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      “Wow! Cradit has done it again!! Ana’s journey is dark, twisted, and full of surprises. And Tyr is a tortured hero who is both delicious and compelling. What an unbelievable ride!”

      - Elle Madison, USA Today Bestselling Author of The Lochlann Feuds

      

      “The Belle and the Blackbird is a gorgeous unraveling of a fantasy romance with dire twists and a love worth bursting into flames to defend!”

      - Casey L. Bond, author of Where Oceans Burn

      

      “I am in love with this retelling and literally adore each and every character here. A must, must-read book.”

      - Anshul (@stories.buddy) 

      

      “The way Sarah brought so many of the different storylines from The Book of All Things series together. Tied them all together so beautifully to further along a bigger plot that unites them all, all characters & all journeys. This was a perfect addition to the series and I cannot wait to see what other incredible stories Sarah will continue to create!”

      - Pia (pias_bookshelf)

      

      "When two worlds collide you don't expect the implosion that these two provide. Sarah really blew me away with the enticing love story of people who just need something to go right."

      - @BearkodaReads 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Book of All Things

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Book of All Things are interconnected fantasy romance novels set in the epic world of Kingdom of the White Sea, weaving together fates bigger than man, bigger than magic.

      

      The novels within each of the five cycles are linked by characters, setting, heat, and themes. Each book within a cycle features a different, but connected, couple. These can also be enjoyed as standalone stories for this reason.

      

      
        
        The Guardians Cycle (low heat):

        The Raven and the Rush

        The Poison and the Paladin

      

        

      
        The Southerlands Cycle (medium low heat):

        The Sylvan and the Sand

        The Flame and the Forsaken

      

        

      
        The Guardians Cycle (medium heat):

        The Altruist and the Assassin

        The Belle and the Blackbird

        The Virtue and the Vixen Volume 1

        The Virtue and the Vixen Volume 2

      

        

      
        The Darkwood Cycle (medium high heat):

        The Melody and the Master

        The Hand and the Heart

        The Wulf and the Witchling

      

        

      
        The Sceptre Cycle (high heat):

        The Claw and the Crowned

        The Duke and the Disciple

        The Tempest and the Tides

      

      

      
        
        A full list of content advisories by cycle can be found on my website, sarahmcradit.com
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      Every Book of All Things story has its own Spotify playlist. They’re designed to be an accompaniment to the reading experience, but are by no means necessary. You can also follow me to get updates when I update old playlists or add new ones.

      

      
        
        The Belle and the Blackbird on Spotify
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        Complete character guides by location can be found at the end of the book, as well as translations for the Vjestikaan language. These are spoiler-free and include only information that is true at the start of the book.

      

        

      
        You can find a complete list of content warnings on my website: sarahmcradit.com
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      There exists a kingdom set upon an isle, surrounded by a sea no one has ever traveled beyond. The Kingdom of the White Sea it is called, or simply the kingdom, for they have no other name for it.

      The individual Reaches—Northerlands, Southerlands, Westerlands, and Easterlands—once ruled themselves. Two centuries past, the Rhiagains washed upon their shores, claiming to be gods. From gods, they became kings.

      Carrow, the first king of the White Kingdom, built his reign on the false promise of respect for the culture his people usurped. Within ten years he’d already broken this promise, raising arms to quash all opposition to his increasingly totalitarian reign. Among the worst of his crimes became known to the broader kingdom as the Great Massacre. To those left behind in the wake of his cruel genocide, the Vjestik of Witchwood Cross, it would forevermore be Nok Mora.

      The Nightmare.

      But terrible endings spawn unforeseen beginnings. A decade after Nok Mora, Drazhan Wynter, the grieving heir of the Vjestik, traveled to Duncarrow in a bid for revenge, intent on crushing Carrow and the crown, and instead fell dangerously in love with the young princess, Imryll of Glaisgain. This love began a new era for the Vjestik, mingling powerful bloodlines and rare magic and birthing a resilient dynasty.

      Over two hundred years later, Anastazja Wynter is the current heir of the Vjestik. She was born second, but a tragedy made her first. This inheritance is about more than who rules Fanghelm Keep; it comes with rare magic so coveted, she can’t safely travel beyond the borders of Witchwood Cross.

      The biggest danger, however, comes from within. When Ana was still a little girl, a cunning woman came to Fanghelm. Magda proved herself an invaluable counselor to the steward, who was soon after unexpectedly widowed, and bewitched him into marriage with a solemn vow to look after his three children. One child in particular.

      Magda has had designs on Ana since long before she was born. She’s been patient, biding her time, waiting for Ana to come into the powers she was destined to have—powers Magda needs for her disturbingly dark dealings with the raven priests and priestesses of the mountains, the Ravenwoods.

      Ana, isolated from her beloved father and twin brother, carries a terrible burden. To confide in the one person she trusts enough to tell—a pubkeep named Tyreste Penhallow—would all but assure his death. Their lustful escapes were never meant to become love, for everyone Ana loves becomes another tool for Magda to wield against her. No one who loves Ana, least of all the boy she unintentionally gave her whole heart to, is safe.

      Tyreste knows none of the horrors Ana faces when she returns home at the end of the day. For two years, he’s studied every curve and valley of Ana’s body, desperate to know the curves and valleys of her soul as well, but her life beyond the four walls of his bedchamber is a void she’s not let him enter. Her highborn blood makes her unattainable, but her secrets are the real chasm between them.

      He has his own secrets, a dark past that haunts him. Translating rare documents by moonlight should be an escape, but it only pulls him further into the dark enigmas of the kingdom, ones intended to be and stay buried.

      Soon a stack of letters will enter his life. The depravity within them will rock him to his core. The desperate correspondence reveals a truth so terrible, he’ll break his own vow of neutrality, racing time and fear to find a way to stop the malevolence spreading across the icy mountains in the far north of the kingdom.

      A malevolence that lives in Ana’s home, twisting the minds and hearts of her loved ones and playing a game of gods and monsters with the ravens in the mountains.

      A malevolence that began thousands of years ago, in a world beyond their own.

      Within her, Anastazja has the power to defeat this evil, but she lacks the knowledge to harness it.

      Through the letters that will consume his life, Tyreste has the knowledge, but it’s useless without the power.

      Only together can Anastazja and Tyreste end the terror that has gripped the Vjestik and the Ravenwoods for centuries.

      Fear, heartbreak, and a helping of dark magic has torn these lovers apart.

      Fate demands a foe more formidable, more powerful than all of it combined to unite them once more.

      Forgiveness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For all those who have gone up the mountain to return  better, stronger
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      Tyreste Penhallow’s face buried between her legs as he voraciously devoured her, body and soul, was Anastazja’s favorite escape.

      His skilled tongue was a virtuoso, conducting its masterpiece.

      The symphony of desserts was designed to leave her dangling along the narrow precipice between joy and agony.

      Though his greatest ability—his true power—was the way he made her forget.

      Tyreste hooked his thumbs inside her, spreading her until she felt the sharp tug of flesh, the first whisper of pain. His modest cabin at the forest’s edge had always had an icy nip in the air, which he claimed heightened her need. She couldn’t say if it made a difference or not, because around Tyreste, she lived in a constant, relentless state of need.

      Rising moans hummed against her tender core, sending her clawing farther up the table, her toes and fingers curling against the wood. She never wanted to come down. To crash. Those moments were the only ones when she still felt alive. When her ragged, strained breaths were evidence she was real and her pleasures were hers to take and give. When none of the rest had ever happened, or ever would.

      A sudden, delicious shock of pleasure caught Anastazja off guard. She pitched forward on the table, her head thrown back in ecstasy, earning a splinter in her ass for her excitement. She didn’t muffle her screams; Tyreste loved the sound of her coming undone. He’d more than earned every desperate moan and whimper.

      Just as she was cresting, he freed his thumbs and thrust three fingers inside her, right as her muscles clamped hard, fighting his intrusion. His shoulders strained as he bore down, his fingers dug deep, clashing against the tumultuous waves of her release. Every one lasted longer than the one before but never, ever long enough.

      When Tyreste withdrew his hand—an agonizing retreat she could hear as much as feel—Anastazja collapsed onto the wood. She slowed her labored breaths, resisting the inexorable return to reality.

      Tyreste came up from where he’d been crouched, his eyes dancing with devilry, and before she could breathe out, he’d come over her like a ravenous predator and filled her full with his cock.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful when you come.” He grunted, slamming into her and driving more splinters into her flesh, drawing blood. She relished each stab of pain. Only the living bled, and it meant she was still alive.

