walked around the group or tossing her an unwelcome glare. Finally, she found a familiar voice near the community chimney and went to stand beside Alma. The big, round, outdoor fireplace was unlit. It usually burned in the evenings when people were around to feed it, but given it was too early for most people to be up, it sat cold. 

Alma was easy to pick out, standing in a group of other girls, all a few inches taller than her small, fine-boned frame. They were all complaining quietly about being there. There was a faint aroma of pipe in the air, the sage and tobacco especially noticeable, but Lorea didn’t see anyone outright smoking. 

“I can’t believe I’m doing this. It’s becoming a regular thing, these KingsGuards being killed. Why do they want to go see it again,” said one girl.

“I think they are hoping to get a glimpse of the dead body. They’re so gross like that,” said another.

“It’s risky really. The KingsGuard are here to take our supplies and recruit candidates, there’s no reason they couldn’t just round up the lot of us and drag us back to the capital with them.”

That was her worst fear. Another raid, KingsGuard flooding Udora, ransacking every house, every shop, taking anything they wanted in the name of the king. At summer solstice it would be four solar cycles ago Rimme was one of the spoils of the raid, not that anyone was supposed to count such things. The plundering and raping – that level of savagery thankfully never repeated itself. Many Udorans still bore the scars of that raid. It’s when they stopped fighting back. She blinked and returned to the conversation.

“I think some of them are kind of attractive, really. That one woman with the really high cheek bones and pointed chin? She’s always walking around swinging those hips. I’d do her,” another girl, with deep auburn hair giggled.

“Helly, you would do anyone that smiled at you, and everyone knows it!” 

Helly had a bit of a reputation. She shrugged and Lorea knew exactly what she was going to say. 

“Well, around here, what else is there to do?”

Lorea smiled. Helly might be the most vocal about it, but none of the adolescents could argue, herself included. What else was there to do all winter when they weren’t scrounging up food and firewood? Drink mead, smoke pipe, and...

Alma nudged Lorea with her elbow and flashed her a half smile. She’d finally noticed her standing with the group. Her big round eyes and thick dark lashes fluttered. “Hey Lor, you’re up before mid day? Weird. You’re coming see the blackjackets turn tail and leave too?”

Lorea shrugged. “I suppose. Unless we’re just standing around all morning. What are we waiting for?”

“I think we’re just waiting on Spicer. This was kind of his thing after all.”

Spicer was a gifted leader. Rimme always said living so close to the enchantments of Belwood affected everyone differently. Spicer’s gift was leadership. It just radiated off him. 

Lorea scanned the crowd. A few more adolescents had joined the group. Hansen and Axel stood by a boulder beside the creek. There were little mountain streams that ran through Udora, most of them manually lined with stones to keep them from becoming unruly. Several places had little waterfalls, and Hansen, dressed in thick black clothing and bear furs, his shoulder length black hair wisping in the breeze, stood on the flagstone that bridged over the streams at one of the drops. They were in conversation with each other and didn’t look her way. 

No sign of Gil or Spicer, but she considered starting down the road anyway. She was shorter than most of the others by a good amount, which meant she naturally moved a lot slower, even without a sore knee. Utica was a long walk, but Lorea seemed to always push it to double the average if left to her own pace. She relied on the slow and steady approach, and preferred stealth over speed.

“Let’s get going, motherfuckers!” 

“Yeeeeeoooooooowwwww!”

The group of adolescents backed up, parting down the middle and shoving Lorea to the back. Through the bodies and furs, two flashes of black, brown, and grey flew by. The groans and murmurs told her it was Gil and Revlo, but she pushed her way to the front anyway.

She poked her head into the clearing just as Gil dropped out of sight down the hill, and Revlo launched himself into the air, a brown toboggan beneath, ready to catch him. He scrunched his legs up underneath himself and landed feet first on the toboggan, the tow string in his right hand, his left out behind him and over his head.

So typical. Lorea laughed, shook her head, and turned the other direction to see Spicer walking toward the group. He had such a presence about him. He walked with his head high, large strides, and an air of confidence that commanded respect. His dark brows almost always knit in the middle, and his full lips naturally downturned in the corners contrasting his high cheekbones. He was everything Lorea wasn’t.

“Well, you heard them, let’s go.” He said with a smile, and the crowd filled back in and started down the road.

“Why do you let Gil do such stupid things?” Lorea asked, falling in step beside Spicer, slightly behind him where she felt most comfortable. 

“I’m not his mom. And you know how he gets when he’s with Revlo. That guy bugs me, but I don’t tell Gil who he can spend his time with. I think they’ve been up all night.”

Lorea sighed but didn’t push it.

“Hey, Alma,” Spicer leaned over and gave Alma a quick kiss. She linked her arm into the crook of his elbow on his other side as they continued to walk. A small stab of jealousy hit Lorea. Not because she wanted to be with either of them herself, but because she envied the closeness they had. 

“You got quite the turnout today,” Alma said. “It’s not even breakfast, I’m surprised anyone still cares about dead blackjackets. Even Lorea is up!”

Spicer gave Lorea a glance out of the corner of his eye, but she just kept walking. She’d been sleeping late recently, making it look like a bad habit so she could sleep for real after nights she’d have to stalk or kill a KingsGuard leader. Everyone made fun of her for it, but she didn’t care. At least they were all still here in the first place. Besides, it also gave her time at night to practice throwing her knives without anyone noticing.

“Yeah, I think this time will just about do it. This group of KingsGuard didn’t seem as tough as the last ones, I’m surprised they stuck around after the first death. They’re are all so brainwashed to obey. I can’t believe they found someone to step up a second time, the way they fall apart without a leader. They gotta be done with us by now. I’m hoping to get a few penlings back that they took from my pa for taxes when he was in Utica buying leeks the other day. If they are scared enough, I’m sure I can snatch a bag or two,” Spicer said.

So that’s why there were so many adolescents ready to go down the mountain. Lorea’s father hadn’t left Udora for several days, so she was pretty sure nothing of theirs was taken. She wouldn’t loot today. She’d done enough.

“Hey, Lorea, you’re coming too?” Axel and Hansen joined the trio from behind and Axel scooped Lorea up into his giant, muscled arms and gave her a big hug before dropping her back to the road. Her sore knee sent a stabbing pain up her leg on impact, but she bit the inside of her cheek instead of letting on she was hurt. Besides, there was nothing better than a bear hug from Axel, so she flashed him a smile and kept walking.

Axel was a little rounder than Spicer, especially in the face, and about half an inch shorter, but both had big brown eyes, dusky skin, high cheeks, and jaw-length black hair with just a hint of wave. But where Spicer was chatty and personable and the kind of guy people looked to for leadership, Axel was soft spoken and shy, and most of the time seemed like he wasn’t sure he wanted to be there. 

The group of five quickly fell toward the back of the crowd. Lorea was walking slow, the others too polite to leave her behind. At first sight of Gil and his toboggan though, Hansen jogged ahead to help him tie it to a tree. There wasn’t enough snow on the road anymore, and the frozen rocks and gravel would soon turn half-thawed, and then mostly thawed light brown dirt before they reached Utica. The skiff of snow from the previous night would probably melt off with the clear sunrise. Gil likely didn’t want to have to drag the toboggan back up very far either, if he bothered to come back for it at all. 

“It’s okay if you want to go up ahead too,” Lorea said to no one in particular. Spicer no doubt wanted to have an ear on the conversations, and Alma would go with him just because. Axel watched Hansen jog off, so she assumed he’d wanted to do the same.

“It’s okay, we know you’re slow as pine sap, Lor,” Spicer said with a laugh, but picked up his pace just a little anyway. Holding Alma’s hand, she followed suit. By the time everyone made it to Utica, Lorea was walking alone, a good twenty paces behind, her knee about ready to make her black out, and she was out of breath.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The town was buzzing, but not the good kind she’d expected as they prepared for the equinox celebrations. It turned into a clear spring morning by the time they’d got down the mountain, but there was an ominous energy.

