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Chapter One

The ruckus in the tavern hushed when she entered. A gulp of gin could be heard from someone in the back who wasn’t paying attention to the newcomer. In the dim lights of the torches, they had to squint to focus; intoxication hindered their eyes.
She looked very much the part of a whore; tall and curves in the best places. Her hair hung loose, revealing glimpses of her neck through her long red curls when she turned her head.
Rasha smiled at each man she passed, batting wide green eyes at any who dared to meet her gaze. Her breathing hitched slightly as she passed close to a torch. The scent of burning flesh filled her nose; cooking meat tinged with the slightly sulfuric smell of burning hair. The scent memory would return at full force, while the sensations were buried deep within her mind. Rasha was glad for that. Not a soul would willingly re-live burning alive.
Reaching the bar, Rasha gathered her skirts, showing a glimpse of ankle as she sat on a stool. The barkeep approached warily and she batted her eyelashes at him.
“Gin, kind sir.”
The older man hurried to fetch her drink while she settled back on the stool. No one approached; intimidated by the confidant gem. Instead, they took in her beauty from a distance, glad to be in her presence. Conversation started again at a low rumble, but men only partially paid attention to their companions as they kept one eye on the red-haired vixen. The barmaids and whores eyed her with jealousy. Still, since no one made advances, the chance that a man would bed them that evening out of sheer sexual frustration looked promising.
Rasha spoke to no one, keeping her focus on the gin she cradled. She took a deep drink before licking her lips slowly for any drippage. When she emptied her cup, she slid a coin across the bar, then sauntered out into the night. Only one man followed, lust outweighing his awe, but no one noticed. Once Rasha left, they returned their focus to the real world, their minds occupied with thoughts of what they’d do to the whores who remained.
The man who followed walked with admirable stealth, but Rasha knew he was there. She gave no sign as she walked confidently through the dark roads, avoiding mud and shit that hadn’t been cleared away. When she reached a street slightly darker than the rest, the location was ideal. Pausing, she glanced over her shoulder.
The man froze, not pleased that he’d been found out, but Rasha smiled and beckoned to him as she stepped into an alley. He went after her without a hint of hesitation, his lust swelling. She leaned against the wall of the alley, a playful smile on her lips.
“You followed me,” she cooed. “Is there something you want?” He swallowed with difficulty; his Adam’s apple bobbing just under his unkempt beard.
Sneering, he adjusted himself in his trousers. “I want to take you right here against the wall,” he growled. “I’ll ram you so hard you’ll have bruises in the morning.”
Rasha swallowed her laughter. Men were so simple when it came to sex.
“You like pain?” she asked. He nodded eagerly, a vile flare in his dark eyes. “Pain will cost extra. Bruises too. But we can discuss that afterward. I see a large friend in your trousers eager to play.” Rasha slowly lifted her skirts. “I’m yours.”
He didn’t need more of an invitation. He pinned her against the wall with one hand while another forcefully massaged her breast. Rasha gritted her teeth as his nails pricked her skin.
“Oh,” she gasped. “Your hands are big. It takes a big man to satisfy my needs. Are you a big man?”
He groaned and unhanded her to undo his trousers. His member sprang forward, ready and looking for a hole to fill. She had to hold herself back from vomiting.
“Blessed Creator. Look at it. Will it even fit?” Rasha wrapped one hand around it, jerking once. His groan lowered in pitch. “Does that feel good? Mmm. I hope so.”
A couple more tugs had him breathing heavily and his eyes slowly closed. His focus was on the hand that cradled his sensitive parts. Again, men were simple. Rasha reached under her skirt, drawing a small blade she kept strapped to her thigh. Stepping aside to avoid the blood, she slashed his throat.
Hands clutching his neck as he tried to stop the bleeding, he made choking sounds as he fell to his knees. Rasha’s eyes lit, watching him instinctively struggle to stem the flow. But she’d cut true. Bending beside him, she took his member in hand and hacked it off with one swing. He opened his mouth in a silent scream.
“Kamari says hello, you sick fuck,” Rasha spat as she kicked him down in the dirt.
She stayed until he was dead, watching him twitch. When he stopped breathing, she checked the pulse at his wrist. The bastard was gone. Rasha filched his purse, wiped her blade on his shirt, and sheathed it before leaving the alley.
The town was sleeping, though she’d led that man far away from possible witnesses. The alley was between shops, not occupied residences. No one would find his body until morning. She rapidly left the scene, but appeared to be a cautious woman instead of one fleeing a crime. Her shoes made soft clicks when she changed from dirt to cobblestone roads. These houses were grander than the hovels she’d been lurking around. This part of town was more established; no rowdy tavern crowds here. The middle-class preferred fancier places to drink.
A few minutes into the city, Rasha took a sharp turn into an alley, taking a set of hidden stairs down into the cellar of a building. Right inside was her small bedroom. The autumn chill was just beginning to set in, but her hearth remained unlit. It was safer to bundle up than leave the fire going when she left.
After lighting her small lantern, she pulled a trunk from beneath her bed, opening it to reveal a few pretty dresses and wigs. Once stripped, Rasha shoved the dress and her red wig into the trunk before locking and hiding the whole thing away.
In her shift, she sat at her small dressing table. It had become a satisfying ritual, cleaning herself after a kill. She poured water in her bowl, drenching a rag in the cool liquid. In the mirror, Rasha watched as the powders and clays faded away, turning half of her perfect skin into a harsh red. Burn scars covered that side of her head, the small amount of dark hair there glistened in the dim light.
It would have been harder to catch the swine of the city while looking like this. Most of Rasha’s left side, from the waist up, had scars. The only exception were her arms, which was fortunate. Gloves were not the most appealing things to whoremongers. The more skin shown, the better. It was also best to avoid the hassle of getting blood out of cloth.
***
The next morning, Rasha woke with the sun, though she couldn’t see it from her room. She’d never been one to sleep late, even when there was no reason not to. Her bird, Figaro, sang in the corner. The painted bunting had been her first actual gift from Doctor Clayson. The bird was too dainty; a gift fit for a lady which Rasha was not. She put up with the bird, only because Doctor Clayson was her savior.
After sprinkling some breadcrumbs into the cage, Rasha put on her simple dress and apron, tying her cap over her bald head. The scars on her face, she’d grown used to, but the sparse hair still disturbed her. The brows and lashes on that side of her face were nearly gone as well, but her entire head had been burned. It was almost impossible for hair to grow. Gillian, their housekeeper, had suggested wigs, but Rasha didn’t want herself viewed in an attractive light. There was always the chance someone could recognize her, even though Weslington was a large town.
Upstairs, Gillian just finished setting the table when Rasha entered. Doctor Clayson looked up from his book; he always read over meals. An accomplished man, he insisted that there was always more learning to be done.
“Morning, Rasha. I trust you slept well?”
“Yes.” Rasha dropped into a curtsy before claiming her seat. Gillian filled their cups, then excused herself to prepare the examination rooms. Because of his profession, Doctor Clayson was middle-class, but his spending habits made him well off. He owned the house, but only employed Gillian to care for everything. Rasha was his assistant, which she did in exchange for a room and a small allowance. In the beginning, she worked to pay the doctor back for his kindness.
Doctor Clayson had pulled Rasha’s burnt and partially drowned body from the river almost four years prior. He saved her life, taking her in as his own. The doctor had no wife, no children, and no successor. It had been natural to train Rasha while she was in his care. She was a studiously quick learner. While he hadn’t said Rasha was to replace him, it was assumed within the town. Not all accepted that a young woman could be a doctor, but there were still years left to convince them.
“We will have a few appointments this morning,” the doctor said between bites of eggs spread on toast. “Afterward, I’ll have you go to the market to pick up supplies. We are running low on cloth for bandages. We could use some peppermint as well. I’ll include extra coin for whatever else you deem appropriate.”
“Yes, Doctor Clayson.”
The doctor was a kind man, unlike the majority. He’d seen potential in Rasha while most would have thrown her out on looks alone. She obeyed him out of love and respect, grateful for all he taught her.
“Sir?” The doctor looked up from his reading, frowning at the interruption. “Sir, if it isn’t much trouble, may I visit a friend while I’m in the market?”
“Of course.” The wrinkles around his eyes creased when he grinned. “I do love when you have friends your own age to be around. An old man like me is hardly company.” Rasha moved to protest, but he shushed her. “You can visit anyone you like, but don’t be too long in case an emergency arises.”
Some days, she liked to imagine Doctor Clayson as her father or uncle. He was the kindest man she’d ever known; treating everyone with respect, no matter their station. If someone struggled to pay, he found an alternative solution. Rasha wasn’t one for living in daydreams, but she had no family. Thinking of Clayson as family was comforting. It didn’t matter that they looked nothing alike, Rasha didn’t look like anyone in the world.
Before breakfast ended, there was a knock at the front door. Gillian went to answer while they finished eating.
“It’s Margie and Willard,” Gillian said upon returning.“I’ve put them in room one.”
“You handle that, Rasha,” Doctor Clayson said. “The boy adores you.” She wouldn’t argue. Rasha loved children; they were full of such promise. Not to mention, Willard was adorable.
Willard sat on the exam table with his mother standing beside him. Just six years old, he was constantly injuring himself. His young mother, Margie, was always at her wits’ end, him being her only child. Both were fair, with the light skin and blue eyes of a Wallian.
They showed no promise of magic. Hardly anyone did nowadays, despite their appearance. Mixed races made up the world now, those who possessed magic were unpredictable. They had the same blue eyes as Doctor Clayson, many in town did, but none had power over water.
Willard’s gap-toothed grin made Rasha smile. His mother nodded politely. Each town person treated Rasha differently, but none were unkind. Most pitied or avoided her. A select few actually enjoyed her company, children being the most frequent. Once they got over the initial shock of her appearance, children knew that different didn’t mean bad.
“Rasha,” Willard cried. “I brought a present for Figgy.” He held out a pile of seeds in his grubby hand.
“Thank you, Will.” Rasha tucked the seeds into her apron pocket before ruffling the boy’s hair. “Figgy will love these. Now, what trouble did you get into?” Margie lifted the boy’s pant leg to show a bloody rag tied around his calf.
“He was playing with his father’s axe,” she muttered. “Why do boys never think?” Rasha gave the woman a sympathetic smile before going for supplies. She could hear Doctor Clayson speaking in a low voice in the next room, signaling that another patient had arrived. She didn’t disturb him. Caring for wounds was easy enough. Returning to the room with a bowl of water, some ointments and items for stitching, she got to her knees in front of the child.
“Willard,” Rasha said as she began carefully washing the wound. “What sort of adventures were you off to with the axe? Slaying a foul beast?”
The boy launched into an explanation of the brave axe-man going to save a sacrificial virgin. She doubted he knew what that was, but Rasha nodded along, using his distraction to work quickly. Once the wound was clean, she rubbed a mixture of healing oils onto the skin. Will flinched at the sting, but didn’t stop talking. She commented when needed, acting enthralled by his tale. Rasha had the wound stitched and bandaged before he could focus on what had happened.
“You certainly are a brave axe-man but if you’re not careful, there won’t be enough of you to stitch up.” Will giggled, unconvinced. Rasha would hate to see the poor child gravely wounded. He was a good boy; hopefully would become a good man. 
“Listen,” she tried again, leaning in close. “You know who you really need to protect, axe-man?” He watched her with wide, unblinking eyes. “Your mother. She needs you around. You nearly scared her to death. With your father off working, you are the man of the house. Keep her happy and safe, that is what a proper axe-man would do.” 
Willard nodded eagerly, eyes shifting to his mother. Margie smiled at him before turning that genuine smile to Rasha.
“Thank you. You’re the only one he’ll hold still for.” Rasha took the coin the woman offered, pocketing it to give to the doctor.
“Willard is a good boy,” Rasha said. “He’ll have a wonderful future if we can keep him in one piece.” She escorted them to the door, staying to watch them walk off down the road. In a corner of her mind she imagined Willard, grown up and a knight at the castle where he would save a fair maiden to wed. Ridiculous. Rasha couldn’t let her imagination run wild. Even the child accepted his future. Willard’s father was a woodsman, and he would be as well. People didn’t ascend into society.
Going to the next exam room to give Doctor Clayson the coin, Rasha’s eyes fell on a stranger. While the town was big, she knew almost everyone in it. This man didn’t belong. He sat on the table, his long legs making contact with the floor. The wiry man’s beard was full, his wild brown curls hardly contained in the tieback he wore. His Farick hazel eyes observed Rasha, conflicting with his slightly tanned Wallian skin.
Could this stranger have magic? He was an obvious mix but somehow he felt powerful. Like nothing would cause him to waver. Rasha’s appearance didn’t even throw him off.
“Doctor Clayson,” Rasha said, crossing the room to hand over the coin. “Willard has been cared for and the room is being cleaned for the next patient.”
“I take it he didn’t lose a limb this time?” Clayson chuckled as he pocketed the coin. “That child is flirting with death. Speaking of which, what do you make of this?” He took the tall man’s arm, the rolled-up sleeve showed off the blood-soaked rag covering a wound. When Clayson lifted the rag, Rasha bit her lip to hide her reaction. The area around the large bite was a sickly shade of green. Carefully lifting his arm, she leaned in to examine the bite; it gave off a sour odor.
“Venom,” she mused. “It isn’t spreading as quickly as you’d think. The bite is also deep and infected. What did this?” Releasing his arm, Rasha met the tall man’s gaze. His eyes were alert with interest.
“A daunter,” he rumbled.
No matter how hard she tried, a smile lifted the corners of her lips. This was something new.
“A daunter? How are you even alive? If it didn’t tear you apart, the venom should have taken you by now.”
“I’ve been building up an endurance. I’m frequently around magical creatures, so I do it as a precaution. Never actually gotten bit though.”
“Rasha?” Doctor Clayson urged. “You’ve read about this.” Wringing her hands, Rasha mentally reviewed her studies.
“While your endurance has kept the venom at bay, we must treat this seriously. We not only need to treat the wound but also help get the toxins out of your system. I’d prefer if you stayed in the area for five days while we treat and monitor the wound. Would you be able?” She glanced at the man, who nodded.
“Are you his apprentice?” the stranger asked, nodding toward Clayson. “You’re quite knowledgeable.”
“She is,” Doctor Clayson agreed. He beamed like a proud father. “Rasha is exceptionally bright. That and her gentle touch will make her a fine doctor.” Rasha’s cheeks burned; Clayson was kind, but not quick to pass out compliments.
“That isn’t a normal occupation for a woman,” the man pointed out. “You must be quite skilled.”
Doctor Clayson clapped a hand on Rasha’s shoulder. “She is. Rasha has been with me for years. She’ll be in charge of your care. Trust me, you are in excellent hands.”
He left the room to prepare for the next patient, leaving Rasha speechless. The doctor had left her with a case she wasn’t familiar with. That was trust.
This exam room was larger, so it was fully stocked. Rasha went about the room, collecting the tools she needed from various cupboards. The weight of the man’s eyes on her was unnerving. He was older, perhaps in his thirties. Rasha was already a woman at twenty, but she wanted to clearly act mature. Her height was an advantage, it made her seem older.
“This won’t be pleasant,” she admitted, returning to the table with the tools. “We need to remove the parts that are deeply infected so it doesn’t spread, then give it a thorough cleaning with some tinctures. Those will sting. We’ll want to do this for the next five days or until we’ve eradicated the infection and venom.”
“Won’t be a problem,” the man chuckled. “I’m used to pain.” Rasha sighed at his boasting but set to work. Her hands moved swiftly. He did not cry out as she cut away at his flesh, but his muscles tensed.
“Where are you from?” she asked to distract him. “You say that you deal with magical creatures?”
“I travel around. My crew does odd jobs here and there. Protection, extermination, even some manual labor. It’s a hard line but we enjoy the variety; the challenge. Traveling that much, you’re bound to come across some nasty creatures.”
That made sense. Rasha didn’t leave the village, so she’d seen nothing magical with her own eyes, but she heard about incidents with creatures not too far away.
“Your name is Rasha?”
She glanced at him as she cut away the last part of skin. The wound looked worse, more open and bloody, but things always looked worse before getting better.
“It is.” She went to get tools for washing. A basin, a couple of pitchers, and a collection of liquids she had mixed herself.
“Forgive me, I can’t tell. Are you Doctor Clayson’s daughter or...?”
It was an honest question. She was the right age, but with her scars it was hard to see any resemblance. Rasha didn’t have the same coloring as Clayson, but she could have easily taken after her mother.
“I came here as a patient,” she explained, running water over the wound and letting it fall into the basin. “He saved my life and in return I worked for him. At some point he thought I’d make a good assistant, so he trained me. I believe he hopes I’ll be his successor, but that is long ways off. What is life like on the road?”
“We never stay in one place too long. Moving around gives us more adventures, but transportation is a bother. You can only ride a horse for so many days.” He chuckled, deep and quiet. “But we love it. It’s hard to explain.”