      Tyreste looped an arm under one of her legs and fastened it beside her head. He slowly pushed all the way in, mischief dazzling his gaze as he watched her react to how hard and swollen he was after hours of play—how deep he could go. The first time he’d done it, she’d walked away with bruises—ones she could see, and ones she could not—but she craved the pain the way she needed air to breathe.

      Pain was living too.

      Tyreste’s wet hand circled her ankle. His fingers slid with every thrust, unable to hold on for more than a few strokes at a time, but Anastazja was flexible enough to lock the pose herself. Besides, she had another idea, a gift that would drive him unthinkably wild.

      It was their last time together. Might as well make it memorable.

      Anastazja peeled his hand from her ankle and, with her eyes sealed to his and her teeth dragging her bottom lip, she brought his fingers, moist with her cum, into her mouth. His eyes rolled back, a hard, guttural groan vibrating from the depths of his throat as she sucked his fingers until they were tickling the back curve of her tongue.

      With his hand still in her mouth, Anastazja moaned, garbled but clear enough to make his eyes widen. “Harder.”

      Soon enough, Tyreste would hate her. He’d rue the day they met, avoid her on the narrow village roads of Witchwood Cross, and retreat to the back room of his family’s tavern when she passed by.

      But in that moment, he was entirely hers.

      And she was his.

      His mouth hung, lips glistening and sweat rolling in industrious drops down his temples. They’d fucked for hours, but he always denied his own finish until the very end. My parting gift, he called it, sweet, seductive. Evidence of what you do to me.

      He always left enough “evidence” that Anastazja single-handedly kept her vedhma busy making grimizhna tea.

      She secured one leg around his hip, the other pinned above her head in obedience. And then he said it, the words she’d been starving for and dreading in equal measure: “Only you, Ana.” She could hardly make them out through the jarring rhythm of his impaling, but she knew them by heart. “No one but you.”

      Flesh slammed flesh, the savage song mingling with debauched cries. She knew his tells by heart—could feel, well before it happened, his balls draw up and tighten against her ass, and the explosion of hours’ worth of pent-up release. But she was still breathless with shock when the flood hit. Every inch of her tingled with hypnotic warmth, drowning her from the inside out.

      Tyreste went stumbling as though he’d been punched by a man twice his size. He gaped down at his cock, shaking his head with a wonder-filled exhale. “I wasn’t ready for it to end, but it would take the Guardians themselves to rouse him again.”

      “Him. Have you named the poor dear too?” Anastazja laughed, despite what was coming. Sweet Tyreste was just as enticing to her as Wild Tyreste. She would miss them both equally.

      He glanced up with a stymied look. “What should I call him? Not Poor Dear, surely?”

      “I was only teasing.” Anastazja searched for the many layers of her dress, strewn in careless heaps across the room. They told the story of the afternoon, of Tyreste’s hungered, wordless answering of the door. Of her tripping and stumbling over the back of one of his chairs when she’d tried to shimmy out of her overdress, only for him to join her on the floor and take her before she could finish disrobing.

      “If anyone should decide, it’s you.” Tyreste went on, clearly still pondering the merits of naming his cock. “He is yours, after all.”

      Anastazja froze as she retrieved her slip dress. Only you, Ana. No one but you. Her eyes burned to a soft blur, but there was little danger of spilling tears. Years at Magda’s mercy had trained her to keep her emotions safely contained, unless she wanted them weaponized against her.

      “Ana?”

      She wasn’t ready. She hadn’t been ready when she’d left Fanghelm Keep before dawn. She hadn’t been ready when she’d raised her fist, hesitating before rapping on Tyreste’s door. She wasn’t ready still, when everything inside her screamed to turn and fold herself into his arms, her only safe place.

      A stretched tightness in her chest—the pricks of lightheadedness swimming up to greet her—reminded her she’d never be ready.

      It has to be now. Magda knows I haven’t been going where I say I’m going. If she ever finds me here...

      Anastazja shimmied into her slip and then her underskirts before answering. She lifted her gown to have something to hold on to for strength. Her words finally came as she stepped into it and worked it carefully up her body and over her arms. “This has been so fun.” She scrunched her face. Those weren’t the words she’d practiced. Neither was the fractured mess of rambling that followed. “Ah, what we’ve been doing, you and I, I mean. I’ve thoroughly enjoyed our trysts.”

      “Trysts.”

      She was purposefully turned away, like a coward, but she felt the precise moment the joy left the room.

      “Is that, uh... what this is, Ana? What we’ve been doing for almost two years?”

      “What else could it be?” She bit down hard on her lip, but it was no match for the sorrow rolling forward. I must do this. I must do this for him. “You’re a pubkeep. It was never going to be more than secret afternoons.” Her thoughtless shrug was a gross betrayal of her heart. “Most distractions last half as long.”

      Tyreste’s silence was brimming with everything she was thinking too. “I see.” He cleared his throat and laughed. “No. Actually, Ana, I don’t see. I don’t understand this at all... Are you...”

      “Tired. What I am is tired. Of this, of you.” She released the bold words in an outpouring of determination. Her gown sat unlaced, because like a fool, she’d embarked on the punishing task of breaking Tyreste’s heart before she could ask for his help. No, she was a fool for wearing a dress at all. She’d known her intent from the moment she’d awoken that morning. “I really do ca—” No, you can leave no room for hope. Only cruelty will protect him. “I’ve enjoyed the pleasures you give me.”

      “The... pleasures I give you? What is this?” He moved closer.

      She felt the warmth of him radiating when he drew near, the heady essence of sex and sweat.

      “You sound like you’re repeating something you’ve rehearsed. Badly.”

      “So I cannot speak my mind unless it’s what you want to hear? I’m not allowed to end an arrangement that no longer suits me?” She cringed at the false note of anger in her voice, but it was better than him hearing the heartbreak creep in. “It’s not like... not like we’re in love.”

      The lie sent an invisible fist crashing into her gut.

      “You...” Tyreste’s breaths came in a series of awkward, confused starts with premature ends. “I know you. You’re not yourself. Something happened, didn’t it?”

      “You know how I like to come.” Her feet curled into the soft fur rug. “You know how I taste. How I feel. But what do you know about me, Tyreste Penhallow? What do you know about Anastazja Wynter when she leaves your little cabin and returns home to Fanghelm?”

      “I’ve tried so hard to know your world.” Tyreste started forward, shifting the energy once more. “I have, for years, tried to be a part of it. Our differences don’t scare me, Anastazja. They never have. And until now, I would have said they didn’t scare you either.”

      “My father has begun marriage negotiations,” she blurted. It was the first thing that had come into her mind, and though it should have been true, it wasn’t. At twenty, she should have been betrothed two years ago, but the north had fallen into three consecutive perilous winter seasons, and travel beyond or to Witchwood Cross was impossible for most of the year. Or, at least, that was the now-rote refrain her father repeated to those who asked. He couldn’t very well tell people he was under the thrall of an evil koldyna, the true authority of Witchwood Cross these days.

      “Oh yeah? When?”

      “He’s waiting for Vuk od Varem to pass, and then... then I’ll be matched with a man of my station.”

      “The Season of the Wulf.” Tyreste scoffed. “You turn your nose at my honest profession, when the Vjestik have been sacrificing their sons to the wulves of the north for generations. Your own brother, Ana.”

      “Sometimes they prevail.” Hot defense rose into her cheeks, but it was better than thinking of the way Stepan had left two years ago to face off against the wulf and never come home. “And our sacrifices keep this entire town safe. Your family included.”

      “Safe from wulves we could take down with arrows and swords. Right.”

      “You don’t understand the wulves of these forests! Stranjak don’t have any idea how hard my Vjestik ancestors fought, for generations, before any of you showed up.” Ana’s shoulders rolled forward in a defeated slump. “Doesn’t matter.”

      Tyreste came up behind her before she could retreat. His fingers spread along the nape of her neck in a gentle trail. His hands slid down her shoulders, slowing when they reached the stays of her dress. With a wordless sigh, he laced her up. “Ana.”

      All she could do was shake her head. If she spoke, he’d hear the regret, the weakness she couldn’t completely hide.

      “I know something happened. You can talk to me.” His hand rolled back over her shoulders. He leaned in close, burning her with the fire of every word. “Whatever it is, I can help you. I... There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.”