Lorea felt it. In the Uticatians eyes that would normally scowl at a large group of ‘uncivilized’ Udoran adolescents, instead were stiff in their movements and tense in their words. Even the birds, who should have been singing mating calls to the point of irritation were subdued.

“What happened?” she whispered to Alma, who’d waited for her to catch up once they reached the first street of shops.

“You’d think if the blackjackets high tailed it out of here they’d be relieved.” Alma kicked a stone on the road and two people who stood outside the linen shop startled. 

The adolescents dispersed down various streets and into buildings. The long main street was the centre of a grid that made up the downtown of Utica. There were two smaller streets parallel on either side, and half a dozen alleys connecting them. To the east was a wide, lazy river. To the west, a smattering of houses before the bigger farms and cultivated fields. The buildings were mostly a light brown hue of timber, stone, and clay, with tall, thatched roofs, in an assortment of sizes. The main road came to a T-intersection at the end, where the largest building, the Grand Hall, housed the decision makers of Utica. 

As Lorea and Alma made their way down, they saw a small crowd in the courtyard in front of the Grand Hall, where the wooden statue of the tyrant King Gorge was surrounded by a stone platform with stairs for public announcements. A mix of Uticatians, some of the adult Udorans Lorea knew, and once they were close enough to make out details, a few of the scrubby salt-stained miners of Epsom that seemed to look as confused as Lorea felt, were gathered.

“What’s going on?” Alma asked Spicer, who was standing at the edge of the crowd.

“Not sure yet. Sounds like the blackjackets are gone though.” Spicer stretched himself taller by lifting his chin to look over the crowd and balancing on the balls of his feet. 

Lorea ducked low and squeezed herself under arms and between spectators until she was able to get a look at what, or who was in the centre. 

Her stomach churned. 

It was the mayor. 

Dead.

He was in a seated position, his legs straight out front, arms limp at his sides, and his head fallen to the left, nearly severed from his shoulders. It happened long enough ago that the gawkers shock wore off and they were now in a stupor over what to do next. The dead body didn’t bother Lorea so much as the wooden crate beside him with blood smeared into letters. Someone beside her pointed at it and whispered, “A head for a head”.

This was her fault. She’d caused this. There was always risk of retaliation, but they’d never killed anyone as important as the mayor. Death wasn’t really part of their purpose in the Northeast. They needed people alive - albeit sometimes barely - to recruit them. Guess her luck ran out. With eyes squeezed shut, Lorea backed up, bumping into people. Some shoved her left or right, some grumbled profanities, but she didn’t open her eyes until she was far enough back not to see the hollow glazed-over orbs of the mayor boring into her. 

Knowing. 

Accusing. 

When she finally cleared the crown and opened her eyes, Alma and Spicer were staring at her.

“Well?” Alma asked.

“The mayor is dead.”

Spicer lunged forward into the crowd, pushing people out of the way to see for himself. Alma just stood there with her delicate mouth open. Did they suspect it was Lorea’s fault? 

No. 

Every time something happened to the locals Lorea blamed herself. She should have been faster, should have targeted someone else, should have ... but she had to stop. Rimme never let her feel guilt for what they did, and she had to remind herself of that now. If she didn’t do it, the KingsGuard would have taken away one able member of every family, never to return. They would have come up the mountain and done the same in Udora. Who knows how many other towns across Espanico already lost their young and strong to the tyrant king? How many of the KingsGuard that arrived were once innocents taken from their homes and forced to serve the king with no compensation? It was not her fault the mayor was dead. It was King Gorge’s.

Lorea clenched her jaw.

“You think they did that in retaliation?” Alma whispered.

“Yes.”

“How could they?”

“Well, we killed two of theirs. I guess we should be lucky it was only one of ours.”

Alma recovered from the shock and resolve washed across her face. “That mayor was too spineless to stand up for the Northeast anyway. Such a pathetic ‘yes man’, I don’t feel sorry for him at all.”

Spicer returned, his face a little green. “I need a drink.”

The three of them walked in silence to the Wet Whistle. Inside, they found Axel and Hansen sitting at a table near the back wall with a sick-looking Gil. The building didn’t have a lot of windows, and the lanterns always burned low, the dim light made every table seem private and secluded. There were thick hardwood tables and chairs; some round, some rectangle, some near walls, others out in the middle of the floor. A long bar ran across the left side of the room, with various bottles of alcohol lined up on the inset wall. Lorea hadn’t drank most of what was back there, all of it costing a lot more penlings than she would ever have. The trio sat down with only a nod from the current occupants.

“You saw?” Lorea asked, gently placing her fingers on Gil’s forearm. He’d leaned over and rest his head on his arms when they sat. He nodded without lifting it, dark brown hair sticking on end as though he’d run his hands through it numerous times.

“Your largest bottle of mead, and six cups, please,” Axel ordered when someone came to the table.

“That one’s not old enough,” the server said, thumbing at Lorea. She exhaled. Not again.

“She’s near an adult the same as the rest of us, and I can assure you she’d drink you under the table if you challenged her. She’s not a child. Please just get us the mead.” Hansen was always so polite. He was the shortest of the boys, with a longer face like Gil. He had kind, soft features, and was always the first to smile in tense situations. 

Lorea had squashed romantic feelings for Hansen on and off since everyone hit puberty. No relationships with her boys, she promised Rimme. Not that they had interest in her anyway, least of all Hansen. He could have anyone he chose in Udora and he’d never choose her.

Lorea looked up at the server and raised an eyebrow. At this point, she almost hoped he’d take the challenge so she could drink herself numb. Instead, he took a good long stare, then shrugged and walked away, muttering something about Udoran filth.

“When will they ever stop thinking they are better than us?” It wasn’t so much a question from Alma as a resignation. The answer was, never. They all knew that.

“You going to be okay, Gil? You’ve seen dead animals lots of times. We’re hunters. This isn’t that much different.” 

Gil lifted his head and looked straight at Lorea sitting across from him, his thin eyes narrowing more. Her stomach churned. “Did you see it? His head was barely attached. There were bones sticking up through the mess of flesh and blood. Animals are food. This? This was a statement.”

Lorea swallowed hard. “Well, at least the KingsGuard are gone.”

“They’ll be back, Lor. Are you really that stupid? They always send more. I don’t know what that jackass King Hor-Hey needs so many recruits for, but the lost taxes alone are enough to piss him off pretty good. Those bastards will be back.” The venom Gil used to spit out the Kings name sent a shiver down Lorea’s back. Around the Northeast, he was usually only referred to as the tyrant king.

The mead came with six glasses and Axel poured it out. He passed the empty bottle back to their server and ordered another. Mead was cheap and plentiful and while the stuff they sold Udorans in taverns down here was watered down compared to what they kept up the mountain, it would eventually give a nice euphoric feeling. Lorea was first to down her cup, followed by Axel.

Gil was right. The KingsGuard would be back. Again and again, to what end?

“Why don’t the Uticatians fight back?” Lorea mused more to herself than anyone else. “They’re so prepared to hand over everything they have and say goodbye to their family. They know as well as we do, anyone recruited to the KingsGuard never comes home. Recruitment is as good as dying. They fight us on a regular basis, why not the blackjackets?” Lorea didn’t want to kill anymore soldiers. But as she looked around the table at her five friends, she couldn’t imagine losing them like she did Rimme.

“Uh, they tried that, remember?” Gil answered. “It didn’t work out very well, Lorea, you know that as much as anyone.” He knew it too. His sister hadn’t been taken the day Rimme was, but she was another example of what happened to people who fought back. 

“I’m sorry,” Lorea whispered to Gil. It was people like Clair that reminded Lorea why she did what she did. And Lorea felt no more remorse over her choices.

~*~
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The next six bottles of mead went down too quickly and if Lorea didn’t stand up and get the blood flowing, she’d regret it. Her knee was just about seized right up and needed to move, though the drink eased the pain. She’d been tired before starting down the mountain, and the honey wine didn’t help with her mental clarity. She’d paced herself just right, while the others were affected more by the same amount. All of their speech started to slur and their eyes were a little glassy. Hansen hadn’t been kidding when he said she could drink them all under the table. 