Rasha poured her mixture onto the wound, slowly rubbing it in, which made the man grunt.
“You should leave this town.” His sudden suggestion jolted Rasha, her eyes darting to his face momentarily. There was no hint of humor there, he looked completely serious. “Once you become the doctor, you may never get to leave. There’s a lot to see out there, an entire kingdom waiting for you to explore.”
“It isn’t safe for a woman to travel alone,” Rasha countered. Thanks to her occasional nighttime activities, she’d probably be able to take care of herself somewhat, but why risk it? She had employment, a place to live, and a mission.
“Join a group. I’ll bet there are medicines and treatments you’d only learn if you sought them out. It makes sense to take an educational journey.”
Rasha glanced up at him again; he was all smiles, portraying nothing but a helpful man. He must want something.
“What did you say your name was?”
“Dyis. My friends call me Dy.”
“Well, Dyis,” she said while dressing the wound. “It would be educational to travel, but I don’t see a group wanting to escort me. I’m not much of a help to anyone. Then there are my looks. Most people here have gotten used to them, but the outside world might not be so kind.” She secured the bandage and stepped back. “Done. Please come back tomorrow for additional treatment.”
“Thank you, Rasha.” When he stood, annoyance prickled her skin to see just how tall he was. Being on level with men, when possible, felt better than being stared down at. Tall men were naturally intimidating, and she did not like being intimidated.
“Think over my suggestion,” Dyis said as she walked him to the door. “I bet there are groups who wouldn’t mind having a healer with them, regardless of your looks. See you tomorrow.” He pressed a few coins into her palm before leaving the house.
It was a nice thought. Rasha had seen little of the world before she came to Weslington and hadn’t left town since. There was so much in the kingdom that she’d like to see; magic, the sea, new kinds of people. It was all out there. Instead of having thrilling experiences, she was in Weslington treating those who led more exciting lives.
Safety trumped adventures. The smell of burning hair filled her nose again, and she hurried back to the distraction of work. Rasha went through the motions for the next couple of hours, enjoying the routine of entertaining patients and working alongside Clayson. Before she realized it, afternoon arrived.
“Rasha?”
She glanced at Doctor Clayson, who was finishing his lunch.
“You can run that errand now.” He handed her a few coins. “There are a few extras in there for lunch, I know you haven’t eaten yet.” She smiled at his scolding tone. Forgetting food in favor of work was normal behavior for her. “I don’t think there will be many patients this afternoon, but return soon. Definitely before sunset. I heard there was another murder.”
“Another?” Rasha gasped, lifting a hand to her heart. “Here?” 
“In the bad part of town,” Clayson said. “I still would feel better if you were indoors at night.” His tender gaze made Rasha’s heart twinge with guilt. Her image of a weak woman was necessary to avoid suspicion, but Clayson worried so much for her.
“Yes, Doctor Clayson. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
The middle-class part of town didn’t resemble the streets Rasha occasionally walked at night in the slightest. She strolled down the roads, waving at other people who fit her station. Some waved back. The actual middle-class didn’t walk the streets often. They rode in their carriages if they needed to go places, though the streets were much cleaner than the ones she’d walked the night before. No, the maids and house servants were the ones walking about, running errands much like she was.
If Doctor Clayson intended to have Rasha take over for him, she’d make a point to still be cordial with these people. He was kind to everyone, but he didn’t associate with the lower-class outside of his exam rooms.
Rasha might become the doctor, but she’d never truly be middle-class. The fact didn’t disturb her. She didn’t care for the finer things in life; never had. Her current situation was a blessing, so why yearn for more? Except, she suddenly found that she did. 
Damn Dyis. Giving her thoughts she’d rather not have.
The market was swarming with both middle-class servants and lower-class townspeople. It was a diverse marketplace with solid storefronts, shoddy sheds and tents, and the occasional vendor walking around with their wares. No matter the amount of coin one carried, there was something they could afford.
Rasha navigated the crowds, heading for a solid storefront which wasn’t as busy as the rest. When she entered, the clerk looked up from what he’d been writing and his face brightened when he saw her.
“Rasha,” he called. “Where have you been? Haven’t seen you in days.” She smiled back, walking to meet him at the counter.
“It’s been less than a week, Ronin. Don’t be dramatic.”
The boy was slightly younger than her, but his father trusted him with the store. Ronin had a cheery disposition and a childish face, but also hidden talents. The book smart boy was more mature than most his age. He fixed his dark red hair with ink-stained hands, tying back any loose strands.
“Anything more than two days and I wither without you,” he said in a far more dramatic tone. Rasha rolled her eyes, which only made him smile harder. “Does Clayson have you busy?”
“Always. I have a new set of books to study, though I already know most of the information. He wants me to have a perfect memory, which is impossible.”
“Not for you,” Ronin countered. He pulled a rag from under the counter, rubbing his hands harshly. It barely helped the mess. “You are brilliant. I do hope he has you take over. I can’t think of anyone better suited.”
“Who knows?” she sighed. “Before he reaches a decision, a better student may come along. Or another doctor could take up shop.”
“Nope.” Ronin rubbed at his chin, unaware that he left ink wherever he touched. “I’d drive him out. This town only needs you. I don’t want anyone else to tend to my needs.” He blushed instantly and turned to look at the shelves behind him. “What have you come in for today?”
Rasha allowed him to act as if nothing happened. Ronin liked his flirtations when intentional, but if he let something slip, he turned into a schoolboy. What he said hadn’t even meant much.
“We need more cloth for bandages. Some peppermint as well. In fact, I wrote out a list of herbs.” When Ronin turned to get the paper, he’d regained his composure.
“Your penmanship is so dainty.” He admired it as he read over the list. “You’re lucky to be able to read and write. Clearly you were educated before you came here.”
“The herbs,” Rasha reminded him as her temperament cooled. He nodded, turning to pull items from jars.
“Has anything from your past returned to you?” he asked. “You had to be middle-class, or at least a merchant’s daughter to have such knowledge. Your writing, your vocabulary, everything screams of education.”
“I know nothing.” The lie was smooth, practiced. “But if I had a family of importance, they would have sought me out. With the shape Clayson found me in, whatever happened was not pleasant. Chances are I don’t have anyone left. So what does it matter?” When Ronin turned back, she winced at his pained expression. “Sorry. I don’t mean to sound cross.”
“I understand,” he said as he wrapped up the herbs. “I’m just a curious fellow, you know it’s my nature. I don’t mean to pry, I just feel like everyone needs to know where they come from. Everyone needs family.”
Not the family she had. Rasha placed a hand on his, stilling his movements.
“Why would I need anyone else?” she asked seriously. “I have Clayson, you, and Kamari. This town has accepted me. I feel like I belong. Why change that?”
For adventure. Weslington had become a home. Her restless spirit rarely made an appearance, but Dyis had caused it to stir. Maybe a brief trip would do her some good. Once she took over for Clayson, traveling would be near impossible.
“Well, if you have all you need, then I’ll drop the topic.” Ronin’s blush crept back, but he finished putting together her order when Rasha withdrew her hand. It wasn’t nice to tease him like that, not when he had feelings for her. Ronin had never said so out loud, but his intentions were clear. Rasha would have to think of a way to refuse him, if he ever courted her. Having someone close to her meant someone could learn her secrets. No one would want a murderer as a wife.
“Thank you,” she said as he took her payment. “I’ll try not to stay away so long next time.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” he said as she walked to the door. “Also, don’t forget to stop by the sweet shop. I heard they’ve been experimenting with new flavors and they’d love your opinion.” Rasha’s mouth instantly watered.
“I’ll stop by,” she promised, walking back into the crowd. Sweets were a weakness of hers. The owners of the sweet shop always welcomed her opinion; Rasha had good taste when it came to sweet things. If they had something new, it would be worth a look. But first she had to visit Kamari.
Rasha stopped at a stall to buy two meat pies, then scurried out of the marketplace and to the buildings beyond. The large building she entered wasn’t far; location was everything. It wasn’t busy. A few women milled around the couple of men who’d ventured in. She waved to Minerva, the plump older woman behind the bar, before going up the back staircase.
The back rooms were not as cared for as the rest of the building. They were hardly used, except for storage or a brief recovery for those in special circumstances. Rasha stopped in front of one door in the small dark hallway, rapping her knuckles on the wood before entering.
“Hello Kamari. How are you feeling today?”
Kamari lay in bed under a mound of blankets. She shifted, opening her blue eyes, which lit when they saw Rasha.
“Rasha. How did you find time to come?” Her voice was raspy. Rasha went to the bedside table and poured the girl a cup of water, helping her drink it as she sat down on the edge of the bed.
“The doctor sent me on an errand, so I asked if I could visit a friend.”
Kamari coughed up some water and Rasha took the cup back. The girl was pale, her blond hair wet, but her fever was breaking. Rasha pulled down some of the blankets and looked over Kamari’s face and neck.
The strangling had left deep bruises. Swelling in her face hid the normally fine features. The bandaged cut on her cheek needed to be changed. The only part that looked like the Kamari Rasha knew were the eyes. The blue had flecks of emerald, which entranced anyone who looked longer than thirty seconds.
“The doctor won’t like you being here,” Kamari whispered. “People already talk when you visit, even though it’s during the day.”
“Let them talk,” Rasha said, pulling ointments from her bag. “Women should be able to visit each other.”
“But not in a brothel.” A coughing fit took over. Rasha gave her more water before the girl could speak again. “People come here for one purpose, even other women. Do you want to be known for that? For having relations with women?”
Kamari was too sweet to be a whore. Her innocence made her get regularly taken advantage of. She used to be well off before her parents died and her brother gambled away the money left behind. He abandoned Kamari in the streets. What was a beautiful girl with no prospects left to do but become a whore?
Rasha had lucked out, though she doubted anyone would want a scarred whore. Left with only that option, she’d have chosen death. Kamari had a different strength though, a will to live no matter the cost. It was admirable but stupid.
“I don’t care what people think,” Rasha insisted as she poured liquids onto a cloth and pulled back the bandage. “Being with a woman as beautiful as you wouldn’t hurt my reputation.” The older girl smiled, revealing her two missing teeth from the beating. Rasha’s hands itched to do something about it, but cleaned the cut instead. What more could she do?
“Did you hear about Swarth?” Kamari asked.
Rasha’s blood chilled even as she kept her face calm.
“Did they arrest the bastard?”
“Someone killed him yesterday,” Kamari whispered. “They robbed him. I heard they slashed his throat and cut off his…” She gestured below the waist.
“Good.” Kamari’s eyes widened but Rasha set her jaw and bandaged the wound. “He was a horrible man, even before he tried to kill you. He beat you, strangled you and left you laying in the rain. You could be dead now. Instead, he is, and I’m not sorry about it.”
She wasn’t. She was glad he was dead; glad he’d died by her hands. Kamari was one of Rasha’s only friends. They’d come to town around the same time, both outcasts. Ronin had inserted himself into Rasha’s life not long after, but Kamari had been the first. She didn’t care about Rasha’s appearance or her lack of a background. Rasha protected anyone wronged, especially women who typically couldn’t protect themselves. A whore still should be handled like a woman. Having sex didn’t mean Kamari was less respectable.
Tears welled in Kamari’s eyes as her breathing hitched. “Look what my choices did. If I had said yes to him, I wouldn’t look like this. If I had said yes, we would have left town and he wouldn’t have died.” She wept bitterly and buried her face in her hands. Rasha closed her eyes, counting till she had her own feelings controlled, then took Kamari’s hands and shushed her.
“Being his mistress would have been a nightmare. He was always cruel, but with you as his property he would have done worse. He wasn’t even a wealthy man; you wouldn’t have been well off. You can sell yourself, but you decide to who. Don’t give up that control to anyone. And don’t blame yourself because the man who would have killed you ended up dead. You’re not to blame and the world is better with him gone.”
The girl kept crying, which broke Rasha’s heart. What more could she do? They were both pretty powerless. If Rasha could give Kamari her station back, she would. Instead, she lifted Kamari’s hands to her lips, kissing them gently.
“I never thought this would be my life, Rasha. Poverty, pain, and loneliness. I expected so much more.”
So had Rasha. Men ruined lives. It was the one truth she’d stand by. Clayson was the exception; perhaps Ronin, but he was too young to tell for certain. Rasha cursed Kamari’s brother for subjecting his sister to this life.
Kamari had been upper middle-class, part of the gentry. Babied her entire life, Kamari had developed no usable skills. She’d tried to be a maid, a cook, a nanny; she was hopeless. But her good looks helped her survive. She wasn’t stupid, just naïve and unstudied. How she would have lasted without Rasha was a mystery.
Gentry women were not known for their endurance and Rasha tended to Kamari with care. Kamari kept her head together because she had someone to confide in, someone who understood her situation, though she wasn’t aware of just how well Rasha did understand.
Rasha didn’t mind caring for Kamari, it was in her nature. That was why she was such a good assistant to the doctor, why children loved her and adults didn’t take one look at her and burn her alive. Rasha loved helping people, healing them inside and out. Sometimes that required spilling some blood, which she was more than happy to do. Their blood stained her hands, but sacrifice was necessary to fix the horrors of the world.
When Kamari calmed down, ate, and went back to sleep, Rasha gave her fevered brow a kiss before heading downstairs. Minerva waited by the door.
“Is she getting better?” the older woman asked. With her furrowed brow and sharp features, Minerva resembled a rat. She was quite nice in reality, but knew when to get stern. As mistress of the brothel she was in charge of looking after the girls, running a business, and making sure everyone got what they needed. She cared about Kamari, but…
“When do you think she’ll be able to work?” Minerva had bills to pay, she wasn’t running an infirmary.
“It’s been two days,” Rasha reminded the woman. “She needs rest. Her fever isn’t even gone yet.” Minerva sighed, her face falling.
“I’m sorry. I know she’s one of your top girls. Just tell the men she’s having her life’s blood. I doubt anyone would want her in this condition and if they did… you don’t want to cater to that sort of man.”
“How do you know the type of customers I want?” The woman sniffed. “You live in that fancy house, free time and money of your own with no bills to worry about. I’ll take money where I can get it.” Her mouth was set in a firm line but Minerva’s eyes showed warmth. Putting on a show. Rasha pulled a few coins from her purse and pressed them into Minerva’s hand. The woman’s jaw dropped.
“It isn’t much. I may not have bills, but as a single woman I need to hold on to my money as much as I can. I will pay for Kamari’s room and board until she is back on her feet. Well, I’ll pay for a portion. Knock off the rest for the care I’m giving her. It’s like tending to your property in a way. When I’m done she’ll be in good health and the bruises and scars will heal.”
Minerva closed her hand around the coins, giving a solemn nod. “You’re a smart one. You’re going places. Make sure you don’t end up in one of these houses.” Rasha gave a hollow laugh.
“No man would want me,” she reminded the older woman. “There are more scars beneath these clothes.”
Minerva shrugged. “There are types for everyone but you’ve got a future. Do nothing to jeopardize that.”
Rasha felt the missing coins from her purse as she walked toward the sweet shop. Money should not be parted with easily even when stolen. The supplies that she needed for her nighttime activities were expensive. Rasha didn’t kill that often, but it was best to switch up her disguises. In four years, she’d only killed five men. If she were honest, it was in three years because she spent most of the first year healing and developing her plan. Discovery wasn’t an option, but she couldn’t let an evil man live.
Stopping in front of the sweet shop, she peered at the treats in the window. Licorice, baked goods, and hard candies tempted her. Her budget had decreased, especially if she was going to be supporting Kamari for a while. Perhaps only one treat would suffice.
“Yes, this is for you,” a low voice said to her left. She glanced out of the corner of one eye. A man stood in front of an alley, a bag of sweets in his hand. A small girl stood in front of him. “Don’t want the other children to take your favorites, though. Let’s go pick the ones you want before I hand out the rest.”
Rasha’s hands clenched, but she kept her head turned to the shop.
Desmond had returned home. Before he’d left four years ago, a child had gone missing. People suspected him, of course, but there had been no proof. The girl he spoke with now was babyish, maybe eight years old. Only an evil man would prey on someone so innocent.
He’d been in town only days; Rasha had planned on dispatching him. She hadn’t expected him to move so quickly. The sweet shop wasn’t in the center of the market, but there were people milling around. Surely someone saw him? Rasha couldn’t act in public; her mission was revenge. If someone saw her true nature, her future would be in jeopardy.
Please, she prayed. Someone take notice.
“Come,” he said to the girl. She followed obediently, the idea of a sugary treat on her lips too tempting. Rasha watched in horror as they vanished into the darkness of the alley. 