      Anastazja had been wrong about her ability to hold back tears. They streamed down her rosy face like a flash flood. She shook her head again, because if she turned to look at him, it would be over. She’d cave and tell him everything, and then he’d insist on sharing the burden.

      But that could never, ever happen.

      Magda would kill him.

      “Please talk to me. I know there’s more than what you’re saying.”

      Anastazja inhaled a quaking gasp, then swallowed it in a hard gulp that steadied her. “I mean it, Tyr. This...” She closed her eyes and tried again, but all she could think about was how soft and wonderful the weight of his hands felt on her shoulders. Her tender, protective lover. “This went on far longer than it should have.” Say it. Leave no room for doubt. Leave no opening for him to walk through. You must wound him to save him. “I didn’t expect you to get attached to me, and I can’t have you hanging on like a stray kitten when I’m trying to make a good marriage for myself and my family.”

      Tyreste’s scruffy tomcat, Rikard the Mouser, curdled a deep, throaty meow. I didn’t mean you, Riki. Sorry, boy.

      “It would almost be easier if I believed you. You’ve never been much of a liar though.”

      She felt his rebuttals echo in his hands, in the light shake in them.

      “You’re afraid. I understand. I even understand pushing me away, because that’s what I did for years, before I met you. But you know, no matter what we might call this, it’s more than that. You’re afraid of saying the words we both hold in every time we’re together, hoarding them like... like we’re waiting for the perfect moment. But what is the perfect moment if not now, when you’re pushing me away out of fear?”

      “I don’t love you, Tyreste, you fool. How could I? How could someone like me ever love someone like you?” She wrung her hands through the cruelty that was cutting herself almost as deep as she knew it was cutting him. “You’re just an... an amusement I enjoyed longer than I should have. A toy I didn’t tire of quickly enough. A... a tavern boy with a talented tongue and a generous cock.” She sucked in her lip. “Fortunately for me, there are many men who can fill those needs when you’re gone.”

      Tyreste’s breathing tapered. His hands slid away, and the air cooled with distance between them. “I’m going to give you an opportunity to take that back. To tell me why you’re so afraid, so I can help you. If you—” A muffled, gravelly tremor threaded his solemn tone. “If you tell me what’s going on, I can help you. I can forget how hurtful what you just said to me was because I know all too well how fear can hold us in its grip, convince us... convince us we don’t deserve happiness. But if you walk out that door, Ana, then you and I... We’re done. Forever done. I’ll never want to see your face again. Because there’s no room in my life...” His voice clogged with emotion. “For someone who thinks so little of me.”

      Anastazja’s heart had broken before she’d even said a word, but finally it shattered altogether, the remnants diffusing through her like shrapnel from an incendiary. How easy it would be to speak the truth of her heart and say the words. Let’s run away together, where we can be whomever we want to be. But leaving wasn’t an option. Tyreste had told her enough of his past for her to know he craved the foundations he’d built in Witchwood Cross over the past five years. And she could never abandon her father and brother to the mercy of Magda.

      Ancestors, give me strength.

      By the wings of this life or the bones of the next.

      “I don’t need your opportunities. Your concern. Your understanding. Any of it,” Anastazja hissed. She raised the skirts of her half-laced dress and marched for the door, careful to keep her face—her truth—hidden. “And I definitely don’t need you, Tyreste. So please, make good on your threats. Don’t follow me. Don’t meet my eyes on the village roads. Don’t fear me coming into your lowly tavern.” She dug her toes into her boots and said it, the thing she knew would add the finality required. The final serrated dagger. “Your services are no longer required, publican.”

      Anastazja flung the door wide and slammed it behind her without stopping. She raced down the snowy path and into the comforting arms of a fresh storm, not stopping until she reached the towering gates of Fanghelm Keep.

       

       

      Tyreste trudged straight from his cabin, marching across the snow-covered field and down the rocky path leading into the narrow passage behind the Tavern at the Top of the World. He hadn’t bothered with his cloak or furs, wearing only the same long-sleeved shirt, rolled to the elbows, that he’d had on when Ana had shown up with that languid smile in her eyes that always turned him into a puddle. After he’d watched her leave in a storm of confusion, he’d hardly managed a shirt and trousers, unbuckled, before his desperation for fresh air had sent him hurtling out into the storm.

      Neither the fresh snow nor the chill wind rolling down off of a sinister-looking Icebolt did a thing to douse the fire burning him from the inside out. His flesh was scorched with fury and grief and frustration, with no viable means of release. She’d always known how to turn his foul emotions into fairer ones. The right words... the right touch. On his worst days, when he’d first come to Witchwood Cross after fleeing deep trauma in the Westerlands, she’d saved his life with those words, and that touch.

      He slammed the heels of his palms against the back doors of the tavern and flung them wide with his entrance. Agnes glanced up with a liberal eyebrow raise and returned to scrubbing dishes at the steaming basin. Evert stepped out from the distillery, his lip curled at the edge, and shook his head before dipping back in to finish his work. Only little Adeline—who at fifteen wasn’t so little anymore—came over to see if he was all right. She couldn’t voice the words, instead spelling her concern with her hands, a skill she’d had to learn after losing her hearing in the terrible fire that had transformed the Penhallow family forevermore.

      Her sweet, guileless face dulled his angst long enough for him to smile and assure her he was fine, but as soon as she was behind him, his smile departed. He strode past all of them and slipped into the office.

      “Tyr.” His father dipped his quill, squinting at the ledger he was notating. The eyeglasses Tyreste had purchased him in the market last year sat across his desk, defiantly untouched. He never had to wonder where his own stubborn pride had come from. “You’re not scheduled until this evening. You’re covering nights for Rik until the baby is born, remember?”

      “I need to work now,” Tyreste said. He gripped the back of the unstable chair and leaned over his father’s broad desk. “Where do you need me?”

      Olov re-inked his quill and continued scribing, his bushy eyebrows curling in concentration. “Ah, well, seeing as we’re in between the morning and evening rush, I don’t really need you. Not yet. The others are on prep, but they’ll be nearly done by now.”

      Tyreste sliced his tongue along the back of his teeth. “Surely there’s ale to be tended.” His death grip rattled the chair, which finally made his father look up.

      Olov set the quill neatly beside his logbook and watched his son with a shrewd look. “Did something happen?”

      “Didn’t sleep well,” Tyreste said. He hated lying. The lies of others had ruined his life. But both Olov and Fransiska had cautioned Tyreste about his dalliance with Anastazja, the “pretty highborn beyond his reach.” The only thing that could make him feel worse would be their sympathetic, knowing smiles when they realized they’d been right.

      “Just waking up?” Olov mimed looking out a window, despite that the office had none. “It’s nearly dusk.”

      “Is there work for me, Father?”

      Olov stretched his arms to the sides with a long sigh. He’d probably been hunched in the same position for hours. “Sit.”

      “I just want⁠—”

      “Sit, Tyr. I’m not asking.”

      Tyreste grumbled words he would never actually say clearly and plopped onto the rickety chair with an affronted glare at the desk.

      “Where’s your mother?”

      “I don’t know, why?”

      “She wasn’t in the back when you came in?”

      Tyreste shook his head.

      Olov’s cheeky grin almost went unnoticed as he lifted the pipe from his inside vest pocket and nodded toward the door. “Never mind sitting. Let’s go outside.”

      Tyreste narrowed one eye in amusement. “You told Mother you quit.”

      “We all need our corruptions. Go on.”

      On the way out, Olov dipped his pipe inside the kitchen hearth to light it, making a shushing gesture with his finger toward Adeline. The delightful sound of her giggles trailed them outside.

      Olov climbed the small, forested hill behind the tavern and dipped behind a broad-trunked pine tree. He pulled a deep, productive puff from his pipe, released the smoke, and leaned against the bark. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      Tyreste debated playing the fool, but his father was sharper than that. If he’d seen through his first protestation, he’d see through another. “Doesn’t matter. I just... just want to work. I want to feel needed.”

      “You’re always needed,” Olov said and took another puff. “Always wanted. The best gift the Guardians ever gave me was when you showed up here in the Cross, after we’d spent years believing we’d lost you. Isn’t a day goes by I don’t pay my respects for that gift.”

      Tyreste kicked at the packed snow at his feet. They’d never spoken of those years. “I mean no disrespect, Father, but I can’t talk about that.”