Gil recovered from seeing the dead mayor and was over at another table talking too loudly to some of the other Udorans. Most of the adolescents that came down the mountain with them ended up at the Wet Whistle anyway. The more ‘dignified’, Brandy Bear, would never let them in the door. She stood and stretched, tested her weight-bearing capacity on her leg, and started over to join him, but the unwelcoming stares from the table made her change her mind and keep walking past. 

She stepped out the front door and leaned against the stone and clay wall. The sun had moved well across the sky. It was past lunch. She thought about her father at home, wondered if he’d kept the fire going. It was crisp and cool now, but in Udora it would still be below freezing. Mitch was one of the few gifted apothecaries of Udora, and sometimes being around so many herbs and concoctions made him absent-minded. Whether the others were ready to go home or not, Lorea decided she’d start back up the mountain after the next bottle was finished.

While she soaked up the fresh air, she listened to the conversations out on the street. Talk was mostly about who might replace the mayor, what they would do with the body, who might be killing the KingsGuard... the last one held Lorea’s attention.

“You can call me an Epsom miner if I’m wrong, but I’m telling you, it’s those mountain folk. How did they know to come down this morning? How do they always seem to know? This isn’t their town, and yet there are always a few of them hanging around. And they’re always up to no good. They bring their pipe and spices and set our respectable kids down the wrong path. Just look at the bunch in the Wet Whistle! They don’t even send their young to school! The whole lot of them are nothing but trouble, and now they’ve brought trouble to Utica with these assassinations.”

“When the ships come, they will deal with the Udorans. Zephyr and Utica will join the revolution, but we’ve made it clear, Udora offers nothing they want.”

She wasn’t quite close enough to hear, but did they say revolution? And ships?

“You aren’t still on about that are you? It’s just a rumour! No one is out there. The only ships anyone in Zephyr have seen are merchants and fishermen. You need to stop this. Between the Udorans and the KingsGuard, that’s enough on our plates. We need to deal with the Mountain Morons ourselves!”

The one that seemed to control the narrative, a man nearly as tall as Axel and Spicer but more muscled from a winter with moderately more access to food, used big hand gestures as he spoke, and was getting himself more worked up with each word. The other men surrounded him, and Lorea could barely make out who they were talking to. The mead made her vision just a little blurry but saw the short dark auburn hair. It looked like it was Klein; a man Gil had started enough skirmishes with in the past Lorea knew to avoid. 

“Well, let's go get some answers then, shall we?” Klein said, and the mass of them, probably ten in total, started towards her. Lorea darted back inside, grabbed Gil by the sleeve and hauled him back to her table not bothering to mask her limp.

“Time to go. Out the back. Now.”

She was too late. 

Alma’s doe-eyes shifted to the entrance and grew wider. Lorea’s day was about to get a lot worse.
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In a heartbeat, Gil broke free of Lorea’s hold, lunged over and launched himself at the tall, muscular, thick-set Uticatian. Gil had lost all his winterweight and was lean, and not as tall as Klein. He didn’t stand a chance. Revlo, who’d never turned down a fight, jumped in almost instantly, and that was it, the whole room erupted into a Udoran vs Uticatian brawl. 

Lorea was useless in situations like these. She was too pudgy to have agility in dodging swings and too short to be effective at giving any out. If she was being honest, had she stayed right where she was, there was a good possibility no one would even take a swing at her anyway. Her role in rumbles like these, however, was to protect and remove Alma from harm. Spicer and Axel were usually needed to help defend Gil, hot-headed as he was. Hansen would defend any attacks from behind. But their system didn’t work if Spicer was also concerned about Alma. If she jumped into the fight, Spicer would defend her over Gil, and when that happened, everyone ended up getting hurt. So Lorea was on Alma-defence. And the best defence, was removal.

“Alma, we need to go out the back door. No one is there, we have a good chance of getting out unscathed.” Lorea hooked her arm around Alma’s elbow and started toward the door.

“No, Lorea! I’m sick of running from these assholes. What’s their problem anyway, we aren’t hurting anyone, we aren’t a threat to them, it’s not fair.” She tugged on Lorea to get free, but Lorea wouldn’t stop walking. “And if we run, we are letting them win again.” Alma relaxed her elbow, let her arm go limp, and slid it out from Lorea’s grasp. “Besides, they aren’t nearly as tough as us. Look at them, who do they think they are intimidating?”

Lorea followed Alma’s line of sight to a group at the table beside them that outnumbered Helly and some of the others. Despite having fewer people, they were holding their own. Helly in particular had somehow managed to tie her long auburn hair into a knot on the top of her head and was sucker-punching one girl while using her elbow to connect with the side of another guy’s face. The second one dropped to the ground instantly and Helly resumed her assault on the first.

“Alma, you know what happens when you get involved. Don’t make Spicer choose.”

“For King’s sakes, Lorea, you are such a coward!”

But Lorea didn’t care what insults Alma threw at her. She may have been Lorea’s closest female friend, but it wasn’t the first time she’d called her names like everyone else. Lorea barely even registered that they were supposed to hurt anymore. All that mattered was keeping the boys together. Lorea glanced over to where they were still in an even match with Klein and company as she shoved Alma towards the back door. Alma wasn’t that much taller than Lorea, but she was much finer boned and like most Udorans in spring, she too lost her winterweight. Lorea was able to easily out-muscle her. They slipped out the door and rounded to the front of the building. 

Outside, the sun still shone, and other than the ominous energy about the death of the mayor, there was no sign of anything amiss inside the Wet Whistle. 

“This is so stupid, Lorea, what good are we doing out here?” Alma folded her arms in front of her chest, blinked her long black eyelashes several times and slid down to a cross-legged position on the sandy wooden porch.

“You know why, Alma.”

Alma punctuated her protest with a, “hmpf”.

Her dissent didn’t last long, however. The front doors burst open, and Spicer flew out, eyes scanning frantically. When they settled on Alma, he hurried over to her, helped her to her feet and held her close. He kissed the top of her head and released her. “Thank kings you’re okay.”

“Of course I’m okay! Your little herding dog here wouldn’t let me do anything!”

Spicer shot Lorea a wink and a grateful smile that only used half his mouth, curled up on the left side, then turned back to Alma. “We have to go. Hansen needs help.”

Lorea’s blood ran cold when Axel and Gil emerged from the tavern, holding Hansen up between them. His feet barely touched the ground, and his head was slumped forward, chin on his chest.

“What happened?” She demanded as the group of six started up the main road towards the mountain.

“He got a bottle smashed over his head. He’s out cold, but he’ll be okay,” Axel said softly.

A head for a head, Lorea thought. If something happened to Hansen, she would never forgive herself. 

“Gil!” Revlo burst through the tavern door and jogged to catch up to the group still walking towards the mountain road. “I’m sorry. I thought he had it under control. I wouldn’t have left him otherwise.” 

Lorea stared at Revlo, his face long and solemn. He only made eye contact with Lorea for a split second, enough to sneer and return his attention to Gil and Hansen.

“It’s okay, he’ll be fine. We’ll get him all cleaned up, don’t worry.” Gil gave Revlo a half-hearted smile.

“Okay, well, I got that jerk Klein back anyway. He’s lying across the table looking worse than Hansen. You’ll tell him I got him back, won’t you?”

Gil nodded, and Revlo jogged back to the Wet Whistle, looking relieved.

Lorea and Alma exchanged quizzical glances. “What happened?” Alma asked again. The group passed the last building and started the trek up the mountain road. The gravel was loose, and with Hansen’s deadweight on Gil and Axel’s shoulders, she hoped she’d be able to keep up. This would be her second time up the mountain today, and without any sleep, a swollen knee, and all that happened, she wasn’t sure she would make it. Maybe the boys wouldn’t either, even if Spicer spelled them off.

“...and then he was out, like a lantern without any oil.” Lorea missed Gil’s recount of the incident, but she had another idea brewing. Her guts roiled at the thought of saying it out loud. She never called the shots. Spicer was the leader, she was the tag along. They probably wouldn’t listen to her anyway. But Hansen needed help fast, and it was a long walk to Udora.

“What if we took Hansen to CeeGee?” 