Chapter Two

This child was going to die and it would be all Rasha’s fault. Of course, there was no proof that Desmond had hurt anyone but with the suspicious behavior, and now this? Rasha had a knife at her ankle. She could kill him quickly, swear the child to secrecy… That would risk her ability to help people in the future, but could she live with the guilt if anything happened to that little girl?
“Damn,” Rasha hissed as she approached the alley. It was darker than an alley near twilight should be. The end of the alley couldn’t be seen, neither could the child or Desmond. She could hear something though, evidence of a struggle.
Rasha inched forward with her back pressed against the brick wall. Time was precious, but she’d be unable to help without the element of surprise. In the darkness, she could just make out the scene. The girl was fighting against the man’s hands, which were at her throat.
This was the end. Rasha wouldn’t be able to help anyone else after this. No one would look at her as an innocent, but it would be worth it to save the girl. Bending to get her knife, Rasha almost missed the blur that rushed past her. She jumped up, knife in hand, ready to defend herself against the creature, whatever it may be.
The blur was a man. As she watched, he grabbed Desmond’s shoulder, spinning him violently enough to wrench the child from his grasp, then punched the pervert in the throat. Desmond fell to his knees and tried to breathe.
“Get going,” the man said to the girl. “Next time, don’t follow strangers who offer you sweets.” Rasha could only see his back in the darkness, but he looked burly. Taller than Desmond, for sure. The little girl ran away crying without noticing Rasha against the wall. She should leave too. The man hadn’t noticed her so she could still go back to normal life, but she needed to see what he’d do. If he didn’t take care of Desmond, then she had to.
“You’re a sick one,” the girl’s savior chortled. “Quite dense, too. Did you think no one saw you luring the girl away?” Rasha pressed herself harder against the wall. Desmond, who was getting his breath back, glared up at the man.
“I wasn’t doing nothin’,” he growled. “We was playing a game.”
“Oh, the strangle game? That one is my favorite.” His joking tone didn’t match the image of the pacing man. Rasha could just make out a round face and a scruffy beard. On his head was a mess of curls and his nose was pronounced. He was actually smiling, his teeth standing out the most on his face. It wasn’t the cruel smile Rasha had expected. In fact, it was almost gleeful.
“I’ve been in town for a day and I spotted you easy. Did you think you were being discreet, staying around the sweets store and keeping an eye on the children? You must have seen right when she lost her mother. You are a predator.” The man turned away slightly, head tilted back as he considered the sky. “What’s to be done with you?”
Desmond got to his feet and tensed, ready to spring. Rasha wanted to cry out, but this man was cocky enough to turn his back. It was his fault if he got hurt. He didn’t. Sensing the movement, he spun, delivering a hard punch to Desmond’s stomach, sending him back to the ground.
“Now, don’t do something like that,” the man sighed. “I’m going to let you live.”
What the hell? Rasha’s fingers twitched. This stranger was an idiot, to believe Desmond was a predator but let him go. Desmond would do this again, probably within days.
“I’m going to let you live,” the man said again. “But I want you to understand that if you ever do anything to another child, I will do the same to you. For example...” The man knelt and wrapped enormous hands around Desmond’s throat. As Desmond gasped for air, Rasha silently backed out of the alley.
Torture was this stranger’s game. Threats were nice, but didn’t always get the job done. Desmond would still do something foolish later. He wouldn’t be hurt enough to stop. If only the stranger had broken a limb, then Rasha could’ve taken the night off.
The sun faded on the market. Remembering her promise to Doctor Clayson, Rasha gave up on her treat. She had duties at home and then a disguise to put on for the evening. What could an adult woman do to catch a man who preferred children? Her mind occupied with the puzzle, she headed for home.
Men were easily tricked, especially when sex was involved, but Rasha didn’t look like a little girl. The child Desmond had targeted lost her mother. Maybe the key was that story.
She was almost home when she heard the shuffle behind her. The sun was practically set, most were in their homes for supper. Whoever was behind her didn’t recognize Rasha. If they jumped her, they’d stop when they saw her face. She wasn’t worth raping and she had little money.
Walking on, she didn’t change her pace. The person wasn’t trying to be quiet. The heavy footfalls were close. How had she not heard him before?
“You take long strides for a woman.” The deep voice held a hint of laughter. Rasha paused. It was the man from the alley. She turned slowly. He kept space between them, which she appreciated. He didn’t want to hurt her… maybe. “I have something for you.”
“For me?” she asked. The man was different from what she’d thought. He was large and strong, but also kind of plump. His face was round, hazel eyes bright, and skin with only a light tan. The smile was the same she’d seen before, wide enough to take up most of his face. “I don’t take things from strangers.”
“You’re right. Forgive the rudeness.” He gave a brief bow. “I’m called Heston.” When he took a step closer, Rasha tried not to tense. “You are?”
“Rasha.” It was easy enough to find out who she was, if he asked around. She eyed him warily. He was larger than her, but a kick to his crotch would incapacitate him the same as any man. “What do you want from me?”
“You were in the alley,” he said matter-of-factly.
Damn.
“I was.” Rasha responded coolly.
“You saw me.”
“I did.” Was he angry about that? Would he dispose of her? He hadn’t killed Desmond, so why would he kill an innocent bystander?
“Do you know that man? Has he done this in the past?”
Did he regret his decision? If he’d known Desmond was a suspect in a disappearance, would he have tightened his hands? Would he have squeezed the life from Desmond, watched the light fade from his eyes?
Oh, the joys of strength. Rasha wanted an intimate murder, wanted to make her kills suffer. She’d taste their fear; relish in it. Instead, she was resigned to stealth and a quick blade. It got the job done.
“I don’t know him well,” she explained. “I have only lived here four years and he left town before I arrived. People suspected his involvement in the disappearance of a child, but there was no evidence.”
Heston looked her over, assessing her. If he cared about her scars, he didn’t show it. His face was one of bored interest.
“Are you gonna report it?” he asked. “They should lock him up.”
“You should do it,” Rasha said, inserting a meekness to her voice. “I was just… lurking.” Half his mouth went up in a crooked smile.
“I’m new in town. The chances that they’ll believe me are slim. Don’t you want him taken care of?”
“I do,” Rasha spat before reining her temper back in. “Of course I do. But they will believe a man over a woman. Report him, please.” She tried to sound weaker than she was, hoping he hadn’t paid much attention to the venom she’d spoken with.
Even if this man, Heston, did report Desmond nothing would happen till tomorrow, which might be too late. Plus, Rasha didn’t trust the law. People were easily bought off. No, she’d handle this her way.
“Fet,” Heston sighed, scratching the top of his head, which made his curls bounce. “I will do my duty for this town I am not even a part of.” He took another step forward. Rasha, aware of how close he was, calculated how near he’d need to be for her to kick him. “Now, for your gift.”
“Gift?” Rasha lifted her eyes. Was he buying her silence? He pulled a bundle of paper from the satchel he wore.
“I saw you looking at the sweets shop. I don’t think you were able to get anything.” Rasha’s heart picked up speed. He’d been watching her?
“I’m well. Thank you.” She turned to rush home.
“Wait,” he called out. “I wasn’t watching you. I was watching Desmond and you stepped into my line of sight. I’m nothing like that louse, honest.”
It wasn’t smart to offend a man his size. He was a strong man who liked to inflict pain. She took in a breath and turned, shyly smiling.
“Thank you,” she said, holding out her hand. He stepped closer and placed the paper bundle in her palm. She looked up at him and tried to give an impression of innocence. The shade of hazel that met her eyes was familiar.
“I hope to see you again,” Heston said, winking. Rasha stepped back, curtsied, then strode away. Hazel wasn’t an uncommon eye color, but this was the second pair of hazel eyes she’d encountered in a town of blue. Heston had also said he wasn’t from town. It was likely that he was related to her patient, Dyis. Both had paid more attention to her than she liked, which was dangerous. Men were not nice without reason.
When she walked back into the house, she threw the sweets into the bin.
“Rasha?” Doctor Clayson called. “Is that you?” She hurried into the dining room where the doctor sat with his meal. He nodded to Gillian to bring Rasha’s food. “You’re late. The sun is setting.”
“Apologies,” Rasha said as she took her seat. “I was sidetracked. I purchased our materials and left them in the first treatment room.” Gillian set down the stew, which Rasha ate greedily. She had to keep her strength up for the hunt that evening.
“Good. Is your friend well?”
“She is much improved, thank you.”
There was no point in lying. The doctor knew that Rasha only had two friends and she’d have seen Ronin at the shop.
“I’d like you to study tonight,” Doctor Clayson instructed, as she’d known he would. “Just an hour of reading. There are some techniques with poisons and venoms you should read up on. We were lucky you knew about the daunter. With an array of magical creatures out there, we must keep educating ourselves.”
Rasha nodded along as she ate, savoring her food. An hour of reading wouldn’t upset her plans. Desmond would lick his wounds and build up the courage to go out. She’d read, bid the doctor goodnight, and then go hunting.
***
Sitting at her mirror, Rasha pulled out her clays and face paints. The plan she’d come up with while studying was the best option. She carefully layered on her base, covering her scars and giving herself a smoother texture. Finished with the base, she added some color to her cheeks and lines to her face to seem older. A black wig from her trunk and an older dress completed the understated villager look. In the mirror, a tired older woman stared back.
Doctor Clayson was aware of the back entrance. He’d warned her to keep it locked at all times, to keep out those with evil intentions. He hadn’t imagined Rasha would be the one using it as her own entrance that wasn’t visible to the rest of the house. Nestled in the alley, most didn’t even know it was there.
Rasha walked toward the bad part of town, her eyes adjusting to the dim lamps and thin moon. The nearer she drew to the area, the more her skin burned with excitement. It was a pleasant sensation, unlike when she got her scars. This job could be pleasurable. Helping people was the primary goal, but it did feel good to inflict pain on those who hurt the vulnerable.
In the poor sections of the village stood a smaller tavern than the one she’d visited the night before. This tavern was where the real scum dwelled. She headed there first, hoping Desmond was that kind of scum. When she peered through the windows, she found him drinking at the bar. Was he planning on finding a street child to attack? Most small children were in bed, but perhaps he wouldn’t be too picky with age.
After a while he paid his tab and approached the door. Rasha put distance between herself and the building. Drawing in heavy breaths, she summoned tears. As he came out into the night, she wrung her hands and pretended to search the streets.
“Tara,” she whimpered. “Tara, where are you darling girl?” Desmond came right over to her, pretending to be an upstanding man. There were hints of bruises forming on his neck. Heston was good for something.
“Are you well?” he asked as he stopped in front of her.
“My daughter,” Rasha cried as she hunched over, weeping. “I sent her to her room for misbehaving, but when I went to check she was gone. I can’t find her anywhere.”
“I’ll help you look,” Desmond said, his eyes gleaming. “Describe her.”
“She’s only ten. Small and thin. Blue eyes, hair as dark as mine, and she is missing a few front teeth. Please, please can you help?” Rasha let more tears fall, but not too many. She had to be certain her paints wouldn’t run. At the description of the supposedly lost little girl, Desmond’s face flushed.
“I’ll search this way and you go that way,” he suggested. “We’ll meet back here in an hour. We’ll find her, don’t worry.” He walked away, looking around eagerly. Rasha dabbed at her face as she watched him go. He’d have a good alibi. As long as he was back within the hour, he could do what he wanted and claim he was looking for the child. Of course, there was no child to find.
Rasha let him get far enough away so he wouldn’t notice her following. Desmond was smart in his desperation. He searched everywhere a young child could hide, even looking in barrels. It would have been admirable if he didn’t pause to adjust his growing manhood every once in a while. What a vile man.
Entering an alley in a more secluded part of the village, Desmond called the name of the fake girl. Rasha followed slowly, drawing her knife. Large men required a faster speed. She held the knife down by her side.
“Sir,” she said. He was near the end of the alley when he spun around. “Have you found anything?”
“Not yet,” he admitted gruffly.
“I know my Tara is familiar with these alleys. Perhaps behind these barrels?” Desmond didn’t want to find the girl with Rasha by his side, so she gave him room. She went to the other side of the alley while he bent to look behind the barrels she mentioned.
Quickly, she was behind him. She grabbed a hunk of his hair, pulling his head back, and then slashed. The cut was deeper than she intended, so the blood sprayed out wildly. Since she attacked from behind, only a few drops touched her. He gurgled, hands coming to his throat. As she stepped back, he turned with wide eyes.
She loved that confusion. Loved how people thought they could hold off a flow of blood so strong. The red liquid seeped from between his fingers.
“Little girls are not your playthings,” she hissed. “And they never will be again.” He fell, blood pooling around him. When he was gone, she went about her routine of cleaning her knife and taking his money. She would have loved to cut off his member, but it wasn’t a good idea to tie the murder last night to this one. It was already risky committing two killings in as many days.
Returning to her cellar, Rasha couldn’t help quivering with elation. This was what she’d been born to do, avenging the helpless. It was all the excitement she needed. Even as she told herself that, settling into bed after washing, there was an itch she couldn’t scratch. A pull that tried to convince her that there was more to do elsewhere.
Waking in the morning proved difficult. She slept poorly, dreaming of places she’d never been and would never see. Towns and landscapes she read about in books. She fed Figgy seeds, dressed quickly, and went up to breakfast.
“Child, are you ill?”
Rasha looked up from her food, blinking at the doctor.
“Pardon?” she asked. He leaned in and looked her over.
“You look exhausted.”
“I was up too late studying,” she lied. “The books were fascinating. Did you know that a ground dragon’s claw can heal ingested poisons?”
“Perhaps,” Clayson said as he returned to his meal, satisfied that she’d been busy learning. “We’ll never know. Dragons are mostly extinct. Even if they weren’t, how would you come across a dragon’s claw?”
He talked about the magical creatures he’d read about while they ate. Then he announced that he was making a house call and to take care of any patients. Doctor Clayson rarely made house calls unless the patient was too ill to travel or paid handsomely. Hopefully, it was money. Maybe he’d buy Rasha a sweet.
There were no patients that morning, much to her relief. Rasha had Gillian keep watch while she took a nap in the library. She was too tired to dream and felt fully rested when Gillian woke her for lunch.
“The doctor isn’t back yet?” He rarely stayed out so long.
“He sent word that he’ll be back by supper,” Gillian said.
He’d trusted her enough to leave her in charge all day. Things were progressing nicely. Her first patient of the day was an elderly woman looking for medicines for her back. Rasha quickly prepared a salve, sending her away with well wishes. Leaning against the doorframe, she watched the old woman walk away.
What would it be like when this house was Rasha’s? Probably the exact same, but the idea set a flare in her belly. She’d own something. She’d have a set future.
The flare dampened when she saw a figure walking up the road. Dyis. He walked with a confidence which most women would find thrilling. For Rasha, it was unnerving. She wasn’t afraid of the man, she just didn’t know what to expect. She’d never met someone like him.
Dyis paused briefly to acknowledge the old woman. When he looked up and found Rasha’s eyes on him, he smiled, waving a hand in the air.
“Afternoon, Rasha.” He stopped at the bottom of the steps. “You look a little tired.”
Did she really look that bad? She brushed it off. “I stayed up doing some reading. Come in.” Stepping back inside, she stood, waiting for him to enter. She’d be a fool to have him at her back. He walked in, unaware that she was sizing him up. “We’ll use the same room.”
Dyis walked forward, certain of the way. That he’d memorized the layout wasn’t surprising. He was too large to be a thief and there wasn’t much worth stealing, so she didn’t let it bother her. Dyis sat on the table as she collected the tools around the room.
“My arm is already feeling better. You impressed my crew. Our old healer couldn’t have done a better job.”
“It wasn’t in awful shape,” Rasha said as she approached the table. “Your tolerance for the venom helped.” Once she unwound his bandage, Rasha saw he was right. The bite was healing nicely for only a day’s work. She got out a blade and cut away any skin that had started to show infection. Dyis hardly flinched.
“You said I’ll have to be here five days?”
“Yes.”
“That will be interesting,” he sighed. “We don’t stay in one place too long. Our contract ended abruptly, so we’ve no reason to stay.” Rasha rolled her eyes and rinsed the bite.
“I think your crew will manage. Are you staying at the inn?”
His bark of laughter caused her to startle and spill water onto the floor.
“Sorry,” he chuckled. “My crew doesn’t do well indoors. We travel too much to like being cooped up. No, we’re camped outside of town. We’ll figure it out, though. They’ll find something to occupy their time.”
He was talkative again. Dyis was intimidating but friendly. Of course, it could all be an act. She suspected that much from Heston as well. How could she ask if they were traveling together?
“Have you thought anymore about traveling?” Dyis asked. “I know you’re comfortable here, but there’s so much to learn outside of books.”
Rasha pursed her lips, trying to drive last night’s dreams away by focusing on applying ointments to his arm. “I am comfortable. I see no point in leaving.”
“You do.”
She met his suddenly somber gaze.
“You see the value in leaving this place, even if it is just for a while. Seeing you, leaning against the doorframe as you watched your patient leave, it is easy to tell that you could be happy here. Perhaps you will be, eventually. But if you take over for the doctor, you’ll never be able to leave again. You’ll be stuck.”
Rasha’s heart beat loudly in her ears as he spoke truths. His eyes peered into hers intently, almost drawing her in.
“There’s nothing wrong with being stuck,” she whispered, uncertain she believed that. Dyis narrowed his eyes, frowning deep enough to form lines on his forehead.
“There is if you have a wanderer’s soul. I can tell that you do. Apart from that, you have an eagerness to learn. You long to experience new things. I think you’ve never had the opportunity to truly be free. That scares you, but you want it just the same.”
Rasha broke his gaze to bandage his arm. How had he done that? Somehow, he’d looked into her soul and pulled out a secret part of her she’d hidden away. Yes, she had never been free. Before Clayson had saved her, she’d been a caged bird. Now, though she was given more lead, Rasha was still tethered to the doctor.
“You sound like a fortune teller,” she joked. “Are you a witch?”
“I have some Burlian in me,” he confirmed. Her gaze shot to his again. Her jaw went slack. A Burlian? Someone who did magic sat right in front of her?
Dyis laughed at her shock. “I’m not that talented. I’m not trained. Sometimes I see the truth of things, that’s all. If you want to see real magic, you need to travel.”
Rasha fastened his bandage, turning to place items back on the shelf. He was a persistent witch.
“You could travel with my crew.”
The burn of excitement flooded her skin. Adventure, magic, and hidden wonders beckoned her. All that was required was a simple yes. This man held temptation out but nothing was offered without payment.
“Why would you want that?” she asked, her back still to him. “What would I need to do?”
“Just be our healer. We lost ours recently. You’re skilled so you wouldn’t be a burden. With you on the crew, we’d be able to leave much sooner too.”
Leave within the week? Abandon Kamari and Clayson and whoever needed her here? If their contract hadn’t ended early, she’d have more time to weigh the pros and cons.
“Why do you need to leave so soon?” she asked as she turned back to face him. “What made your contract end without warning?”
Dyis sighed and ran a hand over his bandage.
“The man we were supposed to apprehend was murdered two nights ago.”