      “Fair enough.” Olov leaned his head back and exhaled. “Twenty-four. You’re a proper man now, Tyr. Long been. Are you not itching to settle down and make a family of your own?”

      Anastazja’s bright-eyed giggle infiltrated his thoughts, followed by a licentious shiver he once would have welcomed. “I have everything I need here.”

      “Do you?”

      “I get to help you and Mother with the tavern, and I have my scribing. There’s little room for anything else.”

      “Pern and Rik have families and work. Stojan and Agnes aren’t even married yet and they make time. You don’t have to choose.” Olov chuckled with a short shake of his head at the frozen ground. “But you already know that.”

      Tyreste looked out over the small valley that divided the town from the Howling Sea. It was visible even through the fog of snow, the hazy sunset burning against the horizon.

      “Only blackbirds sing alone, son.”

      Tyr pulled a waft of cold air through his nose.

      “That’s not why I brought you out here though.” Olov’s pipe burned red with his inhale. “You’ll have a visitor in the morning,” he said through his exhale. “At the end of your shift.”

      “A visitor?” Tyreste frowned. His father wouldn’t have worded it that way, a visitor, if it were someone local. But no one traveled to Witchwood Cross if they didn’t have to. The small village consisted primarily of Vjestik families like the Wynters, who were only grudgingly tolerant of outsiders. And no one traveled that far north in wintertide if the reason wasn’t essential. “I don’t... follow.”

      “So he didn’t tell you. I assumed as much.” Olov chuckled and swiped his tongue along his lips. “He always was a secretive man, our Asterin.”

      Tyreste took an unintentional step back. “Asterin? Asterin is coming here?”

      “Mm. He’s already here, actually, but I sent him to an inn for the evening because I wasn’t expecting you until later. I figured you’d be more comfortable talking when your work was done. He brought the other one with him... the eunuch from the Reliquary.”

      “Sesto,” Tyreste muttered absentmindedly. Asterin, there. In Witchwood Cross. Without so much as a message sent ahead. Whatever his impulse was for the secrecy, it could be no light matter. In the five years Tyreste had lived in Witchwood Cross, Asterin Edevane—or any of Tyreste’s friends from his old life—had never ventured north. “It’s... It’s not Rhiain or one of the children, is it?”

      “No, no,” Olov said quickly. “Rhiain is doing wonderfully, from what Asterin says, convalescing comfortably in Riverchapel. You remember the birth announcement. Their fourth. No, he’s come on business. What business, he declined to say.” He lifted his arms out to his sides. “I don’t have to tell you to be cautious. Whatever he wants to say, he didn’t feel safe saying via a raven. If what work he has for you promises danger⁠—”

      “I know.” Tyreste was still mulling the possibilities. Asterin and Sesto must have been traveling for weeks in the current weather. Had they even found a guide willing to provide an escort through the less-traveled paths, with the Compass Road closed north of Wulfsgate? And he’d brought Sesto, the second-best scribe working for their little group of translators, which meant there was no one translating at all until they returned.

      “Well.” Olov pushed himself away from the tree with a forlorn glance at his pipe. “I’ve said what I needed. He’ll return to the tavern at dawn, and you can decide whether his trip was wasted or well spent. If nothing else, there’s never harm in reminiscing with an old friend, is there?” He tapped the debris off of his pipe and tucked it back into his vest. “You can help Evert with the still. The backup hasn’t stopped putting out that putrid swill, and we can’t afford to be down a single vat when the weather is acting up... and with the Cider Festival just around the corner. Guardians know the Cross has nothing better to do in the cold than drink themselves silly.” He wiped his mouth. “Don’t forget to lock the doors during the service pause. You always forget.”

      Tyreste watched his father shimmy back down the hill. Olov was slower than he’d used to be, and for the first time, Tyr saw the signs of aging. The extra second his father afforded himself when standing. The minor hitch in his left leg. How lately he’d spent more time in the office than in the tavern room.

      But Tyreste’s mother seemed to love her husband more with every passing year. Theirs was a true love, the rare kind. Like Asterin and Rhiain’s. Tyr had never hoped for anything so meaningful for himself, until...

      He bunched his face, blinked hard, and shook his head, clearing it.

      Work.

      He needed to work.

      Only in purposeful action could he dull the abhorrent misery.

      Tyreste brainstormed fresh ways to attack the problem of the still as he jogged down the hill toward his family’s tavern.

       

       

      How would a stronger person handle knowing the exact day they were going to die? Would they live their life differently? What choices would fire their days and haunt their nights if they knew they were not long for the world?

      Anastazja pondered those questions every day. While she bathed, while she rode her mare, Enzi, while she moved through the village of Witchwood Cross with her basket and her favorite disguise... Even when she was flying and her troubles seemed small, the void beckoned.

      Blissfully oblivious was how she’d have described the first ten years of her life, before she’d been confronted with the terrible fate awaiting her. She’d given no care to the food she ate or the clothes she wore. She’d been perilous with her words, careless with her choices, and more than a little petulant to the people she loved. Her curated world of snow and crackling fires had been free of consequence, of pain.

      And then Magda had crashed into their lives. She of implausible beauty and no family name. With magic that was too helpful, too convenient. Suspiciously soon after, Ana’s mother was dead, and Magda the cunning woman became Magda the adviser to Anastazja’s grieving father, the steward of Witchwood Cross. It shouldn’t have been surprising when he’d married her, but it was. Anastazja had hoped her sweet, lonely father would remarry and find happiness again, but not like that.

      Not to a koldyna, who had everyone fooled except Anastazja.

      Anastazja had seen Magda for what she was the moment she’d shown up at Fanghelm Keep, feigning a beggar, her eyes glistening with yearning malevolence.

      The Wynters, like all Vjestik, hailed from witches, but Magda was no mere witch. She communed with the demon world, a place most didn’t even believe existed. But no one at Fanghelm saw this side of her, except Ana. Even Anastazja’s twin brother, Nikolaj, didn’t believe Magda was that powerful—or that dangerous.

      It was dusk when Ana reached the towering gates of Fanghelm Keep, which meant everyone would be gathered for supper in the dining hall. They’d be wondering where she was, but they wouldn’t hold the meal up for her. They would have before Magda, but...

      Anastazja often thought of her life as before Magda and after Magda. Blissful ignorance shattering into painful clarity.

      She quietly slipped into the central hall and shimmied out of her boots to avoid the clicking drawing attention to her entrance. Pausing, she listened, but heard no one nearby. If she had the backbone to slink down the corridor toward the dining hall, she’d be able to hear if everyone was accounted for at supper, but there was nothing she craved more than the fleeting peace of solitude.

      Anastazja skittered across the stones in her stockings. She caught a slick spot and slid to the wall next to the inner staircase, then righted herself and darted into the narrow passage to climb to the third floor, where the family apartments were housed.

      When she reached the top, she verified she was still alone. The hall was completely vacant to the left and the right. Not even the staff were milling about, which was uncommon but fortuitous. There wasn’t a single one she trusted not to report her actions to Magda, except her vedhma, Ludya, but she wasn’t expecting a visit from Ludya until tomorrow.

      Ana closed her eyes and allowed herself a deep breath before starting toward her apartments. Glances back confirmed she hadn’t been followed, and her anxiety melted away, offering space for grief to return.

      She turned the handle of her door, but it was already open. Someone was inside. It was probably an attendant, or maybe Ludya had come unannounced to deliver more grimizhna tea.

      But that was not what her instincts were telling her.

      Anastazja debated backing away and returning down the staircase to join her family after all. Magda would be there, but she’d rather face the koldyna when there were others around.

      Except she was certain it was Magda inside her room.

      “Are you evaluating whether to converse with me or run from me? No, don’t answer. I can practically feel your insipid thoughts from here.”

      Anastazja violently shivered at the funereal intonation of the crone’s voice. Around others, Magda affected the soft, unassuming lilt of the jewel who had entranced the steward of Witchwood Cross. When it was only the two of them, she dropped the pretense and revealed her true self.

      If only others could see her as Anastazja could.

      Ana held her head high and entered. There was nothing to fear except giving power to fear. Magda wasn’t going to kill her. There were still six months before her death as foretold by the koldyna, and until then, the evil bitch still needed her.

      “You’re not at supper,” Anastazja said, enjoying the flippant turn in her voice. She didn’t sound as scared as she felt. For once.