The group stopped and looked back at Lorea, who already trailed behind a few steps.

“Lorea...” Alma started. 

Lorea took a shaky breath but held her stance. “No, really. It’s not as far up the mountain. Yes, a little farther to go around the side, but an easier walk. You guys think you’re going to make it all the way up with Hansen over your shoulders? Then what? Deliver him back to his parents in this condition? That would be horrible. And then who would treat his wounds anyway... my dad probably. Well, he learned everything he knows from CeeGee, so she is probably the exact person Hansen needs right now.” Lorea put her hands on her hips and took a breath. 

The old witch lived in a cabin by the lake, on her own, away from both Udora and Utica, dangerously close to the enchanted Belwood Mountains, and she did so by her own choosing. Over time she’d become the most trusted apothecary and healer, and the Udorans overstepped with her generosity. Most of them couldn’t pay her, but she had too much of a heart to turn anyone away. Until she’d had enough, packed up her herbs and medicines, and took off, that is. That was also about the time people started calling her a witch. Instead of being a wise healer, she was called unnatural. Tapping into the magic contained in Belwood. A witch.

Rimme helped build her the cabin before he and Lorea built theirs. CeeGee hadn’t stepped foot back in Udora since. Only a few people even knew how to find her, and though it had been many solar cycles since she’d been, Lorea was one of them.

“Lorea, I don’t think CeeGee will help us. You know she doesn’t do that kind of stuff anymore.” Spicer didn’t offer any other solutions though. 

Lorea really couldn’t think of anything better to do for Hansen. She looked again at his limp form, hanging between Axel and Gil’s larger frames.

“I can convince her. I promise.” Lorea, with determination in her step, moved to the front of the group and continued up the road with more zest than she thought possible. The mead was already starting to wear off and her knee let her know it, but the idea of avoiding the steeper mountain road, and the possibility of resting at CeeGee’s was enough to make her want to run.

She didn’t look back, but knew the others were behind her by the crunching sound of rocks and dirt under foot. She could smell the sweat and alcohol on the boys and smiled that they’d followed without further protest.

~*~
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It wasn’t long before they reached a fork in the road that looked like nothing more than an elk path, but for Lorea, it was a welcome sight. For the first time since promising to convince CeeGee to treat Hansen, Lorea glanced over her shoulder. She was surprised to see Hansen awake, albeit groggy and unstable on his feet. It was only Axel supporting him, which was probably just as well since the path would have been difficult for three substantial bodies to walk. 

“It’s only like this a short while, it will open up again once we are out of sight,” Lorea said, surprised how sure she sounded.

But it was Gil who stepped into the trees first, followed by Alma, then Axel and Hansen, and finally Spicer. Lorea checked up and down the road quickly that no one saw them, then led the group along the path. She relied on memory, as the forest floor had fresh snow still blanketing the ground, making it a little harder for her to see the trail. They traipsed through the snow, every step threatening to damage her knee more. It might be pushing it, but perhaps CeeGee would take a look at that too. She wouldn’t ask until she was sure Hansen received what he needed. She glanced over her left shoulder, he looked a little greenish yellow.

“Are you okay?” she asked, not specifying who she was talking to. Axel looked up and nodded. He too looked like he was ready for a break. “Only a bit more and we can stop for a moment.”

The trail rounded a small cluster of pine saplings and the forest opened into a small glen. It was still mostly brown and winterkilled with snow patches hidden below the long grass, but across it was the wide woodchip lined path to CeeGee’s cabin. A large grey boulder jutted out of the ground a few feet into the clearing, and Axel set Hansen down on it. Her weak friend wobbled back and forth, then folded over at the waist, his head between his legs, and vomited onto the snow and exposed dead grass.

“How much longer, Lorea?” Spicer asked, swatting away a small swarm of insects. His concerned face, with raised brows but mouth downturned in the corners was enough of a message that Hansen needed attention fast.

“Not too far, that’s the last bit of trail across the way, there.” Lorea replied, pointing.

“Run ahead and see if CeeGee is even there. We will be right along, and it would be better if she was ready for him.”

Each wished her luck, and she lumbered back into the trees, the wider, well-groomed path much easier to traverse.

“Please help him, CeeGee,” she said under her breath as she tried to run. Her knee throbbed and threatened to pop out, but she had to focus on Hansen. “Please help him CeeGee. Please help...”

“Help who?”

Lorea froze in her tracks. She hadn’t been looking up, keeping her focus on the ground to find solid footing, but now, at the end of the path at the edge of the clearing, leading to the cabin and lake, was the tiny, wrinkled, grey-haired CeeGee, with a small collection of little bugs circling her, an arrow nocked and pointed right at Lorea’s chest.

​
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“CeeGee, don’t shoot! It’s me, Lorea. I’m Rimme’s sister. Remember Rimme?” Lorea instinctively raised her hands up and spread her fingers to show she was unarmed, but she couldn’t help them shaking. Nor could she help her legs feeling they would give out and make her crumple.

CeeGee may have been small and frail to look at, but Lorea didn’t doubt the accuracy of her shot for one second. There was a reason she’d lived alone for so many solar cycles and thrived. But even as Lorea stared at the tip of the arrow, ready to dive the moment it let loose, behind the tail of the arrow was kindness in CeeGee’s dark brown eyes. It was her kindness that allowed Udorans to take advantage of her healing gifts for too long. That was the kindness Lorea was counting on to help Hansen.

“I remember you, Rimme’s sister. You’re a little bigger than before. Held your winterweight, did you? Not many of us can.”

CeeGee was brutally honest, Lorea remembered. Kind and generous, but always honest. 

“Yeah, lucky me.”

“You are lucky. Don’t be so stupid to mistake a gift as a curse. Your kind are so foolish. You can’t live this close to Belwood without being touched by its gifts. Now. What do you want?” 

The arrow still pointed at Lorea. CeeGee hadn’t even flinched holding the string taut. Her arm must have been getting tired, and Lorea hoped she didn’t accidentally misfire because of it. CeeGee must have understood the tension in Lorea’s body because she spun on her heel, fired the bow, landing it square in the chest of a rabbit Lorea hadn’t seen, then spun back, resuming eye contact. The rabbit screamed only once before it went silent, the arrow sticking up from the ground, barely a twitch to be seen from Lorea’s vantage.

“My friend Hansen was knocked unconscious. He was out for quite a while and now is green and vomiting. I would like to barter for your help.”

CeeGee cocked her head to the side. Lorea said barter, not pay. But she hadn’t simply asked for help with no offer up front. 

“Why don’t you get your father to look at him? I’m sure Mitch is quite capable, unless his ego has grown so large there isn’t any space in his head left for knowledge.”

“He could. But I trust you more.”

“Well, that’s two stupid mistakes. You think your gift is a curse and you think you can trust me. Maybe that arrow should have been for you. I’d feast for days on your fleshy little body.”

Lorea tried not to cringe outwardly. CeeGee wouldn’t eat her, would she? Her dad and Rimme always warned Lorea not to cross the old witch, but, eating her?

“I’m sorry. My mind is easily weakened spending so much time in Udora. I make stupid thoughts a lot.” 

“Agreed,” CeeGee said. “So, what do you have to barter?”

“What do you need? My friends are coming behind me and we could do any tasks you need. Chop wood, till ground, repair your cabin... I’m not sure what would be most valuable to you, but whatever it is, we can try.”

A large, wrinkled smile crept across CeeGee’s face. “Okay, Rimme’s sister. Good negotiator. I will help your friend. Bring them along to the shed behind my cabin when they catch up.”

CeeGee walked away, but Lorea cut in. “Wait. I need to know the price before we agree?”

The old woman didn’t turn back but looked over her shoulder. “If the price were too steep, would you refuse my help?”

Lorea didn’t answer. Of course she wouldn’t. Hansen needed her. At the sounds of her friends coming up the path, shifted to see Gil come into view over a knoll. When she turned back, CeeGee, the arrow sticking out of the ground, and the rabbit attached to it were nowhere to be seen.