Chapter Three

Swarth. He was talking about Swarth. No one else had been killed two nights before. Dy’s crew came to town only to find that Rasha had murdered their target. Her blood chilled, cold and painful as it pushed through her veins. She couldn’t travel with these men. They’d find out what she did, somehow. Dyis was observant and a witch.
“Swarth was who you were after?” she asked calmly.
“He had debts,” Dyis explained. “They hired us to bring him in. He’d been avoiding payments.”
That added up. Swarth hadn’t been wealthy. Even if he had been, he was a slippery bastard. The debtors would have probably killed him, but Rasha relished that she’d done the deed. Dead was dead, but she got revenge for Kamari.
“What does your crew do, exactly?”
“This and that.” Dyis stood and stepped closer. Rasha stepped away without meaning to, pressing her back against the shelves. “Hey, I’m not gonna hurt you. Rasha, you can trust me.”
“I don’t even know you, Sir.”
Would he kill her if he found out? The crew probably wouldn’t be paid if Swarth was dead. Dyis and Heston, if he was part of the crew, didn’t seem like law-abiding men.
“I promise you that if you travel with us, you’ll come to no harm,” Dyis said, crossing his heart with a finger. “Truth be told, we are all men, but we aren’t savages. We’d keep you safe and let you see the kingdom, all you’d have to do was make sure we didn’t die.”
He didn’t know what she’d done. He didn’t know what she was. Not yet. Rasha would keep it that way.
“I think I’m good where I am,” she said firmly. “Stuck isn’t bad as long as I’m safe. Books can teach me all sorts of things, so I don’t need to travel the world for information. Thank you for your offer though.” She put out her hand for payment, holding her breath. He sighed but pulled a coin from his pocket and pressed it into her palm.
“I’ll be here a few more days,” Dyis reminded her. “Seeing you every day. If you change your mind, let me know.”
Dyis was the last patient of the day. Clayson came home right before supper but didn’t eat. He had Rasha inform him about the day, then went up to his room. His eyes had a glazed look to them, which she’d only seen when he was puzzling out something important. Doctor Clayson was brilliant but absentminded at times. As she watched him climb the stairs, Rasha knew that was one thing she loved about the man.
After eating alone, Rasha cleaned everything up, letting Gillian take a break, and locked up the house tightly before going down to her cellar. This was a calm life, she thought as she opened her bedroom door. Why would she trade that in for unpredictable danger? She’d lived enough to know that safety was not to be taken for granted. 
Figgy’s cage was on the floor, a strange creature bent over it, a grip on the bird’s neck. The animal was the size of a small cat, covered in coarse fur that glistened in the lamplight as if sharp. Its nose, long and thin, was between the bars of the cage holding her bird. The animal looked up at her with shiny red eyes, no whites. It bared its teeth.
Stunned, Rasha didn’t notice movement on her left until it was too late. Reaching for her knife, her legs were swept out from under her. The knife went flying. She landed heavily on the floor and he straddled her, hands on her shoulders.
“You’re stronger than you look,” he chuckled as she twisted in his grip.
Heston smiled down at her.
“Get the hell off of me,” she hissed. She’d known he was trouble. He’d decided to kill her after all.
“My,” he said as he arched his brow. “What happened to the sweet young lady I spoke with yesterday?” Rasha struggled to break free. “Obviously, that was all an act. You’re good at acting, aren’t ya? I like your costume collection.”
Rasha glanced toward her bed. He’d pulled out and opened the trunk of disguises. How long had he been in her room?
“Get off me,” she growled. “Get your beast off my bird. Then maybe I won’t slash you to ribbons.” It was an empty threat. He was stronger than her, she didn’t have her knife, and she couldn’t yell for help without revealing part of her secrets to Doctor Clayson. She could hide the murders, but he’d question her costumes.
“Tilly,” Heston called. “Drop the bird.” Rasha watched as the creature let Figaro go. The bird lay still.
“Bastard,” she spat into Heston’s face. “Your beast killed my bird.” Heston didn’t release her to wipe his face, letting her spittle run down his cheek.
“I was busy snooping and didn’t notice Tilly in time. Then you were coming down the stairs and surprise was needed. I don’t think it wise to be on the receiving end of your blade.” He looked over her face. “Good plan, acting as a mother who lost her daughter. You came up with it quickly.”
He knew. Heston had been in town for less than two days and had found out her secret. What did he think of her? More importantly...
“What. Do. You. Want?” Her panic rose, but Rasha held onto her rage. Thinking clearly would be difficult if she panicked.
“I want to talk,” he admitted. “If I let you up, will you attack me?”
“If you don’t let me up, I’ll attack you,” she said between gritted teeth. A blow to his member would probably work, though it was the only option she had. Rasha would rather not waste it. His smile widened, but he rolled off of her and to his feet in a smooth motion. Rasha got up slowly, acting as if he’d hurt her to throw him off. The beast, Tilly, shuffled to Heston’s side and wound its nose around his calf.
“What do you want?” she asked again, noting that her bird still hadn’t moved. Whatever Tilly was, she’d make sure to kill it.
“You can sit,” Heston suggested as he motioned to her table. She pursed her lips and crossed her arms. How dare he give her orders in her own room? “Fet.” He held up his hands in surrender. “Don’t do anything you don’t wanna do.”
Rasha didn’t respond. In the silence, she watched him. He was utterly relaxed, even though he’d broken into a woman’s room. A woman who he was certain had murdered someone the previous night. She would not give him extra information. It was best to see what he knew.
“I believe you met my older brother. Dyis?”
“I saw the resemblance,” she agreed, though she’d only suspected they were related.
“He mentioned the crew?” Rasha gave a sharp nod. “Well, we want you to join.”
Rasha glanced at her trunk and the collection of knives. “Why?” she asked, her fingers itching for a blade.
“Because you’re good at what you do.” He nudged Tilly away, then settled himself on Rasha’s bed. “Dyis told you we were here for Swarth. We were pretty surprised to find out that he’d been murdered the night before we arrived. Dy wanted to collect information to give to the men who hired us, so we stayed in town and he got his arm looked at. Turns out that murders aren’t uncommon here.”
“Murders happen everywhere.”
“Obviously. But it isn’t every day that a murderer cuts off a man’s penis.” Rasha winced, reflexively. He noticed and grinned from ear to ear. “That was a nice touch. Not the smartest move. Dyis figured out that only a woman would do that. Men don’t touch another man’s privates.”
Heston sprawled on her bed, hands behind his head. Rasha tried to calculate if she’d be fast enough to get a knife before he could do anything. The chances weren’t great.
“Dyis is a really good investigator,” Heston said. “He asked around about women in Swarth’s life who might be cross with him. There was a woman in the poor part of town who claimed she was carrying his child and a whore who was almost beaten to death.”
Rasha knew about the pregnant woman. She was too far along to inflict the damage done to Swarth.
“Dyis went to watch the pregnant woman and I went to find the whore.” He looked over at Rasha, eyes shining. “I was in there when you came. Guess you don’t pay attention to the customers.”
Why would she?
“I heard you talking to that woman, Minerva. Clearly, you are close with the whore. Since she is currently immobile, I followed you. That whole situation happened with Desmond and I figured, if you’d killed Swarth for a whore then you’d kill again for a child. I was pleased I guessed correctly.”
Rasha’s throat constricted. She struggled to breathe as the world around her crumbled. Her future was gone. Clayson would throw her out if these men didn’t end up killing her or she didn’t get arrested. Even if she wasn’t a murderer, she was a monster. Minerva would be her only hope. Rasha would rather die.
“Kamari,” she croaked.
“What?” Heston sat up, his curls messier than before.
“You called her the whore. She has a name.”
Heston raised his brows. “Sorry. Kamari. You’re good friends, I take it?”
Rasha could only nod. If they killed her, what would happen to Kamari?
“I stayed outside your house last night,” he admitted. “That I saw a woman emerge from the back alley was luck. I wasn’t watching the back. I followed you, sticking mostly to the alleys and rooftops. Don’t be ashamed that you didn’t notice me. I’m trained to be stealthy.” He wiggled his shoulders at that last word, acting catlike.
“Is this a joke to you?” Rasha hissed. “This is my life you’re making fun of.” He pulled a face and sat up.
“You’re really serious. I don’t find this serious at all.” He shrugged as Tilly wound her nose around his ankle. “You kill people. Big deal. I kill people all the time. At least you appear to be doing it for a purpose. We just do it for money.”
The crew.
“You’re assassins?” she asked. “You, Dyis, and the crew?”
“Partially.” Heston scratched behind his ear. “We do an assortment of things. Thieving, killing, guarding, anything to earn coin. We do have people trained for specific things, but we take jobs as they come.”
That was just perfect. Rasha had upset the wrong people if they killed regularly. She’d cheated them out of money and now she was going to pay. Except, he hadn’t killed her yet.
“Why do you want me to join?”
“We need a healer,” he reminded her. “We weren’t looking for one, but Dyis liked you right away. Then I mentioned you might be a murderer and he liked you even more. We think you’d fit in nicely. It’s hard to find good crew members.” He looked around her room, taking in the vanity, the stuffed bookshelves, and the dead bird. “Life could be much more interesting if you came with us. You’d have a real adventure.”
Rasha crossed her arms, annoyance thankfully replacing fear.
“Who said I want adventure? I’ve had enough excitement for one lifetime.”
Heston’s eyes returned to her. “I can see that.”
She blushed, realizing he was looking at her scars.
“You have a story,” he said. “I’m not going to ask for it, but I can tell it left you scarred and not just on the outside. It hardened you. I understand wanting security, but how long will you be able to keep this up? You’ll become the town doctor and kill anyone who seems particularly evil to you? I think you need to get out of here. Travel the kingdom, kill a few people, and get that energy out. Then you can come back here and play the part of the good doctor, if that’s what you want.”
That was the dumbest idea in existence. Her anger wouldn’t go away just by killing more men. If she saw injustice, she’d still want to take care of it no matter how many evil people she killed. It wasn’t about expending energy. Rasha would be killing people for the rest of her life.
The reality hit hard and Rasha swayed on her feet. She blinked away the sudden tears in her eyes and stumbled to sit on her bed. Heston watched and moved away to give her space.
Rasha buried her head in her hands. Oh Creator. Was that the life she wanted? A double life until she died? Lying to everyone around her and pretending to be someone she wasn’t? The thought was exhausting.
“What if I say no?” she asked. “What if I say that I’m happy with my role in this town and I don’t have to travel the world killing people to fulfill a deep-rooted need?”
“Then you’d stay here. It isn’t like you don’t have a choice. We aren’t looking to force you to do anything and if you decide not to join us we aren’t going to out you to the town. You’re interesting. We like that. We want that. But you get to decide.”
Rasha heard him move around the room. She knew he was at the cellar door leading to the alley.
“We’ll be in town for as long as you need to tend to Dy’s arm. Let us know, either way. Ask yourself, Rasha, what is keeping you here and is it worth it?”
Is it worth it? That question made Rasha toss and turn all night. The short answer was yes. She had a home. People who valued and cared for her. She’d never had something so honest before. But she wasn’t being honest with them. She wasn’t telling anyone about her past or the crimes she committed. If she lied to people to form honest relationships, were they really honest? Would Ronin still like her if he knew where she came from? Would Kamari thank her for killing Swarth? Would Doctor Clayson still want her as a successor if she killed people on the side?
No. How could they? They liked the woman Rasha pretended to be. Who would like her for who she really was?
As soon as the sun rose, Rasha left the house. She wrote a note to the doctor to let him know she was going out for the day. What she needed was time to think. She needed someone to speak with. Her feet carried her to the empty market. The light was on in Ronin’s store. His father was inside, marking down inventory. He saw her at the window, greeted her with a smile, and called for Ronin.
“You look horrible,” Ronin said when he stepped out into the morning air.
“Thank you.”
“I mean,” he hurried to say. “You look tired. Have you not been sleeping well?”
What should she tell him? Rasha wasn’t sure why she’d sought the boy. He examined her.
“How about we walk?” he suggested and they moved down the road. “Whatever you’re here to say must be important. I don’t think I’ve seen you outside of the house before noon.”
“I’m always busy in the morning. Preparing for patients or studying new techniques.” She looked skyward. It was a clear day, warmer than was expected for the time of year. “What do you think of me, Ronin?”
“I like you,” he admitted. “You’re smart and loyal. You’re kind to everyone you meet. I don’t know where you came from, but if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were from a heavenly realm sent to help us.”
Rasha snorted. “You don’t know the first thing about me. You don’t know about my past.” She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering but not from the chill in the air.
“I know you choose not to tell me.”
Rasha inhaled sharply and looked up at him. He smiled, sadly.
“You always get angry when I bring up your past. Too angry for someone just annoyed at being asked. You remember where you came from, you just don’t want to talk about it. I don’t mind. It doesn’t matter where you came from or who you used to be. It matters who you are now.”
She was a murderer.
“What if you didn’t really know who I was now?” she asked tentatively. “What if the Rasha you know is a lie?” Ronin grabbed her arm and halted her in the middle of the road.
“You are not a lie,” he said sternly. “I may only see one part of you, but that doesn’t mean you’re a lie. No one shows every side of themselves. We’ve only been friends for a few years, I don’t expect complete honesty. No one could fake the amount of kindness you have in your eyes, Rasha. I see your actions and know they are good. I don’t need to know every tiny indiscretion in your life to be your friend. I’d love to know everything about you, but it isn’t a necessity for me to care about you.”
Ronin was an angel. He was too good for her, too pure. Rasha knew he wasn’t perfect; no doubt he had secrets he kept as well. Not as big as murder, but something else he wasn’t proud of. He didn’t care about her dishonesty. Even with it, they were still close friends. They’d only grow closer if she stayed. Rasha smiled for the first time that day.
“Thank you. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”
“I hope they’ll be good thoughts.”
“I hope so. Right now, I have to visit Kamari. I’ll let you know how my thoughts end up.” Rasha grabbed his hands, squeezing them tightly. “Thank you, Ronin. You’re an amazing friend.”
Rasha hurried toward the whorehouse. Ronin was her friend, even if she shut down his advances. When he got married, things would change, but there was one person who would be a constant presence. Kamari, even if she got married, was a woman. Close friendships with married women weren’t as awkward as friendships with married men. If Kamari accepted Rasha for her untruths, that would be enough. Rasha could go on pretending if people she cared about trusted her, despite the lies.
Few people visited a whorehouse in the morning. Most were sleeping off their nightly escapades. It took a minute of knocking before Minerva swung open the door, ready to kill.
“Rasha. Do you know what time it is?”
“Early,” Rasha admitted. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t wait. There’s something important I need to discuss with Kamari.”
Minerva’s face paled. “What?”
“Kamari,” Rasha repeated. Was the woman recovering from too much gin? “I know she’s still asleep, but I’ll check her healing as well.”
“Rasha,” Minerva sighed, rubbing a hand over her face. “Didn’t Doctor Clayson tell you? Kamari’s gone.”