      “Nor are you, girl.” Magda’s voice traveled from the other side of the room, enveloped in darkness. None of the candles had been lit for the evening. More likely they had been, and the crone had snuffed them out, like everything else she touched. “I can smell the sex on you. It gets stronger every time you return home.” She pulled in a hard, animalistic sniff. “Same boy. Or is it a man? You think I won’t find out?”

       “I don’t owe you an explanation of who I spend my time with.”

      “Anything you said would be a lie anyway, wouldn’t it?” Magda laughed, but it sounded more like she was coughing up a wad of hair. The rocking chair creaked, signaling her advance. “For a young woman who has but two seasons left to her life, one would think you would use that time in a more meaningful way.”

      “As I said⁠—”

      “You waste too many words, Ana. Always have. You were never wise enough to keep your own counsel. I suppose that’s what happens when a girl loses her mother and rejects the gifts of another.”

      “You are no one’s oma.” Anastazja snorted. She wanted a drink. Something. Anything. She could navigate to the beverage cart in the dark, but not subtly. Not in a way that wouldn’t reveal the fray in her nerves.

      “Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick.” Magda’s creaking steps drew nearer, but she was still obscured by the room’s darkness. “The sound of your life slipping away. Can you hear it, Anastazja? Can you feel it?”

      “What do you want?” She ripped off her cloak and threw it. She didn’t see where it had landed.

      “What a question. You can’t know all the many ways I could answer!”

      “If you have something to say to me... say it in front of my father,” Anastazja answered boldly.

      Magda laughed again. “If I did, he would hear the words so much differently, wouldn’t he? Just as he sees me differently.”

      “They all do. But I know who you are. What you are,” Anastazja charged. Spittle flew from her mouth. “I see you, witch. Koldyna.”

      “More wasted words,” the crone chided. Her next step brought her into view. Though Anastazja had seen her stepmother’s true form many times, she was never quite prepared for the startling asymmetry of her ghoulish features. The degree of crook in her nose... the uneven trail of a mouth that seemed to house an eternity of evil. Deep trenches of wrinkles were on every inch of exposed flesh, and where hair should be was only a sprig of orange fuzz. Her precipitous grin revealed blackened teeth, some sharpened to points and others overlapping the ones beside them, a cramped collage of terror. “I came to tell you that we’re going up the mountain tomorrow.”

      Anastazja’s breath held. It choked her. Nien. Nien, not again. Not anymore. I can never, ever... Dizziness swept down from behind her eyes, and she sidestepped into a nearby chair, gripping the soft leather. “But...”

      “But the weather is foul? But it’s too soon since our last venture? But... But what?” Magda sputtered into a contemptuous imitation of Anastazja. “Save your rebuttals for someone who cares, girl. Your life will end soon and then Niko will take your place when you’re gone. Unless, of course, we find success before your time is ended. An outcome that’s entirely up to you.”

      Anastazja’s shoulders clenched at the painful but unnecessary reminder. It was never not on her mind that if she couldn’t find a way to either satisfy Magda or stop her, Niko would inherit her pain.

       “And this time, you’ll do more than lure them for me. I have something a bit more vigorous in mind for you.”

      Anastazja’s tongue dried up. It kept her from asking the terrible question Magda seemed to be waiting for, but she wouldn’t give the crone a win when she’d already accumulated too many. Their trips up the mountain had been more than Ana’s conscience could carry. The thought of being asked to do more...

      “Tick. Tick.” Magda grinned, a rotted black line of teeth and death. “Dawn. Meet me at the well north of the stables. Do not even think of standing me up, girl. Not unless you want me to eat your brother for breakfast.”

      Magda charged forward and brushed against Anastazja hard enough to send her tripping toward the wall. The crone’s cackles contorted into sinister echoes as she thundered down the hall, claiming every sconce and stone with each malignant step. Anastazja heard them even as the koldyna descended, but she could no longer trust her senses to be certain if it was her ears or her tortured mind. It was the same sound she heard in every nightmare.

      At her feet, a shiny red apple spun in a perfect circle, brushing just above the stones in the center of the doorframe. A gift from Magda.

      A promise.

      Anastazja, shaking, slammed the bolt closed on her door. She stared at it in horror until a soundless scream rolled up from her chest and forced her mouth wide, and that was how she stayed until exhaustion introduced her to another bout of tortured slumber.
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      Tyreste worked his shift in a daze. It was a hectic night for the tavern, but that was true of most nights in the land of eternal winter. There was little else to do when the sun dipped behind the Northern Range in midday, the infernal cold rolling off Icebolt Mountain like plumes of smoke stepping forward to claim the night.

      The Tavern at the Top of the World was one of a dozen pubs in Witchwood Cross but the only one owned by outsiders—or what the Vjestik called stranjak. The Penhallows weren’t from the Cross, or even the Northerlands, and the tale of how they’d become exiles was one, even five years later, he couldn’t allow himself to think about.

      The tavern was even busier than the one they’d run in the Westerlands, and it was precisely that bliss of perpetual motion and blurred reality he’d needed to clear his head of Anastazja Wynter.

      His rare red rose.

      No. Not his. She’d never been his. She’d made it excruciatingly clear.

      Holding on to the truth and not the dream was the only way forward.

      Dawn broke, and the only customers remaining were the stalwart patrons who had never left. They were always halfway to the Guardians, intentionally divorced of any reality beyond the Tavern at the Top of the World’s wooden walls, and so Tyreste didn’t bother expelling them when the time neared for his meeting with Asterin and Sesto.

      Asterin. And Sesto. They were there, in the Cross.

      “I can give them the boot,” Olov said as he finished stacking the washed mugs behind the bar.

      Tyreste waved the rag in his hand. “Nah. They’d be lucky to remember their way home, let alone have the capacity for nosiness. Wouldn’t want them freezing in a ditch.”

      “Could send a raven to their families to collect them.”

      “I have a feeling that call would go unanswered.”

      Olov chuckled. “Aye. That’s true.” He wiped down the bar in long, aggressive strokes. “Drago is already here doing prep, and Pern and Evert will be along shortly, but they know to stay in the back, to give you space. You know, I can brew a pot of strong coffee and wait with⁠—”

      “No, Father. Go on to bed. I won’t be far behind.”

      Olov watched him closely. “You don’t want to spend time with your friends? They’ve come a long way to see you.”

      Tyreste nearly corrected that word, friends, but it would have been an old instinct, one he hadn’t felt in years. The Edevanes and Sesto were his friends, then and now. His only close friends in the world, beyond his family.

      But a quick visit north was only a tease of what he could have if they all lived closer. Tyreste’s heart was already raw, and their unannounced arrival only reminded him of all he’d lost.

      “Everything all right, Son?”

      “Yes. Course.” Tyreste lifted the last two chairs and stacked them atop the last table he’d cleaned. The rest were done, except the corner one he’d reserved for his visitors.

      Olov didn’t look convinced, but he nodded anyway. “I’ve bolted the entrance for the service pause, so you don’t need to concern yourself with it. Your friends know to enter through the back. Drago, Pern, and Evert can hold everything down, and Faustina is coming in for a few hours as well. All I’m saying is we have more than enough help. There’s no reason to stay any longer than you want to.”

      Tyreste shook his head. “Faustina, huh? It’s only been a month since Rik wed her, and you’re already putting her to work?”

      Olov grinned. “She’s a Penhallow now. And nobody does more or less than they want to do here. You know that.” He tapped the bar. “See you tonight?”

      Tyreste nodded and watched his father leave through the back. The two holdouts, sitting at opposite ends of the bar, both pointed hollow gazes at their ales. He wondered if they even knew where they were anymore.

      He glanced around, searching for any work still needing done, but he’d already finished it. The bar was shined, and the floors and tables as washed as they’d ever be.

      A low, raspy meow sounded from the other side of the room. Rikard the Mouser had finally made his way to the tavern, on his own time. He’d been a feral stray when Tyreste had “adopted” him all those years ago in the Reliquary dungeon, and not much had changed, except that the tomcat wasn’t locked away from leaving anymore. He chose to stay, every day and night, and the choice made him family.

      “Over here, Riki,” he said, and Rikard padded over with a jaunty twitch in his striped tail.

      With nothing else to do but wait, Tyreste pulled out a chair and sat.

       

       

      Anastazja slunk down the stairwell with the same hushed, shameful energy of the carefree little girl who used to sneak in and out of Fanghelm to explore the village. Back then, there’d been no real risk, no consequences. The few times she’d been caught, all she’d earned was a sound but soft scolding, and by the following evening, her father would be back to reading to her from his vast library, her mother humming old Vjestik songs as she plaited her only daughter’s hair.