~*~
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“Drink this.” CeeGee thrust a ceramic mug of something putrid smelling into Hansen’s grasp. By the time the group made it to the shed, CeeGee had mixed up both the concoction for him to drink, and a salve to massage into his temples and at the base of his neck. She also had a small jar of ointment ready for any wounds the glass bottle may have caused. 

“How did you know what he needed?” Lorea asked.

The old woman just gave her a wrinkled grin, her white teeth gleaming through her weathered skin, “I had a feeling.”

CeeGee led the group from the shed to her cabin. She ordered Hansen to sit in a large wicker chair by the fireplace with his head tilted back and eyes closed, and not to move. CeeGee said there was probably a small bruise on Hansen’s brain, but the salve would make it heal within a few days. 

She set Alma and Lorea to work cooking supper, much to Lorea’s quiet protest, and got Axel, Spicer, and Gil cutting and hauling over some trees that came down over winter. Lorea thought her time would have been better spent chopping the wood the boys brought over than cooking, but CeeGee would not hear anything other than a “yes, Ma’am”. 

Lorea was a terrible cook. At least compared to Alma and the Meadhaus chefs in Udora, and she didn’t really have anyone else to compare. She and Mitch took turns cooking dinner on the rare occasions they were both home, and Lorea figured they were about even in their mediocrity. So, she mostly just puttered around waiting for Alma to give her instructions or ask her to find something in CeeGee’s kitchen.

“How are you feeling, Hansen?” Alma asked from the other side of the cabin while she chopped some fresh watercress to go into the pot with the rabbit CeeGee shot. 

“Like I was hit in the head with a bottle,” Hansen said, not opening his eyes as instructed.

Lorea snickered. Alma shot her a glare. The smile fell from her face, but she still appreciated Hansen’s dry humour. 

“Well, CeeGee will have you good as new before long.” At least she hoped she would.

“I still can’t believe she agreed to help.” Hansen opened one eye and scanned the room, presumably making sure CeeGee wasn’t within hearing range.

“Heh, we’ll see how much labour we all have to do in exchange. Luckily the boys were good sports about dragging all the deadfall over to the cabin for her. It’s a wonder how she managed to do it on her own before.” 

“How far beyond adulthood do you think she is?” Hansen asked.

“Well, my dad remembers her being elderly when he was a kid.” Alma replied. “And he’s pretty old himself.”

Hansen shuddered. “She’s got to be using some kind of witchcraft to stay so spry.” 

Though the Northeast didn’t keep track of ages, CeeGee had to be one of the oldest people she knew. Lorea had a few vague memories of when CeeGee was still in Udora. Anyone who was old back then passed away some time ago, their bodies burned in the kiln and their ashes scattered off the Lookout, setting their souls free while their bodies returned to the land.

“Lorea!”

“Sorry, what?” Lorea snapped back to reality to see Alma rummaging through a cupboard on the side wall. 

“Tarragon! I need some tarragon. And sage if you can find it.”

Lorea searched a drawer beside the breadbox. “Here, this might be it. There’s a bunch of little jars of dried herbs.” She opened and sniffed a few of them “Cumin, coriander, caraway... here! Tarragon.” 

Alma snatched the jar from Lorea’s hand and added it to the pot, gave the whole thing a stir, carried it over to the fire where Hansen was sitting and hooked the pot on the tremmel. The cabin was fairly large for one little old woman. The main floor was all one room, with a small loft covering half the space, where Lorea assumed CeeGee slept. It was made of thick tree trunks stacked horizontally, with a mud or clay between the gaps. The thatched roof was thick, not a speck of light snuck through though the house was bright. One wall with the front door had two broad shuttered windows with two panes of glass. She wasn’t sure if Rimme put those in originally, or if they came after. 

On the kitchen side, under the loft, bundles of herbs were tied and hanging, though Alma hadn’t dared touch any of them. Cut out flat slabs of wood made up the countertop, benches, and table. Black woven cushions snuggled on the chair Hansen sat in, as well as three others in the high-ceiling side of the room. A spinning wheel sat in the far corner. Everything a person could want, Lorea thought.

“Go see if you can find some dandelions,” Alma ordered. Lorea was too exhausted to protest and left to check the spots of the meadow not covered in snow beside the lake in search of the golden yellow flowers and their jagged leaves. 

“Hey Lor, are you doin’ okay?” Axel jogged up behind her and patted her on the shoulder. She hadn’t seen where he came from, but Spicer and Gil were untying the ropes from an enormous chunk of tree and assumed he’d been helping.

“Yeah, I’m just tired. So much walking today, and you know how my little legs protest too much work.”

Axel let out one of his soft, deep laughs. “Yeah, you love sleep almost as much as I do.” 

Lorea nodded. She couldn’t tell him she’d been awake for almost a full day. She figured she must have drifted off in Rimme’s cabin at least for a short time, but it couldn’t have been enough to sustain everything the day brought. “The moon is almost rising, do you think we will stay here for the night?” 

Lorea realized she hadn’t been home since she’d topped up the fire that morning. Other than the note she’d left for Mitch, he had no idea where she was. For a fleeting moment she wondered if he’d noticed or cared.

“I don’t think we should stay. I need to check on my mom and Nizo.”

The thought of walking the rest of the way home almost brought tears to Lorea’s eyes. But she wouldn’t let on. They couldn’t know, no one could, exactly why she was so tired.

She’d gathered a decent handful of dandelion leaves, it still being too early in the season for them to flower, and Axel figured out what she was doing, collecting a bunch as well.

“Don’t worry about Spicer, by the way,” Axel said as they started back to the cabin.

“Why would I be worried?”

“Because he didn’t want to come here. Maybe you didn’t hear him, but he was bitching the whole way. He thought CeeGee would turn us away without helping and the lost time would be really bad for Hansen. You know Spicer and Hansen are super close, he was just being protective.”

Lorea nodded but her stomach roiled. She hadn’t realized Spicer was that much in opposition to her idea. 

“He does trust you, most of the time, you know. Gil told him to shut up about it, like, ten times.”

“It’s okay Axel. I’m just glad it worked out. Thanks for doing all that hard lugging, by the way. I should have been out here helping.”

“It was no problem.”

The two walked in silence the rest of the way back and up the crooked front step to the porch and into the cabin. Alma eagerly took the dandelions from Lorea and Axel and returned to the kitchen, sorting out fresh leaves from ‘bad’ ones. 

“And I’m the daughter of the apothecary. You’d think I would know what to do with some of these plants.” Lorea said, watching Alma work. She contemplated going to help, but Spicer and Gil each took up chairs with Hansen, Axel found the bench and rested his arm on the table, again looking like he wasn’t sure he wanted to be there, so the final black-cushioned chair beckoned Lorea. 

The soft wool-stuffed material cradled her achy body, and the curved arms enveloped her in a hug. Her whole body tingled in relief. Gil and Hansen talked about his head, but as her eyelids became heavy, her understanding of what they said blurred.

“Feeling okay?” Spicer’s large hand softly gripped her forearm, but she didn’t have the strength to fight sleep. She’d done her best for as long as she could, and there was nothing left. She didn’t remember if she answered Spicer or not.

~*~
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Lorea woke with a gasp. 

“Shhhh, you stupid girl!” CeeGee hissed.

Lorea looked around. The cabin was dark except for the orange glow from the fireplace and the faint flickering light from the little insects constantly flying to and from and around CeeGee. It took a few moments for her eyes to focus, but slowly the dark forms of her four friends lined up across the floor, quilts strewn across them all came into focus. Hansen was still sitting mostly upright in his chair, also with a quilt. She was surprised to find one across her legs as well.

The old woman’s white teeth glistened with the flicker of the fire, but her smile wasn’t warm and kind. “Come with me.”

Lorea’s knee seized up with lack of use, and the first step bearing weight sent a sharp pain all the way up her leg and into her hip.

“That’s why I kept you in the kitchen today. But I will fix that too. You could have asked,” CeeGee said.

“Hansen was my priority.” Lorea said, her voice cracking from being asleep.

“And you didn’t want to explain to your friends how you got the limp, am I right?”

Lorea’s heart skipped a beat. “I just stepped wrong,” she lied.