Chapter Four

The word echoed in Rasha’s mind; gone. She sagged against the doorframe, trying to remain upright.
“Gone? How could she be gone? I saw her two days go and she was on the mend.” Had Rasha missed something? The fever had broken, but had Swarth hurt Kamari internally enough to kill her without showing warning signs?
“No. No!” Minerva cried, grasping Rasha’s shoulders. “She’s not dead. She’s sold herself.”
Despair shifted briefly to relief before fear grasped Rasha’s heart in its claws.
“Sold herself? To who?” Swarth was dead and Kamari wasn’t well. How had a customer even seen her?
“Baron Larkin stopped by for his usual visit. He took one look at Kamari and swore he’d protect her from bastards who’d do her harm. He promised riches and fine things, even professed his love. Kamari almost wept. She accepted at once. Doctor Clayson examined her yesterday and was supposed to tell you she was leaving.”
That wasn’t right. Kamari wouldn’t have left without a proper goodbye, no matter what he promised her. Why hadn’t Clayson said anything?
“Baron Larkin?” Her mind spun, trying to remember the man.  Coming outside of working hours meant she didn’t meet many of Kamari’s customers. The girl didn’t like talking about them either; what was there to talk about?
“You know,” Minerva said. “The round, rich man who likes to wear all the fur. He’s from Davinsk and comes this way to visit his patron.” Minerva read Rasha’s confused frown. “The repeat customer who comes every six months and asks for Kamari specifically.”
Recollection slapped Rasha in the face. “The fucking Baron?” she seethed. “The one who likes to tie Kamari up all night?”
“He’s got some kinks,” Minerva said with a shrug.
“The Baron who you thought killed one of your previous girls?”
Minerva winced. “That was years ago and never proven. He used to have a thing for pain, but anyone could have killed that girl. I didn’t keep tidy records back then.”
Rasha walked away before the woman finished speaking. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t happening. Kamari wouldn’t have gone with that man. She knew professions of love in a whorehouse were lies. He was a richer version of Swarth. Slightly tamer, but looks were deceiving. Especially if he had killed a whore in the past. Men like that had deep-rooted perversions. If he liked pain once, then he still did. The only difference was that he was more careful to not let it show. If he’d bought Kamari as his mistress, he could do whatever he wanted with her.
Breaking into a sprint, Rasha turned for Clayson’s home. He’d spoken with Kamari. He was smarter than Minerva, not blinded by money. Clayson would know the real situation.
The town came to life around her. People stared as she passed, some called out, but Rasha ignored it all. She had to find out what had happened to Kamari.
“Doctor Clayson,” she yelled when she slammed open the front door. A crash came from the kitchen, but Clayson stepped out of an exam room, irritation on his brow.
“Rasha?”
“What happened yesterday with Kamari?” Rasha panted in the doorway, her face red with exertion. Furrowing his brow, Clayson thought over the day before.
“Kamari?” he mused. “The whore?”
“Kamari, my friend.”
The dark tone she used unsettled the man. She’d never spoken that way to him.
“R… right. Your friend. The Baron Larkin summoned me early yesterday morning. He needed me to examine Kamari. You know, his patron up the Northern mountain gave him Heatherens. He let me see them after I looked the girl over.”
“Heatherens?” What was the old man going on about?
“Wind steeds,” Clayson said excitedly. “I didn’t know they were still around. Guess I don’t get out of the village much.” He chuckled, his mind already turning down another path.
“Doctor Clayson,” Rasha said as she stepped closer. “Please focus.”
“Of course. Fet. I examined the girl. She appeared to be healing nicely. I visited a young girl whose neck was sore. Desmond had strangled her, can you believe it? And he turned up dead yesterday.”
Rasha’s eyes twitched. Her world was unraveling, and the doctor’s lack of focus wasn’t helping.
“Why didn’t you tell me about Kamari?” she said gently, drawing his focus again.
“The Widow Varis also wanted to see me. I forgot most of the day after that.”
The Widow. She was an older woman with money, which meant enjoyment was all she cared about. Varis was obsessed with Clayson and she was the only one he was intimate with. Kamari was in danger because sex had distracted the doctor.
“The girl left you a note.” The doctor dug into his pocket, pulling out a crumpled sheet of paper. “I’m sorry that I didn’t get it to you sooner, but she left almost immediately so it wasn’t as if you could say goodbye.” Rasha snatched the paper from his hand, smoothing it out. “Will you be working today, Rasha? I know you left a note, but you have studies and tasks to do.”
“I’m leaving.” Rasha was out the door before he could object to her rudeness. She couldn’t read what Kamari wrote near him. Who knew how Rasha would react? Standing outside the house, townspeople milling around, she knew she couldn’t read it in public at all. Walking quickly, she tried to find a secluded area.
What had Kamari been thinking? She wasn’t the smartest girl, but Larkin had never been outright kind to her. He had to have forced her. But if so, why hadn’t Minerva done anything? Why hadn’t Doctor Clayson seen the signs?
Rasha’s feet moved from cobblestone to dirt, then grass, ending up on the banks of the river. The water was clear, rushing by with a soothing sound that Rasha adored. This was where the doctor had found her, this was where she’d started her new life. Sighing heavily, she sat on the bank and opened the letter.
My dear friend,
Forgive my hast but I must write quickly. I regret that I don’t have time to say goodbye in person. You have been the best part of my new life, making everyday bearable. It is thanks to you I’m alive at all. Rasha, don’t be upset with me. The Baron will take good care of me. I know you judge the Baron for past actions, but I know what I’m doing. He saw how horrible I looked and vowed that I’d never hurt again. I believe him. I’ll live in a grand manor, eat the best foods, and only have to lie with one man. That is the best I could hope for. Do not worry. Perhaps we will see each other again, one day.
I love you.
Kamari
Rasha balled the paper in her fist, then bit her knuckles.
Fucking idiot. Kamari was insane to believe that her life was going to get better with the Baron. He was not a good man. What was to be done?
“Go for a swim.” The voice was light on the breeze, but Rasha saw no one when she glanced around.
“Who’s there?” she asked, standing up to get a better view.
“Just a water spirit,” the voice said again. “You look so sad. Let the waters run across your naked skin and ease your burdens.”
Rasha looked across the water to the trees that began the forest.
Water spirit? Not likely.
“Leave me alone, boy. You don’t want to get on my bad side today.” Rasha tossed the letter into the water and watched it float away. Could she go after Kamari? She didn’t even know where the Baron lived.
“Spoil sport.” The trees across the river rustled as a figure dropped from the branches. “Who’s to say the water wouldn’t help ya?” It was a young man, not a water spirit. He was scrawny, with a face that resembled a weasel. His skin was the color of fresh parchment, eyes as blue as the water, with hair black and matted.
“Aren’t you a little young to be gawking at women?”
“Ain’t ya a little old to be throwin’ trash in the river?” He sneered as he crossed his arms. “The real water spirits won’t be pleased, but I won’t tell them if you just undress and swim.”
Maybe a beating would teach the boy some manners.
“You’ve got a sick mind,” she snapped. “What if I swam across and beat some sense into you?”
His face splitting grin made her stomach roll. “Your dress would get wet enough to make up for it.”
“Callum? How long does it take to collect water?”
Dyis stepped from the trees, freezing when he spotted Rasha.
“Rasha. Morning. Didn’t expect to see you.” He looked rumpled, his shirt off and his face unshaven. A blush spread over his cheeks.
“Does this pervert belong to you?” Rasha asked, looking the man over. He was stronger than she’d first thought. No doubt, he handled himself well on the road.
Dyis was in front of the boy in two strides, smacking him upside the head. “What did you do now?”
“Nothin’,” Callum whined as he rubbed his head. “I just encouraged her to swim.” Dyis lectured the boy, but Rasha didn’t hear a word. A plan took shape in her mind. Dyis and his brother had offered her a spot among their crew. They traveled all over, surely they knew where the Baron lived. Maybe they’d escort her?
When she called for Dyis, he stopped ranting. “May I speak with you?”
Dyis glanced up, his hand gripping the back of Callum’s neck. “Fet. Of course you can.”
Callum pouted when Rasha walked to the bridge instead of swimming across the river.
“I have a proposition for you,” Rasha said when she met Dyis on the other side of the bridge. “It involves joining your crew.”
“Oh,” Callum breathed. “This is the healer you were talkin’ about.”
“Did I talk about any other girls with burns?” Dyis hissed. Catching himself, he looked back at Rasha apologetically.
“I wasn’t lookin’ at her face.” This boy was certainly a handful. He dodged another swat from Dyis and winked at Rasha.
“We can talk,” Dyis said to her. “Do you want to meet the men?” When he motioned to the trees, Rasha’s nerves pricked her skin.
They would have killed her already if they wanted to. She followed him into the trees, Callum walking right behind her. Their camp wasn’t deep in the forest at all. Heston lay on a bedroll beside a burnt out fire, snoring peacefully. An enormous man sat on a log, picking at his nails with a knife.
“Get up,” Dyis yelled. “We have a visitor.” He kicked Heston as he passed, making his brother snort and sit up.
“Wha?” he asked, looking around with heavy eyes. “It isn’t even noon.” When he noticed Rasha, he gave her a lazy grin. “Oh. Hello there.” Tilly emerged from his blanket. He slept with the beast?
“Rasha wants to talk to us about the proposal,” Dyis said, sitting beside the man on the log. “Rasha, you’ve met my brother and Callum. This is Roderick, my second in command.” The large man was the darkest person she’d ever seen.
“Are you a Durran?” she asked, curiosity getting the better of her. Magic users could help on the journey.
“Nah,” he chuckled. His voice was deep, almost monstrous. “Probably way back in my line, but I have no power. I’m second in command because Heston is a piece of worthless shit.” The offended tossed a rock at the dark man, which he dodged. Callum laughed hysterically enough not to notice a rock thrown at him, which hit him hard enough on the jaw that he fell to the ground.
“Stop making me look bad,” Heston whined. “I’m not completely worthless.”
“Can everyone stop behaving like animals?” Dyis sighed, rubbing his temples. “We have a lady present.” Four sets of eyes focused on Rasha, and unease formed in her stomach. Forcing herself to calm down, she concentrated on the task at hand.
“I want to join your crew, but I have my own reasons.”
“Besides adventure?” Heston asked as he got up from his mat. “What’s more important?”
“My friend is in danger.” The men stilled, an alertness settling over even Callum. Rasha breathed in deeply as she collected her thoughts. “I have a friend who works at a whorehouse. I think Dyis and Heston know of her?” Both men nodded. “Well, she sold herself to a baron and left town yesterday without a word.”
“Good for her,” Callum said jovially. “Should be better than a whorehouse.” Rasha sucked in her cheeks, counting to ten to keep from lashing out.
“She used to be upper-class, so not exactly the smartest girl. The Baron who bought her is not a kind man. I don’t think he’s hurt her much in the past, but there are rumors that he once killed a whore.” Rasha swallowed thickly. “My friend left without saying goodbye. In her letter she sounded like herself, but I don’t trust it. I need to find her.”
Dyis exchanged looks with his brother and Roderick before saying, “You don’t know if she is even in danger. Who’s this Baron?”
“Baron Larkin.”
“Shit,” Callum hissed. Everyone turned to the boy, who looked surprised he’d spoken aloud. “Sorry. Um, you’re right. Baron Larkin ain’t kind. I used to live ‘round his manor. Everythin’ I heard was just rumors, but enough to suggest some were true.”
Rasha swallowed hard again as bile rose in her throat. Kamari really was in danger.
“But that was years ago,” Dyis pointed out. “He could have changed since then.” Callum shrugged and stared hard at the ground. Dyis looked back at Rasha and his frown deepened. “What do you want from us?”
“You travel all over the kingdom. I’ve never gone anywhere. If I became your healer, could you travel toward the Baron’s land?” Dyis glanced at Heston, speaking volumes with his eyes. “Unless you have somewhere you need to be?” Rasha asked. She’d hoped they didn’t. Their job with Swarth had fallen through. Did they have a replacement job already?
“We don’t plan ahead.” Dyis waved a hand, dismissing her thoughts. “We travel and pick up jobs along the way. It wouldn’t be a hassle to travel South. His lands are pretty far. Maybe just over a month’s ride. Perhaps we could catch up with him if we left today.” Dyis turned to Roderick, asking if the horses could make an overnight ride. Rasha bit her lip. They wouldn’t be able to catch up.
“What’s with the face?” Heston asked. He stepped up close to her, cocking his head as he read her expression. “You don’t have confidence in us?”
“Apparently the Baron has wind steeds.”  
The men went still again, but this time their expressions were blank. Did they not know what wind steeds were?
“Where the hell did he get those?” Heston breathed out.
“Some patron in the Northern mountains.” Clayson might have gotten that wrong. No one in the Northern mountains had magical horses. At least they hadn’t four years ago.
Dyis stood and paced the length of the log, hands behind his back. Everyone stayed quiet as they watched him. Rasha watched the men watching him, amazed that he could command such a strange crew. Ordering his younger brother around was natural, but why would a scoundrel like Callum or a mountain like Roderick listen to him? Maybe it was because he was a witch. Some people followed magic users without question. It was a nice change from their past persecution.
“Fet,” Dyis said when he’d reached a decision. He stopped and placed his hands on his hips. “The Baron is far ahead of us. We won’t be able to catch up, so the best we can do is get you there in a timely manner. You’re uncertain if your friend is actually in life-threatening danger, so a month’s ride shouldn’t be a problem.” Rasha wasn’t sure she agreed with that, but what choice did she have?
“We have to work as we travel,” Dyis explained. “If we don’t, we won't have money. But we won’t take time-consuming jobs. Quick work only. Perhaps some solo missions as the rest of us travel.”
“Yes,” Heston whooped. “Solo missions.” Dyis glared at his brother.
“Not you. You’re a liability.”
Heston’s face crumpled and Rasha hid a smile behind her hand.
“You let Senkin go on solos all the time,” he whined.
“Senkin acts like a grown man and hasn’t almost gotten killed countless times,” Dyis said. “Do not argue with me.”
Roderick chuckled as he glanced over as Rasha. “Senkin is the other member of our crew,” he explained. “He goes solo a lot. We’ll pick him up as we go South.”
Five men. Rasha would have to travel with five men she knew nothing about. She watched the brothers argue until Roderick broke them up. Callum stood off to the side drawing pictures in the dirt, suddenly reserved. An idiot, a mystery, a witch, a child and a mountain. The idea set her on edge, but Rasha would do what had to be done. They were her best option at getting to Kamari.
Maybe Kamari would be perfectly happy in her new life and the Baron would treat her like a queen. Traveling would calm Rasha’s wandering spirit enough to return to Weslington eager for her future as a doctor. She’d be gone two or three months at the most and return to her normal life, sans Kamari.
Despite that vision of the future, Rasha had a feeling there would be no chance to return to a normal life. 




Chapter Five

“You will be back?” Doctor Clayson’s red rimmed eyes watched Rasha hand her bag to Roderick, who secured it to the horse. Rasha hadn’t realized how close she and the doctor had become.
“I’ll be back,” she repeated. “It is just an educational trip. I’ll earn extra money, learn more about healing practices in the kingdom, and then return.” Gillian watched from the door, looking somber as well.
“You will be careful?” Clayson took Rasha’s hands. “I like this Dyis but do you trust the other men?” Rasha looked over her shoulder.
The crew stood out like a roach in a field of butterflies. Their clothing was dirty and rumpled, their faces scruffy. Each man looked comfortable, even with passing villagers shooting looks their way. Of course she didn’t trust them, she didn’t even know them.
“They’ll take care of me,” Rasha reassured the doctor, turning back to him. “As long as I take care of them.” Dyis had escorted her back home and explained their immediate need for a healer, allowing her true plan to remain a secret. He’d even given Clayson money for the inconvenience. Well, he’d tried, but Clayson refused.
“You are brilliant, Rasha.” Clayson squeezed her hands. “I didn’t know when I pulled you from the river what a joy you’d be in my life. It’s like I gained a daughter without the inconvenience of raising a child.”
Rasha blinked back the tears that pricked at the corner of her eyes. He’d filled the role of a father for her as well. The loving and caring kind who believed in her.
“I owe you my life,” she said, leaning in to kiss his cheek. “I wouldn’t be able to do this if it weren’t for you. Try not to work too hard. I’ll be back as soon as possible.”
Rasha went out to the road where the crew waited with the horses. They’d brought an extra horse to transport Swarth, so she was lucky enough to ride by herself. The men’s clothing she’d donned would make it easier to ride the beast but… She sized up the horse; did she remember how to ride?
“Rasha!”
Roderick spun, actually placing a hand on his sword, ready to defend a woman he’d met only an hour before.
He’d be her favorite.
“Ronin,” she said, turning to the boy who was running full speed at her. He stopped, wheezing as he bent over his knees. Heston and Callum snickered from their horses.
“Rasha.” Ronin straightened, gasping for air. “I was told you were leaving. Were you going without saying goodbye?”
“I’m coming back,” she hurried to say at his wounded expression. “I’m taking a short educational trip. How did you find out?”
“People were talking about the crowd of strangers outside your house,” Ronin explained. “I brought you a going away gift.” He pulled a paper packet from his bag. “Sweets. If you’re on the road, they might be hard to come by.” Rasha took the bag, then yelped as Ronin grabbed her in a tight squeeze.
“If they’re taking you against your will, say bonbon,” he whispered in her ear. Relief spread over his face when he moved back and Rasha laughed.
“Thank you,” she said honestly. “I’ve been wanting sweets for days.” She’d packed clothing, tools, and herbs, but she hadn’t thought of wants. When traveling, it was best to focus on necessities.
“Come back soon,” Ronin insisted. “Who will I have intelligent conversations with?”
“Visit Doctor Clayson. He could use the company. Be well, Ronin.” She patted his shoulder, though he’d been brave enough to hug her. Encouraging his feelings wouldn’t be right. Why he’d fallen for the town monster was still puzzling.
Rasha was tall enough to get on her horse, but she stood there trying to remember how to mount. Roderick was on the ground instantly, cupping his hands. She smiled her thanks and allowed him to hoist her up. With everyone mounted, Dyis led the group down the road. Rasha turned to wave goodbye to her makeshift family one more time, then set her eyes ahead. This wasn’t a pleasure trip, but excitement tickled her skin either way. She was going places she’d never been before. Adventure was waiting.
***
The first hour of riding kept Rasha entertained. She’d never gone anywhere, so her eyes ate up everything as they passed by fields, then entered the forest. It was all so new to her that even a plant she’d never seen in real life drew her focus.
During the second hour she’d settled down, spending her time thinking of Kamari. If the Baron locked her away, what would be the plan? It would be better if Rasha’s fears were unfounded and Kamari was living a grand life but if not… The Baron wouldn’t like it for someone to find out how he was really treating Kamari.
The third hour, boredom sank in.
Their group was an uneven number, which meant someone had to ride alone. The men had fallen into formation without discussion; either they’d planned it or no one wanted to ride next to her. They kept her in the middle of the group, Heston and Callum rode in front while Dyis and Roderick rode behind. There was enough distance between them to make having a conversation awkward, so the men talked among themselves.
When they stopped during the fourth hour, her legs felt like jelly and she was irritated with all of them. It would have been polite to talk to her at some point on the trip. Roderick and Dyis took her horse with the others for water, leaving Rasha to sit against a tree to pout. Heston spoke with Callum before the child went off into the trees alone.
“How ya doing over here?” Heston asked as he sauntered up to Rasha’s tree. “Are your legs screaming?”
“They ache a little,” she admitted. He wasn’t the one she wanted to make conversation with, but it was better than nothing. “How do you travel by horseback constantly?”
“You get used to it.” He sat across from her and stretched his legs out in front of him. “This is just a quick rest. Dyis will want us to ride until sunset.” Smirking at her, he asked, “Think you can handle that?”
“Of course.” Weren’t her scars proof she could handle anything?
Heston rolled his eyes.
“Don’t underestimate me,” she seethed.
Heston’s pet chose that moment to poke her head out of his satchel. His face softened as he made cooing noises.
“Hello my lady. Did you sleep well?” He pulled her out of the bag, patting her head before she shambled off into the bushes.
“What is that?” Rasha asked, watching the creature disappear. “I don’t think I’ve read about them.”
“Tilly is a cashbian. They’re pretty common in the Southern mountains. Vicious creatures too, it takes a real skilled man to tame one.”
“Shittin’ from your mouth must be awful convenient,” Callum drawled as he walked out from the trees, fastening his trousers. “Should warn her before you do that. It stinks.”
Heston jumped to his feet, but Callum was up a tree before Heston could reach him. The boy straddled a branch, cackling so much it was a wonder he didn’t fall. “He’s lyin’ to ya,” Callum said when he caught a breath. “Cashbians ain’t scary. They love anyone who rubs their bellies.”
“But isn’t its fur sharp?” It certainly looked piercing.
“That’s a defense mechanism,” Heston explained with a glance her way. “It can turn sharp when threatened, but I swear it’s the softest fur imagined. And while she is sweet, it takes a brave man to approach a creature who looks so threatening.”
“Sweet? Your pet killed my bird.”
“Tilly did what?” Dyis asked as he and Roderick appeared. Both rumpled men looked exhausted. Would they really continue riding?
“When Heston came to my room, his pet killed mine,” Rasha explained. “I walked in to find that thing’s long nose wrapped around my tiny bird.” She hadn’t loved Figaro but that didn’t make him any less hers.
“It wasn’t on purpose. Your bird was being loud and annoying. Tilly doesn’t like annoying things.”
“Then why hasn’t she killed you yet?” Rasha asked. The men fell silent, Heston’s jaw dropped open. Callum broke the silence with more laughter as he swung out of his tree.
“Nicely done,” he said. He clapped Heston on the back. “She’s got ya there.” Heston jabbed an elbow into the boy’s side.
“Guess we have someone else to have fun with,” Heston chuckled. Dyis cleared his throat, glaring at his younger brother. Heston’s shoulders sank as he turned back to Rasha. “I’m sorry Tilly did that. I didn’t think you cared much. You haven’t brought it up.”
What was she supposed to say? That she’d never had a real pet before? That Figgy had been the only one to know all her secrets?
“If someone killed Tilly, you’d be devastated,” Roderick interjected. “Rasha may not have said anything, but she was looking for our help. Staying on our good side might have been more important.”
He definitely was her favorite.
“Don’t hold back.” Dyis crossed to Rasha and handed her a hunk of bread. “You’re part of the crew, even if it’s just temporary. Feel free to tell us exactly what you’re thinking at all times.”
That would not be happening. She’d been raised better than that. Of course, she hadn’t been raised to slit throats, but a lady had to retain some manners. 
“When are we riding again?” she asked before biting into her bread.
“Shortly.”
“I’ll be right back.”
Rasha walked into the trees, eating her bread as she put distance between her and the men. She’d never relieved herself in the woods before. It was an experience. While crouched, she flinched at every noise, expecting someone to interrupt her while her trousers were down. As she stood and straightened out her clothing she heard a loud crash to her left.
She jumped, hand going to her knife, but no one approached. Just an animal.
That wasn’t too comforting; she wasn’t sure what kind of animals lived in the woods. She hurried back to the crew. They were readying to leave, handing out bread and fruits to eat while riding. Callum gave her some fruit, keeping his head down. Rasha still saw the red mark on his skin.
“Wait a moment.” She bent to look at his face. A large welt was visible on his cheek. “What happened?”
“He was being Callum,” Heston said as he swung onto his horse. Callum turned away. “He’s fet, just sometimes forgets his manners. Sometimes he needs reminding.”
“That doesn’t mean you have to hit him,” Rasha scowled. Roderick bent by her horse to help her up.
“Callum requires a firm hand,” he explained as she settled into the saddle. “We don’t hit him too hard. But he needs to know not to cross certain lines.”
Not even a day had gone by and Rasha had thought of smacking the boy, but not hard enough to leave a mark. What line had he crossed? They rode again, but this time the formation changed. Roderick rode up front with Callum, speaking to him in serious tones. Dyis took up the rear alone while Heston rode beside Rasha.
“Is there a reason I’m stuck with you?” she asked. He smirked, not offended in the least.
“Cal listens to Roderick more than anyone, I catch him doing something and might punish him, but he learns better from authority.”
“And you have none?”
“Guilty.” Heston shrugged. “Cal and I are mainly friends. So Roderick is talking to him and Dyis doesn’t trust me at the rear. Hope conversation with me is better than silence.” He shoved a handful of fruit in his mouth. “I’m pretty interesting.”
“Are you going to regale me with tales of your failures?”
His eyes widened but he laughed. “You wound me with your fancy words. You really are a doctor’s daughter. I don’t fail at everything, ya know.”
“I’m not the doctor’s daughter.” She wasn’t sure why she’d said that. Clayson was a great man. The crew knew she wasn’t his blood, but she should be proud to call him father.
“Fet.” Heston nodded. “We don’t learn everything from our parents anyway.” He glanced back to check on Dyis. “Thankfully.”
Had something happened with their parents? Dyis was watchful of his brother, acting a lot like a father should. While she didn’t think it was her place to ask, curiosity bested her.
“Did your parents not treat you well?”
“Don’t know.” Heston scratched his head with both hands. “I don’t remember ‘em. Dyis and I have been on the road forever.”
“So he raised you?”
“I wouldn’t be here without him,” Heston confirmed. “He’s the responsible one. Why he puts up with me, I’ll never know. What about your parents?”    
There it was; the opportunity to tell the truth. She typically shoved it aside. Clayson had believed the story she’d fed him, so it wouldn’t have been smart to tell something different to people in town. Besides, her past didn’t matter. She was a new person. But these men didn’t need to know her secrets.
“I don’t remember my parents,” she replied. “The doctor found my burnt body by the river. He saved my life and took me in. I suppose I hit my head hard enough to forget the past.”
Heston whistled low. “Must have been hard. So we both don’t remember our parents. Strange they didn’t come looking for ya. The river flows from the Northern mountains, so not too far from Weslington.”
Rasha’s fingers twitched. Heston was supposed to be the idiot. He couldn’t figure her out after one day. Then again, he had traced the murder in town back to her easily enough.
“But what does it matter?” He bit off some of his bread, eyes back on the road. “You’re alive. You’re who you are now, no matter what happened in the past. Nothing better than looking ahead.”
Heston could have figured her out if he tried hard enough. His lack of focus could be beneficial. The rest of the crew might not distract so easily. Heston was slightly annoying, but staying beside him for the journey might allow her secrets to remain hidden. Rasha smiled at him.
“Tell me about your adventures.” 