      Now, the risk was real. The consequences were real. And there were no comforts to be found at the end.

      Demons dealt in darker denouements.

      Porridge wafted into the hall, greeting her at the bottom of the steps. When her mother had been alive, they’d had elaborate breakfasts, with meat and quail eggs and freshly picked vegetables from the stewardess’s garden—one of the few in the far north to produce anything but root plants. Ksenia Arsenyev Wynter was said to have had zydolny, or “the touch,” a Vjestik way of describing the unique symbiosis some of their people had with flora and fauna.

      Anastazja hadn’t inherited her mother’s zydolny. Like most of her people, she had magic of her own, but it was useless against Magda, who could cut through her illusions, her healing, or anything she tried. The one thing she’d inherited the koldyna couldn’t silence—her phoenix form—was the very reason Magda needed her.

      Only the Wynter heirs could shift. Anastazja’s older brother, Stepan, had had to die for her to gain her wings. Every time she was forced to shift, to fly up the mountain, she missed Stepan all the more. Nothing made her feel closer to him, yet also further away.

      She braced, plastering a smile for her father and Nikolaj, and entered the noisy dining hall.

      Niko brightened when he saw her, though he looked surprised she’d shown up at all. Her father offered both scruffy cheeks for her to kiss. Her heart briefly soared at the way his cheeks pulled up in a quick smile, just for her.

      Anastazja greeted them without looking at Magda, though she was persistently aware of the witch’s hard stare drilling her from the side.

      “Dobryzen, Ota,” she said as she took her seat.

      “Dobryzen, Pjika. We missed you last night,” Arkhady said before spooning porridge into his mouth. “Magda said you were unwell.”

      That’s one way of putting it. Anastazja waited for the attendant to fill her bowl before speaking. “Opros, Ota. I had supper in town.”

      “What did you have, Ana?” Niko asked. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve, something he’d only started doing again recently. It was one of many little tells that he was regressing back into boyhood, a tragedy made worse by the slow breakdown of their once-unshakable twin bond. “We had roast pork last night. The skin was so crisp and delectable!” Niko’s entire face erupted into a tableau of joy.

      “Such a good boy, aren’t you, Niko? Always eating everything on your plate. Doing as you’re told. Your father’s perfect little gentleman. Could there be a better son?” Magda clucked her tongue in approval. Her spoon scraped the bowl in grating passes. “I’ve asked the kitchens to make it again tonight for our perfect little gentleman.”

      Niko’s mouth parted in overdone wonder. “Really? For me?”

      “For you, sweet boy.”

      “Hvala, Magda!”

      “Oma, Nikolaj,” Magda stated, correcting him.

      “Oma.” Niko grinned wide.

      Anastazja wanted to hurl and scream. At the same time.

      “Feeling better this morning, then?” Arkhady asked. Though he was looking at Anastazja, his eyes were as glazed, as they always were lately. She thought of them as a window to his trapped soul. But the framing was made of solid stone, and she had no tools to chip it away. “If you’re still unwell, Pjika, perhaps you can help Magda tomorrow instead.”

      “No,” Magda barked, revealing—too quickly for most to notice—a hairline crack in her curated facade. “Ana is fine, aren’t you, love? You want to come help me in the observatory. Isn’t that what you said last night when I came to your room to nurse you? Practically begged me not to count you out.”

      Anastazja stabbed her porridge with her spoon. “I couldn’t possibly refuse.”

      “She’s never shied away from work,” Arkhady said. He dabbed at his mouth with his usual faraway look. Tears pooled under his lids. “Takes after her oma.”

      “Magda is our oma now,” Niko said brightly. He held the handle of his spoon in his fist, like a toddler. “How fortunate we are.”

      “That’s right, love. And I would do anything for my dear children, wouldn’t I?” Magda folded her hand atop Niko’s forearm. Anastazja glimpsed the bony, gnarled fingers she hid through illusions. “One day, when Ana has... moved on... It will be your turn to help me in the observatory.”

      Anastazja’s spoon dropped into her bowl with a clang, loud enough everyone should have looked her way, but no one did.

      Niko puffed up with an exuberant breath in. “Really? You promise?”

      “Promise, darling boy.” Magda squeezed his arm before withdrawing hers. She slithered it back to her lap.

      Arkhady stared at the fire crackling in the hearth, his spoon frozen midway to his mouth. He seemed to be somewhere else. Wherever it was, he went there often.

      Anastazja liked to think it was the one place he was safe from Magda.

      Unfortunately, she knew better.

      “Did you hear, dearest? The Vuk od Varem has ended,” Magda said. “The Castel boy didn’t make it.”

      Magda’s spirited delivery of didn’t make it did nothing to lighten the horror of her revelation. Another son of Witchwood Cross lost to the wulves, like Stepan. Another springtide when their people would be forced to pay huge markups on imported meat because the local forests weren’t theirs for hunting—those who could afford to pay extra anyway. The others would ration their storage of dried boar and elk-kind and pray for a better year.

      “I’m very sorry to hear it,” Arkhady said with a low nod. “We’ll dig into our coffers. There’s enough for us to purchase rations for the entire Cross, for a season at least.”

      “Waste of gold,” Magda muttered. No one but Anastazja seemed to hear.

      “I’ll see that it’s done, Ota,” Anastazja said with a cool sideways glance at her stepmother.

      “It would put my soul at ease, Pjika. Tak. Ah, Grigor,” Arkhady said, looking more lively than she’d seen him in months. “How fared your trip to Wulfsgate?”

      Anastazja only realized her uncle was seated at the far end of the table when her father addressed him. Grigor was the irregular shadow of Fanghelm—rarely there, and when he was, he blended in so seamlessly, they often forgot he was. He was her mother’s younger brother, the solemn protector of the Cross, more mercenary than man. Though he was only a decade her senior, he wore the grim pall of one who’d had the misfortune to live a dozen lifetimes.

      “We’ll speak later, Arkhady,” Grigor growled with a quick, hard look pointed at Magda. He returned his focus to his oversized bowl of porridge.

      “Are marriage contracts not the business of women?” Magda snorted. “Oh, you think I didn’t know what you sent our bear south to do?”

      “Marriage contract? For whom?” Anastazja couldn’t help asking.

      “Niko,” Arkhady answered. A tremor started in one hand and then traveled to the other. He tried to look at Magda, but some unseen force was keeping his gaze fixed forward. “To Lord Dereham’s youngest daughter. The poor girl’s betrothed died of the sweating sickness, and now your brother is a serious contender for her hand.”

      “No.” Magda’s low hiss silenced the table. “There will be no marriages for the twins until they’re ready.”

      “Ready.” Anastazja shook her head, laughing. “We’re twenty. Niko should be running his own keep by now. By the standards of this kingdom, I’m already an old maid.”

      “We make our own standards,” Magda said. “And we do not go behind each other’s backs to broker betrothals we have not agreed need brokering.”

      “As you say, dear,” Arkhady said, monotone, and went back to his food.

      “That’s... That’s it?” Anastazja shoved her bowl so hard, it tipped. Gelatinous porridge slowly crept across the porous wood. “Niko has the opportunity to make the finest marriage he could...” To break free of this wretched woman and her curse. “And you want to wait? For what? There will be no better match for him than a Dereham! Ota, he’d be a lord!”

      “Ana.” Arkhady’s sharp warning had the tremor of a rare moment of clarity.

      Anastazja looked to Grigor for help, but he was leaning back in his chair, mired in his own thoughts, his arms crossed. He’d never treated Magda with anything but cold regard, but he’d never spoken against her either.

      “We’ve sufficiently broken our fast,” Magda said with a decisive shove back from the table. She towered over Ana. “Get dressed. Meet me outside. If you still have questions, little bird, you can ask them of me.”

       

       

      Asterin greeted him with a hug so fierce, Tyreste sputtered through an awkward laugh. He clapped his hands on his old friend’s back, prepared to break the embrace, but Asterin wasn’t letting go.

      “Tyreste.” Asterin released him with a sigh, shaking his head as he drank him in. Tyr’s old commander looked as dashing as always, groomed and garbed for a meeting with a lord, not a reunion with an old friend at dawn. “I daresay you’ve grown.”