“If you say so.”

Lorea followed CeeGee into the shed behind the cabin where there was already an oil lantern burning. Inside smelled of camphor, mint, sage, and other herbs she couldn’t name. It was similar to Mitch’s, but a little more hint of cedar.

“Sit,” CeeGee ordered.

Lorea complied and sat on a small stool. With much more force than she expected from a frail old woman, she yanked Lorea’s leg up onto another stool. Lorea winced and sucked in her breath. CeeGee wrenched her baggy pant leg up, exposing the massive swell of a knee, and started to wrap it with a strip of birch bark, with some kind of clay and rock mess slathered on the inside.

“How many more KingsGuard are you going to kill?”

Lorea’s stomach flipped and her heart leapt into her throat. The feeling of dread burst through her. How did CeeGee know? Lorea opened her mouth to deny it.

But who would she tell? Even more... who would believe her?

Lorea closed her mouth and swallowed hard, then cleared her throat. “As many as I have to.”

“They won’t bring your brother back.”

“I know.”

“So why do you do it?”

“I guess deep down, I hope people will appreciate what I’m trying to do for them if they find out. I can’t bear being an outsider all the time, not having a purpose, not knowing where I fit in. Maybe I will finally be worthy of my place in Udora.” Lorea shook her head at her own ridiculousness. “But even deeper down I know I’m just a killer and they would hate me even more for it.”

“They all hate you but that shows their character more than yours. They hated me, they hated Rimme. Anyone of value, they will never appreciate, you know that. So, why do you really do it?”

Sure, Lorea was an outcast, but the words still stung. The clay and bark started to heat on her skin. She could have sworn the rocks shifted, but she hadn’t moved, and CeeGee was standing behind a low table, leaning across it, her bony elbows bearing her weight for balance, her hands folded in front, staring intently at Lorea.

“So, why do you do it?” CeeGee asked again.

Lorea didn’t know what to say. “Because I don’t want anyone else to feel the same kind of pain I do. Rimme was everything to me. And now he’s gone. I know they all hate me. They think I steal and hoard food to stay so chubby, even though I don’t. But it’s not about me. It’s about protecting our communities. We’re so isolated from the rest of Espanico. All we have is each other, and the king wants to take everything from us. I can’t let that happen. No one deserves to live with a hole in their heart like mine.”

CeeGee slapped her palms on the table and stood up straight. “That’s the right answer! Now I will help.”

Lorea’s brows furrowed. CeeGee marched over and unwrapped the bark from around Lorea’s leg, wiped off the clay and rocks, and with a closed fist, punched Lorea’s leg just above the kneecap in a downward motion. Lorea doubled over grasping her knee, tears welling instantly. 

“There! That will hold it for a while. You can’t be gimping around if you're going to have to kill again in a couple of moon phases.”

“A couple of moon phases? The KingsGuard usually takes a few lunar cycles before the next troop comes in.” Lorea was in so much pain, her vision was blurry and felt dizzy. She could hardly get the words out. 

But CeeGee just grinned that ridiculous, white-toothed smile. “Not this time. And you better be ready. This time, you might fail.”
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CHAPTER SIX
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“Look out below!” 

Gil ran down the dock, launched himself into the air, somersaulted while tucking his body into a ball, and hit the water with a splash. The spray managed to hit everyone sitting on the dock except CeeGee, who stepped back before the rest of them even knew what was happening.

It was the middle of the third day of hard labour at CeeGee’s cabin, and everyone was starting to smell. The water was frigid. Lorea couldn’t even convince herself to call it refreshing, it hurt her skin on contact. It was nothing like the hot springs in Udora on the other side of the mountain where everyone usually went to give themselves a thorough scrubbing. 

Axel was still in the lake, and splashed water in Gil’s face as soon as he surfaced. Alma and Spicer were sitting on the edge of the dock with their feet dangling off the edge, swirling the water in circles with their toes. Lorea was sitting beside them until Gil soaked her, so she relocated back a little further, closer to the shore where Hansen sat on a wood slatted chair. 

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Almost good as new. No headaches, no dizziness or blurry vision. I haven’t thrown up since yesterday either. Whatever CeeGee did, it’s worked.”

“You must have been hit really hard.”

“Yeah. The bottle was just the final blow. Axel and Spicer didn’t see the Uticatian jerks coming up behind them, so I tried to take them both. Revlo saw it too and we both went for the same guy at the same time. He thought I had it under control, but didn’t see that there were two others. He went back to the skinny guy he’d been swinging at, and between the three of the others that were on me, they got me pretty good. Then Klein joined in with the bottle, and that was it.”

“Revlo says he got Klein back.”

Hansen let out a little laugh. “Yeah, well, when I see those other three, I’ll make sure I have Axel and Spicer on either side of me, and we’ll see how tough they are when they don’t have the numbers advantage.”

Lorea wanted to tell Hansen not to start any more fights for a while, but she’d be wasting her breath. Udorans weren’t especially trade savvy, their mountain town didn’t lend itself very well for growing much, they didn’t mine salt like Epsom, but they were good fighters. That’s what they did. They hunted, drank, and fought. And there were the few that healed. With so much petty violence, the healers were always busy. So instead, she just sighed and gave him a smile.

Lorea and Hansen looked down the dock at their four friends, with CeeGee watching over them all. 

“Did Axel find your dad okay?” Hansen asked. 

Axel had left at first light after the first night to let his mom know where he’d been and check on his little brother. The others all asked him to stop by their houses as well.

“Yeah, he said he stopped by. Mitch was treating someone apparently, so Axel said he was brief, but at least he got the message across that I’m okay. How about your folks, did he say if they were upset?”

“You know how Axel is, everything is so nonchalant. I’m sure they were concerned, but he probably downplayed what happened. Really, I’m feeling great. I think CeeGee just wants me to stay an invalid until the deadfall is all chopped and stacked.”

“I heard that, you ungrateful lion!” CeeGee shouted from her spot on the dock. 

Hansen laughed. “I know! That’s why I said it!”

CeeGee walked briskly back up the dock, Axel and Gil having got out of the water and each huddled under a blanket. She clapped Hansen on the shoulder as she walked by and back up to the cabin, making him flinch. “Start a fire before your friends freeze to death.” 

“For such a teeny woman, she’s tough as an oak!” Hansen laughed but stood and set to work to building a small fire within a ring of rocks on the ground behind the chair. 

Lorea took a deep breath of the crisp air and looked around. CeeGee really had a perfect spot. The lake was between two smaller peaks, a vibrant teal in colour. The mountain on the opposite side of the lake was mostly rock and snow, but the forest peeked around from its far side. On CeeGee’s side of the lake, there was a relatively flat open grassy area before the thick forest crept up the next hill. She had enough space in the clearing to have a fence and coop for her chickens, a smattering of milk-white sheep, and two greyish-white cows with a larger barn. The cows long ago stopped giving milk without having a bull around, but CeeGee said they were still useful at alerting her to animals wandering close enough to hunt, and were good companions. Gil suggested making them into a tasty dinner and CeeGee swatted him for it.

Hansen got a roaring bonfire going and Axel and Gil found their way up from the dock right away. Gil, leaner and fairer than Axel, had a distinct purple tinge to his lips, and the two of them were shivering.

“Why’d you stay in the water so long?” Hansen teased.

“Talking. Washing. I smell great now, by the way.” Gil lifted his arm and shoved the pit in Lorea’s face. He did smell good. Like pine and soap. “Plus, Alma and Spicer have been in deep conversation for quite a while and we didn’t want to interrupt. When there was a pause, we took it as opportunity to get out.”

Lorea looked back down the dock to where Alma and Spicer sat, their feet still dangling into the lake. “What are they talking about?”

“The KingsGuard killings,” Axel said, and Lorea whipped back to him. The two water-logged boys were using their blanket to waft the heat towards themselves, and Hansen was standing a little further back, arms crossed watching them with disapproval.

“What about the KingsGuard killings?”

“When I went into Udora, the chatter was that the mayor’s brother took over down in Utica. Vidal, I think his name was. He’s the older one?”