Chapter Six

“We’ll stop for the night.”
When Dyis announced that, relief flooded Rasha’s aching body. As the sun set, she’d hoped Dyis would stop them sooner. They walked the horses into the trees and when Rasha dismounted she almost fell, her legs giving out under her. Roderick was there instantly.
“Careful now,” he chuckled. “I take it you don’t ride much?”
“A girl who doesn’t travel has no need for riding,” she said. He helped her waddle to a small patch of grass.
“Rest,” he suggested as he helped her ease down to the ground. “We’ll set up camp and ready the food.”
“I can help. I don’t want to have you all cater to me.” If she was to be with them for a month, then she couldn’t act like a helpless woman.
“We won’t,” Heston said as he gathered the horses. “You get out of helping this time only because your legs are useless.” Whistling a tune, he walked away without noticing the glares Rasha shot at him.
“Don’t mind him.” Dyis offered her a smile as he approached. “I understand your need to do something. You’re used to a busy healer’s life.” He placed a light hand on her shoulder, squeezing. “We’ll put you to work soon enough. You’re part of the crew.”
Roderick cleared his throat, signaling to Dyis to follow him. The two men set up camp while she watched. They cleared a place for a fire, set out the bedrolls, and then sat to clean their boots. Heston returned from watering the horses but Callum was missing.
“Where’s Callum?”
“Hunting,” Roderick replied. “Hopefully he gets a rabbit or something. I’d like some meat.”
“He’s in charge of hunting?” She hadn’t thought the small boy would be much use outside of stealing.
“Cal is the quietest of us,” Dyis said. “Creatures don’t hear him till it’s too late. If it’s a big hunt, we’ll go with him, but birds and small animals, he can handle well enough.”
Glancing at the fire as she joined them, she sat beside Heston, who cooed to Tilly again. What was he good for? Besides threatening Desmond, he really seemed like the tag along to his brother’s crew.
When Callum returned shortly after, he did have a small rabbit. Heston skinned the kill before cooking it, but he didn’t have an actual purpose. 
“Tomorrow we have a job,” Dyis announced, to Rasha’s surprise. “We’re near Veslin. I wasn’t planning on a carriage robbery but since we’re in the area, why not? We should take any opportunities we find along the way.”
“We’re stoppin’ at Veslin?” Callum asked. “Some big houses there.”
“Not smart.” Roderick said. “We might get recognized if we just robbed a carriage. At least, I would.”
“It’s the taxer’s carriage,” Dyis explained. “It’ll be leaving Veslin to move on to Weslington. But you have a point, Rod. Callum, maybe you and Rasha can go into town but the rest of us will rob the carriage so it’s best we stay out of sight.”
Heston pulled the rabbit off the fire, cutting into the meat. The smell made Rasha’s mouth water.
“I get to help?” Heston asked.
“Larger men are better for the taxer’s guards,” Roderick said. “We want to look intimidating since it’s just the three of us.”
Rasha practically yanked the meat from Heston when he handed it to her. She’d never lived in a style below middle-class, so she was used to eating meat at least once a day. Hopefully Callum was a consistent hunter.
“Will you need me?” she asked after her first bite. “If one of you happens to get hurt while I am in town…”
“Unlikely,” Dyis said. “Carriage robberies run smoothly. We set up an obstacle and then we strike. Besides, we can find you if anything goes wrong.”
It was as if he were tempting fate by saying that, but they knew what they were doing, so who was she to argue?
Unaccustomed to sleeping on the ground, Rasha did not sleep easily. The bedroll that Clayson had given her was nice, as far as bedrolls went, but it couldn’t compare to her nice bed back at home. Well after they’d smothered the fire and the crew snored lightly, Rasha tossed about. Attempts at comfort were futile, but she hoped that enough movement would exhaust her to the point where the hard earth didn’t matter.
“Go to sleep,” a soft voice said from the darkness. “You don't want to fall from your horse tomorrow.”
Heart in her throat, Rasha sat upright, staring around wildly. The bedrolls still showed the crew sleeping. Her heart beat loudly in her ears but before she could fully panic, Roderick emerged from the trees.
“You look ready to bolt,” the large man chuckled. Rasha’s eyes fell to the shape she’d thought was him lying asleep. He followed her gaze in the darkness. “Someone must always keep watch. Dyis will take the second shift.”
“Won't that tire you?” They couldn’t stay up all night. They’d looked exhausted during the first break.
“We’re accustomed to it. Besides, you wouldn’t want Heston or Callum to be on lookout. They’d fall asleep in seconds.”
He was right. Callum was a child, no matter how skilled, and Heston was likely unreliable.
“I could keep watch. I’m not sleeping well anyway.”
“It’s your first night on the road,” Roderick murmured. “Don’t push yourself too hard. When we meet up with Senkin, he’ll help. Once you’re more used to the harsh roads, perhaps we’ll give you a turn.”
“Don’t treat me like a china doll” Rasha’s voice dripped with more venom than she’d intended, but they had to understand what she was capable of. She wasn’t a princess locked away waiting for a knight. Helpless was not a word she knew; not anymore. “I can handle the harsh roads.”
Roderick said nothing in response. She had to squint to make sure he was still there; the man was as dark as the night.
“You’re no doll,” he finally said. “Dyis and Heston have told us what you can do. After all, you are leaving behind the safety of home to find a friend who may not even be in danger. Only someone brave would do that.”
Brave. She wasn’t brave. If anything, Rasha was reckless. Not as idiotic as Heston, but given the chance, she could turn out that way. Slitting the throats of men twice her size wasn’t something a brave or smart woman would do. At least she wasn’t foolish anymore. Recklessness was better than foolishness at any moment of the day.
“You’ve survived and grown through pain.” Roderick’s whisper was on the wind as he disappeared into the trees. “The evidence is on your skin. It’s only a matter of time before you prove to the world who you really are. Rest while you can.”
Something about Roderick’s voice soothed her. The next thing Rasha knew, it was morning and the men were packing up.
“Come on,” Heston called when he saw her stir. “We’ve gotta make it to the carriage.”
It didn’t seem possible, but she was even more sore than the night before. After her slow walk into the trees, Rasha took care of her business and hurried to join the crew. Pulling Dyis aside to quickly look after his wound, Rasha wrapped him back up and scrambled onto her horse.
“How far is Veslin?” she asked when Heston steered his horse close to hers.
“We’ll be there by the afternoon.”
“Will that be enough time?”
“We know the schedule.” He nodded, brushing hair from his eyes. “The taxer switches things up but eventually falls into a pattern. He rides out during the early evening this time of year.”
Rasha would have expected a man of that profession to be more careful.
“We don’t rob the carriages of officials often enough for them to worry,” Heston explained as he handed her some bread. “We also don’t attack in the same areas. Those who travel know the roads are not safe, but they’re not sure of when or where they’ll be attacked. It’s thanks to Dy for keeping us moving.”
Dyis really was the smartest of the men. Rasha had heard of thieves on the roads. Generally, staking out a territory to stay in led to their capture. Moving around the kingdom kept the crew safe, but how did he know where targets were? How did he know who he could trust?
Glancing over her shoulder at Dyis, who was at the back again, she saw his lips moving as if he were conversing with himself, but he smiled when he noticed her.
“I hope my brother isn’t bothering you,” he called. “Hes, are you being a gentleman?”
Heston’s grin was more like baring his teeth.
“That’s something I gladly fail at.” Leaning toward Rasha, he whispered, “Don't worry. I’m much better with women than Cal.”
“I should hope so,” Rasha teased. “If you’re worse than him, I’ll give your cheek a matching welt.”
“Which cheek?” Heston wiggled his brows, laughing when Rasha rolled her eyes. She should have expected as much, walking into a joke like that. She wasn’t used to men of Heston’s station. The well-mannered men she spent time around wouldn’t converse so freely with a woman.
“Would you like some sweets?” she asked instead. “I suppose I should share if I’m eating in front of you.”
“Sweets?” Heston’s eyes fastened on her saddlebags. “Is that what the boy in the village gave you?”
“Ronin. And yes. I’ve always liked sweets. He plays into that.” Rasha turned awkwardly in her saddle and dug into her bags until she pulled out the package. “We’ll start with the least popular.”
When she pulled out a few pieces of licorice, Heston gasped and placed a hand to his heart. “These are your least favorite?”
“I mean, I love all sweets. I just don’t put these at the top of my list.”
Heston snatched what she gave him greedily. “That’s too bad, Rasha. These are number one in my eyes. I’m interested to see what makes the top of your list.” He chewed his treat, humming under his breath.
Rasha enjoyed her licorice, but her enjoyment was nowhere near as much as Heston’s.
“Was the boy your suitor?” he asked.
“No. Ronin is a friend.”
Heston’s mouth quirked to the right. “He didn’t look like he wanted to be your friend.”
Why did she keep forgetting that Heston was observant? Just because he was the fool of the crew didn’t mean he was devoid of skills.
“Ronin thinks he’s interested in me. He’ll know better soon enough. I’m more interested in friends than suitors.”
“Fet,” Heston snorted, holding his hand out for more licorice. When Rasha didn’t fill his palm, he looked at her. Really looked at her. “Most girls wouldn’t say that. Why do you think he’s not really interested? The burns?”
“Yes, Heston,” she seethed. “The burns. I’m not beautiful. Under my costumes and makeup, this is who I am. Ronin will come to his senses and realize that he wants a beautiful lady as all men do. I won’t entertain his fantasies until he finds someone better.”
Before he could say another word, Rasha turned her horse and joined Dyis at the rear.
The older brother didn’t look surprised by that in the least.
“Excuse Heston,” he sighed. “He’s not the best at keeping his mouth shut. He’s pretty opinionated too.”
Rasha stuffed a handful of licorice in her mouth, holding out a few to Dyis.
“No, thank you. I don’t eat many sweets.”
“Fet.” Rasha swallowed, putting the rest of the sweets away. “You’re a responsible adult.”
“Not at all,” Dyis said. When she stared at him, he laughed. “I can be a child at times. I can relax and be playful in the right moments with the right people. But on the road, I’m in charge of this lot. No one is getting killed while I’m around.”
Rasha wanted to say that she could take care of herself. It was clearly a lie. She’d joined these men for protection and help while traveling. Surprise attacks on a single man were one thing, but she couldn’t actually fight.
“You won’t need us for long.”
She looked at Dyis, but his eyes were on the back of his brother’s head.
“Heston was mainly asking about the boy because most women need a man in their lives. They need protection and money; men provide both. But you can do all that on your own.” He looked at her then, eyes bright. “You may not be worldly or know how to fight like the rest of us, but you’ve proven yourself in more ways than one. Given the right tools, you’ll be unstoppable.”
Unstoppable was a bit of an overstatement. She was a good healer and could slash the throat of the occasional criminal. What else did they expect from her?
“If you do marry, you’ll be able to do it for love,” Dyis went on, eyes back on the road. “Nobles marry for connections, anyone lower marries in order to gain status or wealth. They all want something out of their bond. But you can do as you wish.”
“I am not interested in marriage,” Rasha muttered. She kept her eyes down, scratching her nails lightly on her horse’s neck. Why would she be? Men were horrible and untrustworthy, even this crew. They were nice enough, but they were outlaws. If she gave them a reason to, they’d turn on her without a moment’s hesitation.
“Then don’t marry. I don’t think any of us are looking for that either. But Rasha.” He leaned closer to her. “Do not count yourself out. You are beautiful in your own way. If appearance were all that mattered, not everyone could overlook you. On top of that, you have a kind soul.”
“Kind? I kill people.”
“On behalf of others,” Dyis insisted, settling back into his saddle. “My crew does everything for money, but you kill for justifiable reasons. You have many admirable traits, why do you think we wanted you to join us?”
Their reasons were not very clear. Rasha was a healer;  she knew when to use her brains and when to be violent. But they could have found anyone with those skills. Most men could do what she did if schooled correctly. That they’d practically paid her to join them, without wondering about her background, was concerning.
Dyis and Roderick were perceptive. They also came across as kind, which Rasha didn’t trust one bit. Callum and Heston’s personalities were real; they hid nothing. Dyis and his right-hand man were too reserved. Men could fool women effortlessly. Trusting a man’s kindness was akin to turning your back to a snake. Beautiful creatures had venomous bites. 