      “I daresay as well,” Sesto said with an appraising look. His brows shot upward, creasing his bald head. “Been hauling timber, have you? Sacks of bricks?” His mouth curved in bemused consideration.

      Tyreste inspected himself, frowning. “Ahh...”

      “It was a compliment,” Sesto whispered, winking, and pulled him in for a quick embrace. “It is good to see you, Scribe.”

      Tyreste’s mouth hitched in a half grin at the old moniker. “You too, Abbot.”

      “Rhiain wanted to come along—tried to come along—and you know I’m not in the business of telling my wife what she can and cannot do, but... not that I could, even if I wanted to. We are, after all, talking about Rhiainach.” Asterin blew out a breath. “It took some persuading...”

      Sesto curved a hand on his face and mouthed whipped.

      Tyreste chuckled, whisked back to a far different time in his life, one as awful as it was wonderful. “Reckless as ever then?”

      “Less so now that we have children,” Asterin said. With a half-hidden smile, he continued. “And we thank the Guardians for it every day. Needless to say, she couldn’t be here, but she was insistent I come for both of us.” He gestured toward the table, and they made their way to their seats. “It’s been far too long, Tyreste. I meant to come see you sooner. Guardians know Rhiain has been wanting to... but with the little ones and the business, time gets away from you.”

      “Perhaps if you’d quell your libido long enough to let the woman breathe, we might have more opportunities to travel,” Sesto quipped.

      Asterin flushed and shrugged, a small smile playing at his mouth. “I’m a lucky man. I know it today as well as I knew it the last.” He accepted the ale Tyreste had poured him from the pitcher he’d readied while waiting. Asterin took a long swallow. “Penhallow ale is as fair as I remember it. Was good to see Olov again. He seems well.”

      “He is,” Tyreste said, an edge of wariness creeping into his words. “He likes it up here. We all do. It’s... different.”

      “That it is,” Asterin agreed. He gave the tavern floor another sweeping look. “The tavern alone is bigger. What is it, twice the size as the one in Parth?”

      “Three times,” Tyr said, “according to my father, who is quite precise with his accountings in other areas, so I’ll assume he’s accurate about this as well.”

      “Does it ever fill up?” Sesto asked. “Like the other one?”

      “There are nights when we have to turn people away,” Tyr answered, glancing from one to the other nervously, wondering when they were going to explain why they were thousands of miles from home without so much as a raven to announce they were coming. “And others when we’re washing the same mugs ten times over for the want of something to pass the time.”

      “And you, Tyreste?” Asterin asked. “How are you? Life in the north seems to suit you.”

      Tyreste pursed his mouth and nodded. “Sometimes I miss the Westerlands. Even that cursed dungeon in the Reliquary held a certain charm...” He laughed to clear the remembrance of those years. “But my family has never been happier. The tavern isn’t in the red from all the taxes anymore. Pern and her family are moving in the springtide. Rik was just wed last month. Agnes is next. All of them wed to a Vjestik, if you can believe it. I don’t think the Cross quite can. They’re wary of us stranjak.” He rambled on without taking a breath. “Evert has an apprenticeship waiting for him in Whitechurch, and we’re all so proud of him. And Addy...” Tyreste smiled at his hands. “She’s doing really well. A quick learner. She’ll be handling as many translations as me in no time, so I’ll be asking for more work soon. I think she may be leaning toward joining the company when she’s older, if you’re open to it. Oh, and can’t forget Riki, the most resilient cat in the realm. Still as cantankerous as ever.”

      Rikard the Mouser purred under the table.

      Asterin nodded with a glance at Sesto, who lifted a brow. “It warms my heart to hear your family is doing so well. They deserve all that and more. But Olov already ran down the same list of accomplishments with me. I asked about you.”

      Tyreste shrugged, conscious of the flush rising from his neck. “I have everything I need.”

      “Rhiain would never let me hear the end of it if I didn’t make sure that was true, Tyreste.”

      “We both know what Rhiainach is like when she isn’t happy,” Sesto said.

      Asterin rolled his eyes with a bracing look, which had Tyr imagining how their journey north must have been.

      Tyreste stared at his threaded hands. “What is happiness, if not the absence of worry? Of fear? The knowledge you’ll never want for anything, and your loved ones will never either?”

      “You describe security,” Sesto said. He folded his arms over his dark-brown cloak. Though he’d stopped wearing the abbot’s dress when he’d left the Reliquary, his style was still reminiscent of those days. “Which we all need. But it isn’t the same as happiness.” He rapped the table. “Have you a lady friend, Scribe?”

      Asterin smirked at him. “A lady friend, Sesto? Really?”

      Sesto laughed and tilted his hands outward. “Is that not what you were really asking?”

      “If I wanted to know if Tyreste had a lady friend, I’d have asked him if he had a lady friend.”

      “Oh, because you’ve never been vague and cagey about anything, have you, As? Not ever?”

      Asterin’s nose scrunched in mock annoyance. “I should have left you and your smart mouth at home.”

      “A smart mouth?” Sesto pressed his hands to his chest and fluttered his eyes. “How you flatter me, my liege!”

      Asterin pivoted so Sesto was behind him. He forged a smile at Tyreste, as if to say, you see what I have to deal with? “Forgive us. It’s been a rather long journey.”

      Tyreste couldn’t help but smile. They were both just as he remembered them, yet also changed for the better, a product of time and circumstance. Asterin was as serious and stoic as ever, but with a playful side he seemed more comfortable indulging. Sesto’s sharp wit was tempered by a maturing confidence, no doubt born of Asterin’s confidence in him. They were business partners but also friends. His friends. The only thing that would have made the reunion better was if Rhiain had come.

      Straddling two worlds, Tyreste wondered—for the first time in a long time—if he belonged in either.

      His smile faded.

      Asterin took another sip from his ale and pushed the mug to the side. “You’re wondering why we’re here. Why I didn’t send word. Why I left my newborn son, three rambunctious toddlers, and a recovering wife, for weeks, to deliver a message I could have sent via raven or courier.”

      Tyreste held out his hands in agreement. “I am. Yes.” He glanced at them both. Rikard stuttered a meow. “Happy as I am to see you, I can’t help feeling like this is an ambush.”

      Asterin and Sesto shared a look and then Asterin reached under his cloak and pulled out a leather pouch. He set it on the table. Tyreste reached for it, but Asterin clamped a hand over the top and nodded at the drunkards. “They going to be a problem?”

      “No, they’re not a problem to anyone except themselves. I picked this table because it was closest to the hearth.”

      “Learned that from you, he did,” Sesto said. “But do we not wonder why our Asterin is so versed in the cloaking qualities of a blazing fire?”

      Asterin flicked his eyes at Sesto with a grim smile and removed his hand from the pouch. “Tyreste, I’ve asked you before if you speak Vjestikaan.”

      Tyreste eyed the unopened pouch. “Yes, and I told you then that I didn’t. I still only know the same few words.” He cleared his throat. “The Vjestik don’t really speak it either. Maybe at home, with each other. But never in here.” He gestured around. “Or around outsiders.”

      “Mm.” Asterin dragged his thumb and forefinger along the edge of his chin. “What about the young woman you were spending time with? Ana?”

      “You can ask about a lady friend, but I cannot?” Sesto snorted.

      “That’s done.” Tyreste’s voice broke. He downed more ale. “She can’t help.”

      “Sorry to hear that, Tyreste,” Asterin said slowly, watching him. Eventually his gaze traveled back to the pouch. “Is there no one for hire? No local you trust, who would keep your secrets?”

      “If there was, is it safe to show them whatever is inside?”

      Asterin nodded to himself, thinking. “It’s not safe to show anyone until we know what the letters say, and once we do, it may be even less safe.”

      “Letters? Between whom?” Tyreste asked.

      “A young woman and a young man,” Sesto answered. “The letters are two hundred years old, or more. My Old Ilynglass is still rather spotty, but my rough translation tells me the letter writer from Duncarrow was a young man writing to his cousin here in Witchwood Cross. As for her identity, well, she was a Wynter. That much I could read.”

      Even the name, Wynter, was a blow. Tyreste squinted, to expel the way Anastazja’s blonde waves felt sifting through his fingers. She’d raced out of his life with a quickness, but there was no escaping her. “What’s the connection between Duncarrow and Witchwood Cross?”