Gil nodded, rubbing his hands back and forth in front of his face, then blowing on them.

“Yeah. Anyway, he’s apparently had enough of the assassin and put a bounty on his head. Brought in alive for questioning, whoever gets him will be rewarded with five hundred farlings.”

Hansen gasped. “You mean penlings, right?”

“No, I mean farlings. Five hundred farlings.” 

Lorea took a few subtle, long, deep breaths. How could it be that she was the one they considered the enemy? She was saving their wretched Uticatian souls! Preventing them from losing everything! That’s how they showed their gratitude? By putting a bounty on her?! And five hundred farlings at that. That was more than most Udorans saw in a year.

“Surely no one is taking the bribe?” Lorea tried to sound calm but inside alternated between rage and fear.

“I’ll tell you who is probably taking the bribe.” Gil piped in from his place practically inside the fire. “Everyone in Udora who is hungry from a lean winter and thinking five hundred farlings would make them the richest Udoran around. I’d do it.”

“Gil! Those KingsGuard killings are the only thing keeping us all safe! Who-ever is doing it, is trying to protect everyone. You’d turn on someone like that so easily?” Lorea stumbled over ‘whoever’, knowing she was talking about herself, but the boys didn’t seem to notice.

“Hey, I don’t feel one drop of sadness towards those useless blackjackets. Good riddance for every one of them that died. But come on... a farling is a farling, and a farling is a hundred penlings. I’d sell my own mother for that!”

Axel laughed quietly. “You would not.”

“Okay, maybe not. I love my mama. But still.”

“You’d risk being recruited for some farlings?” Lorea’s rage started to dissipate for astonishment. If all the Udorans thought like Gil, would they take short term riches over long term freedom? Was she protecting people who would turn her in for some copper and silver?

“I’m not going anywhere! They’d have to catch me first!” Gil let out a little hop and ran around the fire pit twice, his blanket trailing behind him, billowing at the edges. The second time around he veered in close to Lorea, opened his eyes wide and stuck out his tongue as he passed. “I’m lightning fast! Those blackjackets are slow and cumbersome with all their fancy gear.”

Lorea didn’t want to smile but couldn’t help herself. Gil was the fastest person she knew.

“Imagine what would happen if we got recruited to the KingsGuard, and had to train with the Uticatians instead of against them?” Hansen asked. He had to be thinking about Klein. The smile fell from her face. Gil put his blanket back on the chair, seemingly unsure of the best way to stay warm, and resumed his stance inches away from the fire, this time rotating front to back every few seconds like a rabbit on a spit. Axel was still wrapped in his.

Lorea cringed. “I hope none of us ever get recruited.” She stared into the orange flames.

“They would have to separate Udorans and Uticatians. I’d rather fight with the slow Epsom miners than those assholes, big-headed, and full of themselves.” Gil kicked the sand around the fire pit with one of his rotations. Lorea cringed.

“I don’t want to go at all. I have my mom and Nizo to provide for. I can’t do that if I’m not here. There’s no reward big enough to make me go after the killer. He’s doing us a favour.”

Axel’s dad was killed by KingsGuard. During the raid that created Charcoal House. He also refused to go, and it cost him his life. Axel started selling pipe to help support his family. He was soft-spoken and kind, but also big and bulky and not someone to mess with, so he made decent enough money for them. 

“I don’t know. Whoever keeps killing the KingsGuard can’t do it forever. They’ll get caught eventually, whether by the blackjackets or for reward. And then the tax collections and recruitments will probably continue. Espanico needs a better army, anyway. If there’s ever a real threat, the country is so spread out, I don’t know how we would defend ourselves.” Hansen said. “Think about it, the capital is two moon phases of travel for the KingsGuard on their fancy horses. It would take us at least twice that by foot. Things have been peaceful for a long time, but life runs in circles, and the time of war will come back around eventually. If we aren’t ready, we could lose a lot more than just some taxes and recruits. In fact, if there was even a whispering of threats, I think a lot of people would volunteer; at least for training, if not service.”

Axel, Gil, and Lorea stared at Hansen, jaws agape.

“You can’t mean that, Hansen. You would volunteer to be a blackjacket?” Spicer and Alma came up from the docks unnoticed and were standing behind Lorea. She startled, then gave them both a small smile, stepping to the side so they could get closer to the fire. 

“Well, what else are we doing with our lives? There is talk of the wards to Belwood weakening. CeeGee said she can feel it. If those monsters are set free, we should know how to defend ourselves. Might as well get some training for a good cause.”

“King Gorge’s blackjackets are hardly a good cause!” Alma blurted out. She’d moved behind Lorea and started braiding her hair, making the outburst ring in Lorea’s ears. Alma had one braid in her hand that started behind Lorea’s left ear and curled around and down to the nape of her neck.

“Maybe. Maybe not. But if there was a threat to Espanico, a real one, I’d rather be ready for it. Even if you don’t believe anything about the wards, we’ve all heard the rumours about ships gathering near one of the islands. Heard the word revolution. I don’t know about you, but I will protect Udora with my life. Maybe I should be trained to do that properly.”

CeeGee rang a large cast iron bell that sat in the middle of the garden in front of her cabin and all six of them jumped. “Food! Eat it or starve, I don’t care either way!” she called and floated back into the cabin. Lorea couldn’t imagine her chunky body ever being as graceful as CeeGee. 

They all sauntered toward the cabin, but Lorea didn’t hear what the others said. She couldn’t believe Hansen would volunteer for the KingsGuard. She remembered outside the Wet Whistle someone in Klein’s entourage mentioned ships and a revolution. Hansen assumed they’d all heard the rumours too. She hadn’t heard anything about the wards of Belwood either. The monsters lurking behind that invisible protection were the stuff of bedtime stories and nightmares. 

Surely there were very few others that shared Hansen’s opinion? She was protecting everyone from recruitment, but hadn’t even considered some would go willingly. Perhaps she should listen more carefully next time in Utica. If Hansen wasn’t the only one, conceivably, volunteers were the alternative to recruitment. And if there was some kind of revolution coming on ships, she needed to know. 

She shook her head. No. 

It all still meant ripping apart families. If Hansen volunteered, his parents would be heartbroken. His was the picture-perfect family, why would he ever consider breaking that up? Killing the KingsGuard was still protecting everyone in the region, she couldn’t let doubt get a foothold in her mind. 

She stepped through the doorway and the most succulent aroma hit her nose. Her mouth instantly watered. CeeGee hadn’t cooked any meals since they’d arrived, it was mostly Alma, and after the first day, Hansen as her assistant. Gil voiced his curiosity one day stacking what felt like the hundredth row of wood, if CeeGee even knew how to cook or if she just ate everything raw like a wild predator. 

“You will all leave here in the morning, you’ve worn out your welcome. I will send you off with a great feast as show of my appreciation of the work you’ve done.” CeeGee had the counter filled with meat and steaming vegetables, all set out and ready to eat. 

The boys were first to grab plates and filed into a line, loading up with potatoes, asparagus, duck, rabbit, orahvu, and slathering it all with gravy. Alma had the smallest downturn in the centre of her brow and one corner of her lip as she took her plate and joined the line in front of Lorea.

“You made amazing meals too, Alma,” Lorea reassured as she spooned a heap of mashed potatoes on to her plate.

“Oh, I know. And this is CeeGee’s kitchen, so she knows where everything is. It looks delicious. It’s so nice to be on the receiving side, too, where all I have to do is eat and enjoy.”

“That’s so true. The best meal is always the one you don’t have to make,” Lorea laughed and the two girls found a spot on the floor where they could lean against the counter while they ate. The boys were farther into the living room, Gil and Axel shoveling food into their mouths so fast Lorea wondered if they even tasted anything. 

“Where is CeeGee? She never eats with us.” A clunk on the counter behind indicated CeeGee was back in the kitchen.

“Did we leave you enough food, CeeGee?” Alma called from her spot on the floor.

“Plenty. I don’t need much anyway. There’s enough those boys can all come back for another helping.”

“Great!” Gil hopped up and ran back over to the counter for more while still spooning the first helping into his mouth. 