Chapter Seven

At the crossroads near Veslin, the crew parted ways. “Keep each other in line,” Dyis instructed. “Cal, take care of Rasha. Rasha, try to keep Cal from doing anything too foolish.” He handed her a small coin purse. “If you see any supplies you need, pick them up. We have almost a week before the next village.”
The layout of the kingdom wasn’t familiar to Rasha. She wasn’t certain which villages they were even near or how much time they’d spend between each one. She took the purse happily. It was best to pick up as much as possible. Dyis would have more coins after robbing the carriage.
“You hardly trust me with money,” Heston complained. “You hand over your purse when you’ve known her a few days?”
“He doesn’t trust me with money,” Callum said.
“You’re thirteen.” Heston’s snarl was out of character, but it only made Callum stick out his tongue. Rasha hid her laugh behind her hand.
“Rasha knows how to handle money.” Dyis remounted; Heston and Roderick followed suit. “She’s educated and much smarter than either of you. I’d give her the entire kingdom on a diamond tray before I gave either of you a coin.”
Money skills hadn’t always been something Rasha had. She’d barely handled it before moving in with Clayson. Still, she wasn’t an impulsive child anymore, and had an education.
“Stay safe,” she advised them.
“I’ll keep them alive,” Roderick chuckled. “Don’t you worry. You’ll have a harder time controlling Callum.”
“Fuck off,” Callum said as he crawled back onto his horse. Rasha remounted using a nearby rock. She needed to get used to not having Roderick to help her if they went off on jobs. The three men rode away while she and Callum turned toward town.
“Ya know you can’t control me, right?” Callum glared at her.
“I wouldn’t even try,” Rasha admitted. “But I can let the others know what you get up to. I don’t think Heston minds teaching you a lesson.”
“Snitch.”
“Twerp.”
They rode a bit farther without speaking. Callum hunched his shoulders while he pouted. Rasha didn’t actually want anyone to beat him. Heston needed to learn a different teaching method. But she had to tell them if he did anything too reckless. It would be best not to draw attention to themselves. New people in town on the same day as a carriage robbery could be tied together by someone smart if Veslin didn't get many visitors.
“What sort of town is Veslin?”
“Small,” Callum said. “More of a forest village. People keep to themselves and it ain’t as bad as some places. Their market has everything. People come from all over to trade with ‘em. You should be able to find anythin’ your pretty heart desires.”
As Callum slowed his horse to walk alongside Rasha, his eyes trailed down her body. “Maybe we should get you a dress.” His purr was off-putting from one so young. “Somethin’ more form fittin’ than the ones ya had back home.”
“Maybe you should jump in a lake,” Rasha snapped. “What is wrong with you? Didn't your mother teach you how to respect women?” Callum’s face fell as his eyes flared, both emotionless and raging. Nervousness pricked at her skin as Rasha leaned away from him.
“We’re almost there,” he said, moving his horse to walk in front of hers again.
He didn’t have a mother. Why had Rasha assumed he did? He was a thirteen-year-old boy traveling with outlaws. If Heston and Dyis had no parents to the point of Heston not remembering them, Callum’s situation couldn’t be much better. Rasha had no parents either, if she didn’t count Clayson. If Roderick and Senkin had no one, then they were a crew of orphans. It explained how close they all were. Even with the anger below the surface, they acted more like brothers than men working together. At least, what Rasha assumed brothers acted like.
“Callum,” she began. He held up a hand, pointing as the village came into view.
“We’re here. We should look ‘round the market and then maybe get a meal. Dyis wouldn’t mind if we got food in our bellies.”
“Callum.”
“Don’t.” He halted his horse, making Rasha move around him. His rage had dissipated. For a moment he looked like the child he was. “Don’t pity me. Fet. I get along without a mother.”
“So did I.”
He tilted his head to the side like a puzzled puppy. When he didn’t open his mouth or look at her funny, he could pass for a cute boy in need of a bath.
“My mother died when I was young,” she explained. “I have no one besides Clayson now. Besides the burns and the murders, I think I’m doing well as an orphan.”
“I ain’t an orphan.” Callum’s tone was light, considering the topic of conversation. “I’m sure my mother is still alive, she just didn’t want me. Your mother died? But Hes and Dy told me ya didn’t remember your past.”
“I… I don’t,” she hurried to respond. “I have impressions of things that may have happened in the past. When someone mentions mothers, I feel a sense of loss. I assume that means she died.”
Callum’s eyes narrowed as he chewed his lip. “Your mother might be dead, but your father could be alive. He didn’t come lookin’ for ya?”
“I assumed he was dead as well.” Rasha got her horse walking, rehashing the stories she’d told or that had been guessed in Weslington, hoping Callum wasn’t suspicious. “My friends and Doctor Clayson think I may have ended up looking this way because of an attack. I was almost dead when he pulled me from the river. When no one came looking, we just figured that the attack had killed whatever family I had.”
It was a believable story. Ronin and Clayson had pieced it together over the years. Kamari liked to think that her family was set upon by outlaws, much like the crew Rasha rode with now.
“Wouldn’t someone know?” Callum asked. “You don’t act like the lower-class, so if someone of station had a missin’ daughter, they’d come lookin’.”
Clayson had accepted Rasha’s story without question. He probably didn’t believe it all, but he left well enough alone. This crew was something different.
“Did ya ever try to find ‘em? If you floated downriver, then they’re probably near the Northern mountains.”
“They didn't want me.” Rasha’s voice carried; anyone at the edge of the village could have heard her. She covered her mouth as she tried to control herself. Callum’s eyes went wide as plates. Rasha dropped her hand, wetting her lips before continuing. “I mean, if they did, they would have come looking. I floated in that river for a while, burnt and beaten within an inch of my life. If I had a caring family, they’d have tried to find me.”
They didn’t speak again until they entered the village, dismounting their horses and leaving them at a stable.
“Rasha,” Callum said timidly. It took effort to look at him. She was suddenly so tired. “I’m sorry. Pryin’ was rude. I don’t like it when people ask me ‘bout my past either. I won’t ask anythin’ else.”
She nodded, fully aware that he wouldn’t keep that promise. Even if he wasn’t a curious child, Callum was not acting like himself. He was wild, perverted, and not concerned with the feelings of others. He’d be back to his tricks soon enough.
“Shall we walk through the market?” Rasha asked. She needed to be in a crowd for once in her life. Emotions she hadn’t felt in a long time were gathering in her chest, threatening to erupt into sobs. 
Once in the marketplace, Rasha’s depression turned to anxiety. Callum walked around whistling as he searched the stalls, but all she felt were eyes. Everyone seemed to watch her. Strangers typically gawked at Rasha’s scars; she was used to that. This was different; like someone was watching because of who she was. Like they knew her.
Thinking about the past made her paranoid. There was no one left who cared enough to search for her. The only likely explanation would be if someone had witnessed one of her killings, but Rasha was certain that wasn’t it. She’d been careful each time. Heston had followed her without her knowledge, but he was a practiced thief. If anyone like him had come to Weslington before, she would have noticed. Perhaps not if they followed her, but she’d know if someone that strange was in town.
“Think we need some more medical supplies?” Callum asked, pausing in front of a stall.
Rasha looked at what the stall sold, happy to be brought back to the present. What she saw halted her breath.
Herbs. The stall sold hundreds of herbs. Glancing wildly at the bundles and jars filled with plants, Rasha’s fingers twitched. There were herbs here that she’d only seen drawings of in books. Clayson didn’t need to stock everything. Most herbs could be used well enough. But in this stall were plants from the entire kingdom; some even rare. 
“Your drool is thrillin’.” Callum grinned when Rasha glared. “You look like a child pickin’ out sweets.”
Rasha didn’t correct him. She loved sweets, but the feelings she had for these herbs were entirely different. “Some of these are very hard to find,” she informed him, regaining control of her desires. “It might be helpful to pick some up.”
“As you wish. You know more 'bout healin’ than us.”
A great deal of time was spent at the herbs stall while Rasha inspected each plant she wanted to purchase. She had to consider how well they’d hold up with travel and if their properties would grow less potent as time went on. With her choices in hand, she haggled easily with the merchant. The old man tried to control the conversation, seeing only a simple girl before him, but Rasha proved her knowledge within a minute. She hadn’t purchased some of these plants before, but she knew when she was being cheated. In the end, she walked away with some well-selected purchases at more than reasonable prices.
“You’re pretty good at that,” Callum remarked as they shoved their way through the crowds. “Dy was right to trust you with the money.”
“I am educated in this topic. Shall we search for some bandage material?”
Rasha handled the rest of the stalls as easily as the first, putting everything in the bag they had brought with them. Callum got distracted easily, stopping to look at anything remotely shiny. When Rasha suggested finding dinner, he had a goal to focus on. Callum was more outgoing than Rasha had thought. He talked with merchants and villagers, asking where they might find the best food.
For a bunch of outlaws, the crew was very personable. If Rasha were an outlaw, she’d keep her head down and not draw attention to herself. That would keep her identity unknown, and people wouldn’t tie her to any possible crimes.
Clearly, she was an outlaw. It hadn’t seemed like it back home. Avenging the fallen was more of a mission. It was against the law to kill, but if the law hadn’t been lenient, she wouldn’t have had to take matters into her own hands. Now she was in the company of unsavory characters who thieved and killed for money. Her mother would have been disappointed, but it was all done with a purpose. It was for Kamari.
Callum found a nice enough inn that had a bustling tavern attached to it. “Most people said they have good meat pies,” Callum said over the din as they found a table that was unoccupied and not too dirty. “I won’t be able to catch food each evening so it’s best to take opportunities for meat when we get ‘em.”
Callum ordered two meat pies but Rasha went for the stew. It was getting chilly at night and there was meat in the stew as well. The barmaid caught Callum’s attention, which meant he leered at her each chance he got. She was darker than Rasha, though not as dark as Roderick. The front of her dress was low enough to show off her breasts, and Callum watched her curves whenever she passed.
“Your lips look as smooth as silk,” Callum sighed when the woman came with their food. She barely blinked at his statement, walking to serve another table.
“Why do you do that?” Was it normal for a boy his age to be as lecherous? Admittedly, she hadn’t spent much time around boys his age. She tended to any villagers who came to Clayson’s, but this was the most time she had spent one on one with someone like him.
“Do wha’?” Callum asked. Taking a bite of his pie, he moaned. “Oh Creator. They weren’t lyin’; this pie is amazing. Flaky crust, moist meat. You shoulda gotten a pie. Not sharin’ mine.”
Rasha sighed, eating her stew happily. It was rustic but well made. The meat was unrecognizable. It wasn’t clear what she was eating but she couldn’t be picky at a time like this. “Why do you treat women that way?”
Callum munched on his food as his eyes darted around the room. “Women are pretty,” he said simply. “Why is it wrong to tell ‘em that?”
“You wanted me to swim in the river so you could see through my dress.”
“Yeah,” he laughed at himself. “Women are pretty, so I wanna look at ‘em. This world ain’t the kindest place, so I take my pleasures where I can.”
He had a point. Callum had a hard life, especially if he’d been raised without his parents. Living and traveling with the crew couldn’t be easy either.
“None of the crew acts like that,” Rasha pointed out. “Even Heston. Shouldn’t you try to model your behavior after them?”
“Hell no.” Callum moved on to his second pie. “We can’t all be the same. How boring would that be? If Dyis wanted that, he wouldn’t have let you join.” He licked his fingers and drained the rest of his drink. “Besides, Hes has his moments. He likes women, he’s just more picky than me.”
Of course he was. Heston was the teasing sort. Also, he wasn’t hard on the eyes. Any of the crew could get a woman’s attention without a problem. But none were as pushy as Callum.
“Senkin can be like me,” Callum mused. “He’s quieter than the rest of us, but he speaks his mind when he wants to. So if he sees a woman he likes, he’ll tell her so.”
That was wonderful. Could she put up with two lechers?
“We should go meet the crew,” Rasha said as she finished her dinner. “Do you think they’ve finished yet?”  
“Most likely.” Callum stuffed the rest of his pie into his mouth as Rasha set some coins on the table. “Wish we could stay at the inn,” Callum sighed. “I like travelin’ well enough, but a bed can’t be beat. Wasted opportunity.”
Everything with the crew was opportunistic, Rasha realized as they returned to their horses and left Veslin. They were organized in their approach to things, but they were flexible. Dyis had noted that they were near Veslin at the right moment to get some money and supplies. If there hadn’t been a carriage to rob, he’d have most likely had them stay the night at the inn if they could afford it. That was comforting to know.
“I hope you know how to control yourself,” Rasha told Callum as they reached the crossroads. “I’m traveling with you for a while and I won’t put up with lecherous behavior. Save it for the barmaids we encounter.”
“No promises.”
Before they could stop their horses to wait for the men, Dyis burst through the trees.
“Thank the Creator.” His face was flushed, eyes wide, and there was blood on his shirt.
“What happened?” Callum’s unseen serious side made an appearance.
“It isn’t too bad.” Dyis sounded calm under the barely contained panic. “I did the best we could under the circumstances, but Rasha is who we need.”
“Who was injured?” she asked, already pulling bandages from her bags.
“Roderick. He got sliced trying to save Heston.”




Chapter Eight

When Roderick saw everyone burst through the trees to rush to his side, he laughed hard enough for tears to stream down his cheeks. Dyis had laid him down only just in the treeline which didn’t seem safe in Rasha’s opinion. Heston sat at Roderick’s side, eyes shifty and biting his nails nervously.
“You all look terrified,” Roderick chuckled. “I’m not dying.”
“I’ll be the judge of that.” Rasha knelt beside the giant man. Blood covered his shirt near the neck. “Please remove your shirt.”
When Roderick did as he was told, revealing the wound, Rasha winced. The slash was in the space between his shoulder and neck, then sliced down across his chest. It wasn’t deep enough that she could see his clavicle, but there was a lot of blood. Not enough to suggest a nicked artery.
“This could have been much worse,” she breathed.
“I know,” Roderick said. “But I have thicker skin than most.”
“Don’t joke around,” Dyis ordered, flicking Roderick’s forehead. His stern tone suggested he wanted to strike his injured friend harder than that. “What were you thinking?”
“He was saving me,” Heston wailed. Rasha glanced at the man, whose face was scrunched up in internal agony. “Rod, you should’ve let me get hit.” Heston turned his back to everyone, hunching his shoulders like he wanted to cry.
“You’re shorter than me,” Roderick said. “Heston, you would have taken the blade in the head, which would have ruined your pretty face. The man might have used that moment to fatally wound you. Dy wouldn’t have liked losing you.”
“I also wouldn’t have liked losing you,” Dyis grumbled, looking between the two men.
Rasha worked quickly as they had their moment. Pouring water from their waterskins, she washed the wound. With the blood cleared away, it wasn’t as deep as she’d first feared. No doubt, the man who’d inflicted the wound was smaller than Roderick and hadn’t had the strength to cut deep into the mountain of a man. She cleaned the wound and allowed it to dry, then applied some cleansing ointments to stave off infection.
Roderick really was thicker-skinned than Heston, possibly due to his Durran background. There weren’t many people his color back home, so she’d treated no one with strong Durran ancestry.
“Looks like you got away with good loot.” Callum had lost interest in the drama as soon as it became apparent Roderick would live. He stood off to the side, looking through the bags on the horses.
“They weren’t heavily armed,” Roderick said as he shifted so Rasha could bandage him. “The guards were surprisingly lively, though. But we robbed ‘em clean. I think we should ride a bit before it gets fully dark. Put some distance between us and the area.”
“Shut your mouth,” Dyis snapped. He flicked Roderick again, which only made the mountain laugh. “You’re hurt. Heston is hysterical. There’s nothing wrong with spending the night here. No one would think the thieves would stay nearby.”
“I am not hysterical.” Heston turned around, his scowl thrown off by the red-rimmed eyes. Used to bravado, not tears from men, Rasha gazed at him with wonder. Heston wasn’t putting on a brave face like Roderick or Dyis had when injured. She wanted to look at him closer to see if he’d really shed tears.
“Dy.” Callum sauntered over, hands in the pockets of his trousers. “I think it would be best to ride on. We don’t want to risk being found fast asleep.” Rasha wanted to agree, but it was better for Roderick to rest. Dyis narrowed his eyes as he looked Callum over.
“What did you do?” he sighed.
Rasha looked from the boy to Dyis. “Do? He didn’t do anything. Callum was with me the entire time.” She looked around at the men, but Heston and Roderick just smiled grimly. Dyis rubbed his eyes.
“He was with you, but did you watch him the whole time?”
“No. Was I supposed to?” Rasha glanced at the boy’s small smile. Callum pulled his hands from his pockets, revealing coins and jewels. He chuckled when Rasha’s jaw dropped.
“I took opportunities when I saw ‘em. When people don’t tend to their belongings, it’s only right to teach ‘em to know better in the future.”
The boy was a skilled pickpocket. Rasha may have been distracted, but she doubted she’d have caught him, even if she had been paying attention. Obviously he was good enough not to get caught by the people he stole from.
“It could have been worse,” Dyis said as he got up and returned to the horses. “If we stayed overnight in the village, Cal would have wandered off.”
“There are some nice houses in Veslin,” the boy argued. “Merchants make enough money to lend me some.”   
“It isn’t lending if you don’t return it,” Roderick said as Heston helped him to his feet. “We should get going. If anyone connects the thieving in town with the robbery on the road, they will certainly be looking.”
Rasha dusted off her knees before putting away her supplies in the saddlebags. Callum’s actions had been foolish. As a member of the crew, he should have considered the consequences beforehand.
“I hate riding at night,” Heston complained as he mounted, seemingly over the guilt he’d felt moments earlier. “There’s nothing to look at.”
“Entertain yourself with conversation,” Dyis said from his horse. “Ride with Cal and educate him on the fine art of almost getting killed.” Rasha handed Dyis back the coin purse, used a rock to mount up, and fell into line with Roderick in the middle of the group. He was hiding his pain, but there was nothing wrong with keeping an eye on him.
Heston was right to hate traveling in the dark. The moon shone, but that was all they had to see by. The outlines of trees around them made Rasha’s neck itch. Anything could be out there, waiting to devour them. What creatures were in this part of the kingdom? Magical creatures were few and far between, but there were normal animals too. Would the crew be able to fight off a pack of wolves? The men didn’t seem concerned with the darkness at all. Dyis kept to the back, but Heston and Callum argued among themselves playfully, barely noticing their surroundings.
“Are you well?” Roderick asked, moving his horse closer to hers.
“I’m a little uneasy,” she admitted. “But I’m certain you all know how to handle traveling at night and fending off creatures.”
“Mostly. We try to stay away from creatures that would harm us. At night, if you hadn’t noticed, Dyis lays a circle around our camp for protection.”
“He does?” Rasha looked back at their leader, though she could barely see him. He was a witch, but she hadn’t been sure of what powers he had.
“It mainly works for animals,” Roderick said. “If an animal can’t attack us, it will move on. However, threats of the human variety would wait until we left the circle. So, traveling now is necessary.”
While she hadn’t seen Dyis use his magic, it was bound to happen in the time they spent together. Not that magic was important. Rasha didn’t look down on those with powers, but she didn’t worship them either. In her experience, the skills a person had didn’t matter. It was how they used them.
“I’m surprised that you got hurt. You cut an intimidating figure, Roderick. I don’t know why anyone would willingly fight you.”
“You can call me Rod. I’m aware of how I appear, but guards are supposed to do their jobs, regardless of who they face. Typically, their hesitation helps us gain the advantage.”
“How did you become part of the crew?” Rasha asked before she could think about her words. It wasn’t her place to ask for the man’s backstory. Callum didn’t want to talk about his, so she should assume that everyone else felt the same. “You don’t have to tell me. I’m just curious. You look like you should serve on the guard or as a soldier.”
Roderick’s teeth flashed in the dark.
“You can ask me anything you like. You’re part of the crew, Rasha. Even if it’s just for the next two months. I’m glad to tell you my background, though it isn’t as interesting as one would hope. I grew up a sailor. Practically born on a boat. My mother died when I was learning to walk. The men my father worked with raised me.”
How could a man his size swim? A man with that much muscle should sink, but if he grew up on the water, surely she was wrong.
“Pirates attacked our ship when I was ten. They killed my father along with most of the sailors on board. They kept a few of us to work on the ship. I started as a cabin boy and worked my way up.”
“You were a pirate?” That was unbelievable. Roderick’s story was more tragic than she imagined. Forced to become an outlaw on the sea, living alongside the men who had killed his father; that couldn’t have been easy.
“I was,” he confirmed. “While I may look like the type to serve inside the law, I never had the chance. All I know is blood and thieving. When I turned twenty, I’d had enough. The men didn’t see me as a slave anymore, they respected me. They’d taught me to fight and knew my strength. No one stopped me when I packed a satchel and left the ship.”   
The amount of inner strength that Roderick had was astounding. After living through all of that, he’d left behind his life at sea, the only place he’d known. It would make more sense to do that if he’d wanted to live an honest life. If Roderick had left after deciding that he was sick of killing and stealing, his life could have turned out differently. Instead, he was on the road doing the exact same things he’d been doing before.
“I don’t understand,” Rasha almost whispered. “You didn’t want a new life? You didn’t take a look at the future ahead of you and decide to become a new person?” Anyone else would have taken that chance to start over; Rasha had done that herself.
“I know what I’m good at. I could have gotten work as a guard or soldier, but I’m not the best at taking orders.” Shifting in his saddle, Rod glanced over his shoulder. “Expect from Dy. He doesn’t really give orders. He consults with me and makes a point to listen to anyone’s opinion on a job. It’s much easier to work alongside a man like that.”
Everyone rode silently for an hour more before Dyis declared it safe to sleep. They prepared their bedrolls but didn’t light a fire in case anyone was tracking them. After a light dinner of bread and nuts, they all settled down.
Except for Rasha. Again, her thoughts raced. If she asked each of the crew more about their stories, would they all be tragic? Heston and Dyis didn’t have parents, Callum thought his mother didn’t want him, and Roderick had lost both his parents at a young age. She could only imagine the horrors the men experienced before they found each other. Bound together by sorrow and anger, the crew made a close-knit family. If she were to tell the truth of her own tragic past, would they accept her as well?  
“Do you normally have trouble falling asleep?” Dyis asked from nearby. He stepped into the moonlight. Dark circles lay beneath his eyes and he looked ready to fall over.
“I haven’t slept outside before this,” she said, pushing herself to sit up. “It will take some getting used to. Why don’t you sleep and I’ll keep watch?”
Dyis grinned, eyes lighting up in a way that made him appear energetic.
“Rod said you suggested that last night as well. It’s nice that you’re so eager to help. When you’ve been with us longer, I’ll take you up on that offer.”
If they didn’t trust her, they didn’t trust her. Only time would change that. Time and honesty.
Dyis sighed, sitting down near her bedroll and looking up at the sky through the trees. “Thank you for caring for Roderick. I don’t like to see any of the crew get hurt, especially him. We rely on him a lot.”
“The wound wasn’t too severe,” Rasha reminded him. “He should rest as much as possible for the next couple of days, just so he heals faster.”
“I’ll make certain he does that.” Dyis turned his eyes to hers, his grin returning. When he had a wild smile, the resemblance between him and Heston became more apparent. “I heard part of your conversation earlier. Roderick was telling you how he joined the crew, but he didn’t get to the part where he actually met us.”
He hadn’t. Rasha had been so entranced by his story that she’d forgotten the original question. 
“Heston tried to steal from Rod. The fool chose the biggest target, waltzed right up, and stuck his hand in Rod's bag.”
“Sounds like Heston,” Rasha muttered.
“He has moments of brilliance. But that was not one of them.” Dyis scratched his head while he frowned down at the dirt. “Or maybe it was. We wouldn’t have Rod if Hes hadn’t been stupid. Roderick allowed Hes to leave with some coins then followed him to a side street where he took his time beating up my brother and taking the money he had on him.”
Rasha had to cover her mouth to muffle her laughter. Heston against Roderick was like a puppy fighting a bear. Heston had to have been really young at the time, too.
“Hes didn’t let that stop him. He got back up and went to the village to steal from someone else. I wasn’t there for most of this story, but when I entered the scene, I found Hes looking like he’d been run over by a carriage and dragged through the streets by horses. I’d never seen him look so bad; it made me sick.”
“He stole from the wrong person again?” Rasha guessed. Dyis smiled sadly.
“He really is an idiot. I found him in an alley, surrounded by dead and unconscious men, with Roderick holding Heston’s head in his lap. He saved my brother’s life.”
“What made him do that? No offense, Dyis, but Heston wasn’t working on the right side of the law. Earlier, Roderick had beaten Heston for stealing from him. Why even care that Heston was being beaten again?”
“Rod is kind,” Dyis said. “I know it doesn’t look that way. When you get to talking to him, you learn his softer side. Even raised by pirates, he had a good heart. Heston had amused him earlier that day, and Rod was a thief of a sort himself. There is no bond between thieves, but there is an understanding. Roderick saw a fellow outlaw in need and decided he was worth saving.”
When he glanced at the large sleeping shape of the former pirate, Dyis sighed. “I’m glad that he did. Not only did he save my brother’s life, but I gained someone who I now hold close to my heart.”
The way Dyis spoke made Rasha curious about his background. All of them, besides Callum, had an education to some degree. The seriousness of his voice when he spoke of friendship had Rasha’s heart aching for those she’d tried to become close to. Kamari needed her. Ronin wanted to be by her side. Clayson loved her in his own way. But were they unbreakable friendships?
“Also,” Dyis said, bringing her back into focus. “Call me Dy. I know Rod gave you permission to use his nickname as well. You’re part of the crew. I’d like to think you will become one of those I hold dear. So, unless you want me to treat you like a stranger that I don’t give a damn about, call me Dy.”
“Very well.” She could hardly keep the smile from her voice. “I’m going to sleep now, Dy. If you need me, wake me up.”
“Good night, dear Rasha.”