      “Two hundred and fifty years ago, Drazhan Wynter traveled to Duncarrow to guard one of their princesses, Imryll of Glaisgain. Instead, he fell in love with her and brought her home to Witchwood Cross. All Wynters since descend from these two.” Sesto shrugged. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard the tale, living here. Drazhan and Imryll are legends in the north, as I hear it.”

      “It’s starting to sound familiar.” Now he remembered. Though the account was chronicled in The Book of All Things chapter for the Northerlands, the matter of the runaway princess had been erased entirely from the Rhiagain chapters. A proper royal embarrassment. “Why do we care about letters between cousins?”

      With a cautious glance at the half-gone men on the other side of the tavern floor, Asterin leaned in. “Has there been any trouble with the Ravenwoods?”

      Tyreste flinched. “The Ravenwoods? What kind of trouble?”

      “You tell us,” Sesto said.

      “I wouldn’t know if there was. It isn’t as if the ravens eat in our taverns or buy from our markets.” Tyreste scratched through the stubble on his cheek. When he’d moved to Witchwood Cross, he’d harbored an elaborate fantasy about the Ravenwoods being completely integrated into society with men. The opposite had proven true, and as far as he knew, they never came down from their mountain keep at all. “Can’t say I’ve ever seen one beyond the skies. If I have, I didn’t know it.”

      “No rumors of problems? Nothing out of the ordinary?” Asterin probed.

      “Like I said, I wouldn’t know. No one here would. They don’t come down from their little mountain fiefdom unless they have to.” As he’d said it, no one here would, he realized there were some who might. One in particular… whose family had a long-standing alliance with the Ravenwoods, and whose ancestor was one of the letter writers.

      Always fucking Ana.

      “Could be nothing,” Asterin said, sitting back. “These letters are two hundred years old, after all, and whatever troubles were bothering the cousins might belong in the past with them.”

      Tyreste tilted his head. “And yet you wouldn’t have traveled for weeks, in treacherous conditions, if you believed that. So why? Why do these letters matter to you now?”

      “Because I can read some of the Duncarrow lad Paeris’s words, enough to wonder...” Sesto glanced to the side. “If there isn’t some nefarious business between Duncarrow and the ravens. The kind that transcends time.”

      “Transcends time? What does that even mean, Sesto?”

      “The Meduwyn,” he whispered. “The Rhiagain sorcerers.”

      Tyreste folded his arms and flopped back with a laugh. “Sorcerer is a colorful way of saying they have magic, just like a third of the kingdom does. They’re not the immortal, all-powerful beings people like to whisper about, you know.”

      Asterin wasn’t smiling, nor laughing. “Mortain. Oldwin. Recognize those names?”

      Tyreste didn’t answer. Of course he recognized them. They were known throughout the kingdom as the king’s henchmen. His sorcerers, used to shock and subdue crown enemies.

      “Their names, Tyreste, are in these letters.” Asterin poked the stack with his finger. “Two-hundred-year-old letters.”

      “If they’re not immortal, they certainly have some sort of arrangement, don’t they?” Sesto said more than asked.

      Tyreste cleared his expression. His thoughts he left tucked away, not wanting them to interfere with whatever Asterin and Sesto were about to say next. “All right. I agree, that’s strange.”

      Sesto rolled his eyes toward Asterin. “Strange.”

      “There are probably other sorcerers with the same names. A lot of men are named after their fathers and grandfathers.”

      “There are always explanations, if we’re determined enough to believe only what’s convenient,” Asterin said slowly. “Sesto couldn’t decipher much, but he read enough to be concerned. Enough to realize...” His voice lowered to a whisper again. “Something terrible was going on then, and if the same perpetrators are around, having outlived those who knew what foul business they were up to, why would it not be happening now?”

      Tyreste squinted, shaking his head. “What, you think... You think the Rhiagain sorcerers are plotting against the Ravenwoods?”

      “Plotting infers ideas. Plans. Whatever the Meduwyn have against the Ravenwoods, they’re far past plotting, Scribe.” Sesto stared at the stack. “The letters stop, rather abruptly. The last one is from the Wynter girl, Zo. That’s how she signs her letters, Zo. And the last one, it’s not to the boy, Paeris, but to a woman named Annelyse. Of course, like all of Zo’s letters, I can’t read more than a word or three.”

      “Two hundred and fifty years though, Sesto,” Tyreste replied. “That was a long time ago.”

      “Then let’s rule it out,” Asterin said sensibly. “Let’s just do what we can to decipher the message, and if we determine the past is the past, I’ll happily sell the letters to the Reliquary.”

      It was evident Asterin was only pretending to consider that the relevance of the letters was purely historical, but his stubbornness was stoking Tyreste’s concerns. Asterin Edevane was a man of reason, not an inciter of fear. “But why... Why would Zo write her letters to Duncarrow in Vjestikaan? No one in Duncarrow speaks the language.”

      “If you want to be sophistic, they don’t speak Old Ilynglass either,” Sesto replied. “They’re both dead languages. One forbidden by the king, the other lost to time. So if you ask, why Vjestikaan, you must also ask, why Old Ilynglass?” He nodded at the letters. “They chose to communicate in languages few know for a reason. Don’t have to be a sleuth to deduce it was to keep others from reading their words. How they learned each other’s dead languages, well, that must be part of the mystery. As far as we can tell, the letters made it to the mainland by accident, found in a trunk belonging to a Rhiagain who’d settled in the Easterlands. Perhaps there was a cipher that was lost along the way.”

      “All of this is supposition until we know the contents,” Asterin said, sounding closer to the man of learning Tyreste remembered. The scholar fingered the leather on his gloves, tracing it in nervous passes. He blotted his temple on his sleeve. “And until we know the contents, I can’t ethically sell these to anyone. Certainly not the Reliquary, who are funded by the same crown who controls these creatures.”

      Tyreste gripped the edge of the table with a long look at Asterin. His mouth parted, but it was another moment before he knew what to say. “You’re scared. You’ve never been scared by anything we’ve translated before.”

      “A reaction, I hope, is proven embarrassingly unwarranted,” Asterin replied. “But my instincts are all I have. And they’re screaming at me to beware of the hands these might fall into.”

      Tyreste reached a palm down, for Rikard to rub his head against. Both men watched him, waiting. Could they see the plume of dread rising from his chest? Did they sense his simplistic questions were a ploy, to cover his apprehension?

      For there had been whispers about the Ravenwoods. He hadn’t remembered at first. Exhaustion wasn’t just calling, it was hollering, and his memory wasn’t to be trusted when he was so tired. He’d never been one to concern himself with the doings of others who came in and out of the Tavern at the Top of the World. It was the way, the creed, of a taverner to never engage, never share. Within their walls was a promise so sacred, it never needed to be said. What happened in the tavern stayed there.

      But as his old friends shared their concerns, little wisps of conversation returned to Tyreste. The high priestess of Midnight Crest had purportedly paid an unexpected visit to Steward Wynter several months past, in the dead of night. No one knew why. Those who might weren’t saying.

      Yet what business was any of it of his? Of Asterin’s and Sesto’s? If there was trouble in the mountains, it had nothing to do with them. If that trouble involved the king and his sorcerers, it was cause for more caution, not less.

      Tyreste Penhallow had already borne enough trouble for an entire lifetime.

      No. I sound as paranoid as they do. If I mention what I heard, they’ll stay, and if they stay, they’ll be stuck here for weeks.

      “I don’t speak Vjestikaan. I can’t help with this one.” Tyreste pushed the letters across the table. He couldn’t meet either man’s eyes. “I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing.”

      Asterin pushed them back. “If you can’t translate them, we can’t sell them. Keep them. Maybe you’ll find another way.”

      “You don’t care about the money. You never have.” Tyreste scoffed.

      “No.” Asterin finished his ale, pushed his chair back, and stood. “It’s my conscience that bade me leave my wife in her convalescence when there was nowhere else I’d rather be than at her side. Fear has me farther and longer away from my children than I’ve ever been. I hope it’s unfounded. But I don’t think it is.” He nodded sideways at Sesto. “I figure we have until noontide before we need to be on the road, to stay ahead of the storm. We’d love to catch up, Tyreste, if you’re not too tired.”

      “No,” Tyrese said quickly, stifling a yawn. “No, I’d love that.”

      “Good.” Asterin lifted the letters from the table and thrust them at Tyreste’s chest. “And if you can’t find a way in the end... burn them. It would be a shame to lose such historical relics, but we’ll all sleep fairer at night knowing we weren’t complicit in something terrible.”
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