“What do you and CeeGee do every night?” Alma asked when they were both almost finished eating.

Lorea nearly choked on her asparagus. “What do you mean?”

“Spicer said CeeGee wakes you up every night and you go with her to her herb shack thing behind the house. What’s that all about?”

Lorea had to think fast. She wasn’t ready to talk about the KingsGuard, or the information CeeGee was giving her. After Hansen’s statement out at the fire pit as well, she still had so much to process. But every good lie starts with a truth.

“I hurt my knee the other day, and she’s been helping me. She puts this concoction of clay and rocks around it that starts out cold and then gets hot, almost unbearably hot. But my knee barely even hurts now. She’s an amazing healer.”

“Your dad is pretty good too. How come you never learned anything from him?”

Lorea was happy she didn’t have to expand further. “Rimme was his protégé. Not me.” Lorea didn’t say anymore. Alma didn’t ask. Spicer told her one time he would listen if she wanted, but so far, she hadn’t wanted to talk about it. 

“Well, you should probably tell Spicer. He’s very paranoid that you’re hiding some big secret. You know how he gets. He overthinks everything. Down on the docks he told me the KingsGuard killings are really stressing him out despite everyone else being mildly amused. Oh. Did you hear that the last one that was killed was some cousin of the queen? Spicer is worried for some kind of bigger retaliation coming next time.”

Lorea couldn’t swallow. A cousin of the queen? Why would royal lineage have ever been sent to insignificant Utica? As far as Espanico went, it stretched from coast to coast across the entire southern portion of the continent of Orotian. Ocean to the south, and to the north, Belwood. Either mountains on the east where they lived, or the forest to the west, the enchantment spread the width of the continent. All trade and communications were done by sea, so the northern regions were of little value to the rest of the country. Most of the time they barely considered themselves Espanicans at all.

Alma continued. “But on the flip side, maybe they just won’t bother sending recruiters anymore at all. Maybe the tyrant king will realize it’s not worth the effort and redirect his energy somewhere else. It’s a big country, and there are a lot more people and resources in some of the other regions.”

“Maybe,” was all Lorea could reply. But she didn’t believe it.

~*~
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Lorea and Spicer walked in silence around the back of the glass kiln at the edge of town. The group left CeeGee’s cabin at dawn and dropped off Gil, Alma, Axel, and then Hansen at their respective houses, and now Spicer was walking Lorea to hers. The group was fairly quiet most of the way home. Beside her, Spicer’s stride took up almost double the distance of hers. She had to walk quickly, two steps to his one, just to keep up. And he was walking slow for her sake.

“Penling for your thoughts?” he asked.

Lorea sighed. “Things feel kind of weird here now. Like I’ve been gone a long time.”

“It was only three days.”

“I know. It just feels like a long time. No biggie.”

“How’s your leg?”

Lorea told him about CeeGee healing her leg like Alma asked. Spicer gave her a suspicious side-eyed once over, but nodded and didn’t ask any questions so Lorea didn’t offer anything further.

“It’s good. I think I should start paying a little more attention to what Mitch does, and learn at least a little bit about all the plants that grow around the mountains and how they heal.” Lorea took a deep breath in and out.

“You think he’ll go for it?” Spicer knew the strain between Lorea’s family. Rimme was supposed to take over healing. Lorea’s father was teaching him everything he could. He barely gave Lorea the time of day, other than to send her out in the forest gathering plants they might have needed for something. She knew the names and what they looked like before being dried or preserved, but that was the extent of it. Now that Rimme was gone...

“I don’t know. He has so much knowledge, it would be a shame not to pass it on to anyone. But at the same time, why waste his effort a second time. I think I will ask. Or maybe see if CeeGee can teach me if he refuses.”

The pair reached the door to her house. They both stood and lingered outside for a moment.

“Do you want me to come in with you?” Spicer offered.

Lorea wanted to say yes. “No, I think I should be okay.”

“You don’t have to do everything by yourself, you know. If you ask for help, I will always be there. No matter what you need.” 

Lorea had a feeling Spicer was talking about more than just Mitch. Still, she gave him a big smile, took a deep breath, and opened the door to her house.​
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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The next moon phases flew by. Lorea spent most of the time training, hunting, and visiting CeeGee. Spring Equinox came and went, and the Northeast celebrated as though there were no looming threats to their survival. As she suspected, Mitch wasn’t interested in teaching her about anything in his apothecary, but luckily, CeeGee was happy to see her arrive every few days. She always had a task lined up for Lorea as payment for her teaching, and Lorea was happy for the sense of purpose.

All the snow had melted now, and the rocky paths dried up and allowed for carts to make it up and down the mountain. Trade with Utica for the warm season was in full swing; it was the only time the Uticatians pretended to get along with Udorans. Wild game and their pelts, tools, herbs, and mead went down, and dry goods, materials from Zephyr, and a variety of foods for dehydrating and preserving came up. And of course there was pipe. Axel managed to sneak several bags of it in the carts he pulled up and down the mountain road, making it less obvious who the ‘bad influences’ actually were.

Lorea was down the mountain and somewhere southwest of Utica looking for willow trees. CeeGee wanted the leaves for some of the rabbits around, clippings to start new trees close to her cabin, and, if Lorea could find older trees, as much bark as she could manage to carry in the beeswax coated burlap pack slung across her back. 

She wore her fitted clothing, her knives strapped to her body and her loose linen clothing overtop. She wished she’d repaired her warm-weather deer skin hunting boots, because the heavy treaded elk hide ones felt like they were made of rock as she trudged her way along the long, winterkilled grass beside the Duffin river. New spears of grass poked through in most places. 

She’d been walking most of the second day since leaving Udora. The first was full of preparation stops before finally heading out in earnest after mid day. Her legs ached from so much use, but her knee held. The damned thing went out on her often enough that she walked a little lop-sided so not to put too much weight on it subconsciously now.

The willow trees were harder to find now, after the underside of the bark was found to have healing abilities with an added bonus of some pain killer. Every Udoran with even an inkling of healing gift stripped too much bark off every willow tree they could find, killing the trees in the process from damage. Now, it was apparently at least a four day round trip to find any healthy mature trees at all. Lorea thought she would have found something by now, though. 

She stopped at a bend in the river to finish the last of the water in her canteen and refill it. There was a fairly flat boulder on the shoreline, so she sat, took off her boots, rolled up her pant legs, and dipped her feet into the slower water pooled in the widest part of the bend. It was cold to first touch. She yanked back out quickly, but after a few dips could leave them under the surface, swirling from her ankles in slow circles. The water soothed her achy feet.

“Mind if I join you?” 

The deep voice behind Lorea startled her and she nearly fell off the rock.

“For kings sakes! How did you sneak up on me like that?” she said, regaining her balance to see who’d found her. 

Her heart nearly stopped beating.

She’d assumed it was a Northeasterner. But the man standing no more than ten yards away was no local. He was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen, despite looking too lean, tidy, and clean cut to be from anywhere in the region. His golden-hued skin and soft features were smooth and even, his brownish blonde hair mostly tangle-free and loosely tied at the nape of his neck, and even from where Lorea sat, she could see his hands didn’t have a single callous, cut, or scar on them. His hazel eyes, dark eyelashes, and full lips grabbed her soul and made her insides melt. 

There was, however, a small pale scar on his left cheekbone that looked like a knife mark. He had a straight nose with a rounded tip, high cheeks and square jaw, but not as rugged as someone like Spicer. It was softer, like Hansen. She should have put her boots back on, ready to run if needed, but she was frozen in place on the rock.

“I am sorry,” the man said. “I did not mean to scare you. I was following the river and stopped for a rest under that tree over there. I saw you coming from the other direction. I thought you knew I was there.”

Lorea felt her cheeks warm. Just looking at him made her stomach flip and she scolded herself instantly. How could her heart pound so fast by the mere appearance of a complete stranger? She mentally slapped herself back into reality. 

“No. I had no idea you were there. I should have though, that was careless of me. I’ve been walking all day looking for willow trees, and to be honest, I’m tired. I guess my senses aren’t as sharp as they should be.”
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