Chapter Nine

“I didn’t take anything,” Callum shrieked. “Get off!.”
The screaming woke Rasha, making her heart race much too early in the morning. Heston had Callum pinned down, yelling right in the boy’s face. Sitting up and looking around, Rasha found that it was only the three of them at the campsite.
“I’m missing coins,” Heston yelled. “Who else would take them?”
“Heston,” Rasha sighed as she crawled out of her bedroll. “You realize he’s a child, right?”
Heston’s wild eyes focused on her, but he held Callum down easily despite the lack of focus.
“He’s old enough to know not to steal from his crew. If he doesn’t know, I’ll teach him.”
Callum bucked, almost kneeing Heston’s groin, but Heston turned his hips to avoid the blow. He lifted one hand and backhanded Callum.
“For Creator’s sake,” Rasha yelled, striding to the scuffle. “Will you stop? He’s a third your size.” Rasha grabbed Heston’s shoulder and pulled, but he didn’t budge.
“Go get Dy,” Callum begged her, his cheek red where Heston struck him.
Unsure of where the two men could have gone, Rasha hurried to tug on her boots, nearly tripping as she rushed into the trees.
“Dyis,” she yelled, hoping they were in earshot. “Roderick? I’m pretty sure Heston is going to kill Callum.”
“He won’t kill him.” Roderick appeared from behind a group of trees, a bundle of herbs in his hands. “Heston isn’t the best with words so he’s teaching Cal the only way he knows works.” Roderick stepped closer and Rasha’s eyes found the fresh blood on his shoulder.
“Did you strain yourself?” She stepped closer. “Roderick, you were only just wounded. You’re supposed to be resting.”
“That’s what I told him,” Dyis said as he walked from another direction. His hands and arms were dirty, his face covered in sweat. “I also told you you’re supposed to call us by Dy and Rod.”
Rasha pursed her lips. That wasn’t the issue right now. Callum shrieked in the distance and Dyis sighed, brushing his hands on his trousers.
“We should rescue the boy,” he said as he walked toward camp. “Come on.”
Rasha followed the men back, eyeing Rod’s shoulder. She’d have to look over that wound if he strained himself. How was she supposed to make him stay still long enough to heal?
Callum was on his stomach now, as if he’d tried to crawl away from Heston, who was sitting on his back, hands tangled in the boy’s hair.
“Hes,” Callum cried. “Come on, let go.” There were actual tears on the boy’s cheeks.
“Heston,” Dyis called as they approached. “Get off of him. He’s much smaller than you, and you’ll hurt him without even realizing it.” Heston didn’t act like he heard.
“Give me back my money, you little piece of shit.”
That was enough. With a running start, Rasha passed Dyis and Roderick, who were strolling up to the fighting men at a casual pace. She put her head down, held out her arms, and tackled Heston with every ounce of her body weight. He was bigger than her, but surprise had always been her biggest advantage. She launched him right off of Callum’s back so quickly that the boy likely lost some of his hair. But Heston was off, and that was the point.
“What the hell?” Heston struggled, but Rasha straddled him, wrapping her hands around his throat. She didn’t squeeze tight enough to do any damage, just enough to make his movements still. “What are you doing?”
“What am I doing?” she seethed. “What are you doing? You’re the adult here. Learn how to control yourself.”
Dyis and Roderick focused on helping Callum up and looked over his injuries as if Heston wasn’t their concern.
“This is none of your business,” Heston hissed up at her. “This is between the two of us.”
“I will not sit back while you torture an innocent child.”
“Innocent?” His laughter made the throat beneath Rasha’s hands jump. “You know he’s not innocent.”
“None of us is innocent, Heston.” Rasha stared deep into his eyes, trying to calm the beast inside him. “You and the crew all steal and murder for money. I’ve killed people for vengeance. Who are we to judge one another?”
Heston’s eyes flashed angrily, then a slow smile spread across his lips.
“Really?” he drawled. “I don’t think any of us tried to spy on you as you relieved yourself in the woods. That was only the monster you call a child. You won’t judge him for that?”  
The voices where the rest of the crew stood, stopped. Rasha’s cheeks heated. That first day in the woods; those hadn’t been animal noises.
“I stopped him. You may have heard me pull him from the tree he crawled into. That was why you came back to find that welt on his face. I was defending your honor.”
Her honor? Rasha rolled off him, brushing the dirt from her clothes as she stood.
“I don’t need you to defend my honor. I can take care of that myself.” She walked over to their leaders; Callum stood between them pretty dirty and banged up. Rasha’s glare made his face pale.
“Callum. You’re a child, but I know you can take a beating. I’m not as strong as Heston, but I can backhand as well as anyone. Do not spy on me again.”
No one spoke. They watched as Rasha mounted her horse, shoved some bread in her mouth, and headed for the road.
Callum wasn’t as defenseless as she’d been at his age. He probably had stolen from Heston, the little weasel. But what she’d done hadn’t warranted the punishment she received, and Callum hadn’t deserved that level of attack. No matter what Dyis and Roderick said, Heston could have killed the boy without meaning to; he was strong. With his level of immaturity, Heston needed to gain control of his emotions.
The thunder of hoofs followed her, signaling that the men were there. They followed, speaking in hushed tones, giving her space. No doubt she’d surprised them, but they hadn’t abandoned her, for which she was grateful. 
After an hour of riding down the straight road, they came to a fork. She paused, looking back and forth between the two choices. Someone approached from behind and Rasha wondered who’d gathered courage to join the temperamental woman.
“We take the right.”
They’d sent Callum. Possibly because he was a child and she couldn’t get that mad at him. However, she was mad at both Callum and Heston, so she steered her horse to the right without glancing at the boy.
“Rasha. Thanks for savin’ me. Hes and I have a tense relationship. He sorta hates me most of the time.”
“That doesn’t mean he can treat you like that,” Rasha muttered. “And Dy and Rod shouldn’t let him.”
When Callum cleared his throat, Rasha spared him a look. The scratches on his face shone white against his flushed skin.
“Hes is a special person,” he explained. “Dy tries his best, but there’s only so much you can do with family.”
That was incorrect. Being family meant that you should be honest when others could not, you couldn’t let family members run wild. Hurting people was still hurting people. Surely Dy knew that what his brother did was wrong. It couldn’t happen again.
Killing Heston to avenge Callum wasn’t part of Rasha’s plan. Despite his annoying habits and idiotic ways, she was beginning to like Heston. She liked all of them. They were like a rowdy group of brothers. But she could kill anyone if she had to.
“I also apologize for spyin’ on ya.” Callum chewed his lip, looking down at his hands gripping tightly to the reins. “I’m not good at impulse control. I’ll try to keep myself from doin’ it again.”
“Try?” Rasha had to laugh.
The boy grinned ruefully. “I’m only human.”
He was. He also was not eloquent. Someone had coached him on what to say. It warmed Rasha’s heart, if she were being honest. They had worked together to soothe her feelings. No one had done something like that before. She’d never had a group of people who cared about her feelings. Kamari and Ronin knew each other, but they weren’t friends; they hadn’t formed a united front. This was new.
“Try not to cross me,” Rasha suggested. “I have a temper as well. Maybe keep Heston happy too.”
“So you don’t have to kill him?” Callum’s eyes shone with suppressed laughter.
“So I don’t have to kill him,” Rasha agreed. Killing Heston wouldn’t make the crew happy. She needed them so she needed him; at least until she reached Kamari.
Rasha and Callum led the way until nightfall. He tried to joke around with her, telling her stories of failed robberies and interactions with women. Turned out he was used to getting slapped and beaten. The stories he told suggested that he’d been doing this for some time. Where had a child learned such behavior? It couldn’t have been from this crew.
“I would have broken your nose too,” Rasha said as he ended one story. Dyis had decided they could stop for the night so they were turning off the road.
“I was simply getting a dropped coin,” Callum laughed. They dismounted and tied their horses to a nearby tree.
“The coin you purposefully dropped so it would roll under her skirts.” Rasha shook her head as the young boy cackled, holding onto his horse for stability.
“Nice to see you’ve made up,” Roderick said as he joined them. “Rasha, Dy and I need our wounds checked.”
“I’ll see if I can catch somethin’ before it gets too dark,” Callum said. As he sauntered off, he whistled an upbeat tune. The boy was a handful, but adorable in his own way. Rasha had always wanted a younger sibling.
Dy and Rod sat down while she examined and tended to their wounds. The daunter bite looked to be healing nicely. Rod had aggravated his wound so Rasha washed it, added some ointments, and wrapped it up again.
“You need to rest it. We’re doing nothing but riding until we reach the next town, right Dy?”
“Right you are. Rod, you heard the boss. You need to rest. No difficult physical labor and no fighting.”
“Fet.” Rod rolled his eyes skyward.
“I don’t know how you aggravated your wound by just collecting herbs,” Rasha muttered. “It should take more than that. Perhaps I should look at it again in the daylight. Maybe I missed something important.”
Rasha scrunched her brow as she stared at her hands, trying to figure out what could make his wound more sensitive than usual.
“Rasha.”
She looked back up to find Rod staring at her, his dark brown eyes filled with concern.
“Do not doubt your abilities,” he whispered. “The wound was healing well. It was me who hindered the process.” He looked at Dyis. Their leader winced, then ran a hand through his curls.
“It was both of us,” Dy said. “We haven’t been completely honest with you, Rasha.”
That wasn’t surprising; it was to be expected. Rasha wasn’t being honest with them either.
“Were you sparring?” she asked, looking between the two men. “That wouldn’t have been the smartest decision. Tell me, I won’t be angry.”
The groan that pushed from Dy’s lips was deep. He buried his face in his hands, but Rasha saw the blush that rushed to his cheeks. Roderick chuckled and placed a hand on the man’s back.
“Dyis doesn’t like to discuss personal matters,” Rod explained, looking back at Rasha. “And this isn’t unheard of when you go further South but we weren’t certain how you’d react.”
React to what?
Roderick reached for Dy’s hand, and just like that, pieces fell into place. Their random disappearances, why Dyis had been so concerned with Roderick being hurt, even the way they conversed should have hinted at the fact.
“Are you lovers?” Rasha breathed it low, eyes going to where Heston sat by the fire.
“We are,” Rod said. “Heston and Callum know. So does Senkin. We didn’t mean to lie to you, but not everyone is accepting of this type of relationship.”
Dyis lifted his head, eyes wide and almost fearful. “Even Heston isn’t that happy about it. Rod and I keep mostly to ourselves, but that comes at a cost. I’m sorry. Clearly, if we’d been at the campsite earlier, the fight with Heston wouldn’t have happened.”
That was probably true. Heston wouldn’t have gotten so bad with Dyis and Roderick present. But it wasn’t fair to them to say so.
“Thank you for telling me. While I’ve not met anyone in this type of relationship, it isn’t unknown to me. And I don’t have any negative feelings on the matter.” In fact, there was a warmth in her heart, almost as if a spark had flickered to life there. These two men, both so strong and kind, had found happiness together. They deserved that.
“I don’t blame you for what happened earlier,” Rasha went on. “You both should be able to spend time alone. We should behave as adults in this crew, even though Callum is still a child. So don’t apologize for being happy. We aren’t children who require watching.”
The two men exchanged a look and tension left Dy’s shoulders as he sat up.
“Heston can be a handful,” he pointed out. “But you’re right, everyone should be able to get along in this crew. I’ll talk to Hes and Cal.”
“I’m required to limit activities,” Roderick sighed, scratching his newly grown scruff.  “Conversation will be all I’m good for. So I can help with that.”  
For a moment, Rasha was sorry for the tongue lashings Heston and Callum would receive. But if it made the future of their journey better, they could deal with it.
“If you’d like,” Rasha suggested. “You can help me prepare the herbs I bought at the market. That shouldn’t be strenuous enough to hinder your healing.”
“What did you acquire?” Rod asked.
Rasha brought her bag over to the men. Showing them the array of plants she’d bought, she explained what she’d be able to do with each. They listened, but as she spoke their eyes grew wide. Finally, when their jaws dropped open, she laughed.
“What is it?” she asked.
“You know a lot,” Dy said. “I mean, I know you’re educated. You studied with the doctor after all. But you are very smart. You retain information perfectly. How do you do that?”
“It’s nothing,” she insisted as she put the plants away. “I like to study.”
Lies. She just kept lying. She hadn’t liked to study; it had been all she was allowed to do while growing up. With no one to keep her company, books were all she had.
“I caught some birds.” Callum held up a few bodies as he walked out of the trees.
“Nicely done,” Dy congratulated him. “Time for supper, everyone.” They all gathered around the fire, in good moods, except for Heston. He glared at the fire while the meat cooked, glared at the meat as he ate, then glared at his bedroll until he crawled in and turned his back to everyone.
Dyis and Callum talked about activities they could do while traveling the next few days. Something about hunting and drying meat. Rasha sat on her bedroll, looking across the fire to Heston.
“Don’t mind him.” Roderick sat down beside her. “Heston is a master at throwing fits. He’ll get over it soon enough.”
“What exactly will he get over?” There was Callum stealing, Rasha tackling him, and whatever lecture he’d gotten from his brother.
“I think he’s more embarrassed than anything else,” Rod said. “He didn’t expect you to take him down like that.”
“I have killed men,” Rasha sniffed. Heston had seen her do it.
“True. He didn’t expect you to be that strong, though. With training, you might handle any of us. I’m sure he’s also embarrassed of how he behaved in front of you.”
Rasha looked at Rod to see if he was joking; he wasn’t.
“Why would that matter? He hardly knows me.”
“But he lacks friends. With you as part of this crew for a month, he wants you to be friends.”
“He doesn’t lack friends. He has the crew.”
Heston shifted in his bedroll, obviously listening. There was no way he’d fallen asleep that easily.
“We are more like family,” Rod countered. “Brothers. Even if he comes to consider you as a sister, right now you are approaching friendship. Friendship which he unknowingly craves. On top of that, you’re a woman. He’s never been friends with a woman before.”
Any sane man would avoid platonic friendship with a woman. Even Ronin didn’t want to be just her friend. Women understood each other better than men could. Rasha scratched her head, pulling off her wrap. She wanted genuine friendships. It was why she was traveling over a month to find Kamari.
Yes, Rasha wanted to protect anyone in a bad situation, but Kamari was her closest friend as well. It might be nice to be friends with Heston but he had a temper, was doltish, and immature. She wanted to strangle him most of the time. He’d kept Cal from spying on her, though. That was a positive on his part.
“I think we’d make good friends,” she decided. “I’d like to be friends with all of you. Even if we are only together for a short time.”
Rod grinned and placed a heavy hand on her shoulder.
“We’d like nothing more. And we might be around longer than you think. You’ll need an escort home, no matter the outcome.”
She hadn’t considered the trip home. Kamari wouldn’t be used to long and uncomfortable travel. The crew would have to be on their best behavior too. If she brought Kamari home, Rasha would be a part of the crew for almost two months.
That idea was exhilarating. Adventure, travel, and friendship. She could focus on all of that once she knew Kamari was safe. She’d return a changed woman, ready to take charge of Clayson’s patients. She’d be worth something, no matter how worthless her family had seen her.
Rasha had value to the people that mattered.




Chapter Ten

When they set off the next morning, Rasha took the initiative. Heston had avoided looking at her, even when she greeted him. Embarrassment kept him from approaching her, and if Roderick was right, Heston cared what she thought of him. Once on their horses, everyone put themselves into formation and Rasha took the plunge.
“Heston,” she called out. He’d been about to join Roderick in the front of the group, but he glanced over his shoulder, halting his horse. “Ride with me?”
The only sounds were those in the forest. Everyone stopped their horses, waiting for Heston to take the olive branch Rasha offered him. He sucked in his cheeks, stiffly nodded, and pulled back. Callum and Dyis took the rear and Roderick moved ahead to the front. Once beside her, Heston stayed silent as they began down the road. She examined him while his eyes were not on her. Heston had boyish looks, for someone older than she was. When he pouted, he looked even younger. The light in his eyes had dimmed and there wasn’t even a hint of a smile on his lips.
“I hope I didn’t hurt you yesterday,” Rasha teased. “I suppose you didn’t see me coming.”
He said nothing. Rasha turned in her saddle to pull out the sweets.
“I’m quick,” she said. “No doubt, if I was faster, I could catch you off guard more often. I suppose that would come with training, though. You’re lucky that I’m unskilled. Hurting you wasn’t the plan, so I hope that didn’t happen. Sometimes I lose control of my emotions.”
Not entirely truthful, but it was her only way in. Heston needed to believe that she understood him. She did, though not on a personal level. Thinking of her actions beforehand made Rasha’s life back in Weslington possible. If she’d been the type to act rashly, she wouldn’t have been able to get away with murder and Clayson would’ve known her true nature.
“I have an anger problem,” he mumbled. Rasha rewarded him with a handful of sweets, which he took without looking at her. “Believe me, I know it. Sometimes I just can’t control myself.”
“Most adults have some level of control, Heston.” Rasha chewed thoughtfully on her sweets, gaze fixed on the road ahead. 

“I don’t think of myself as an adult most of the time,” he admitted. “I’m not trusted with any responsibility. Dy is just asking me to fool around.”


“Control takes practice,” Rasha said, already annoyed with having to teach this man, who was older than her, common decency.


“Your control is astounding,” Heston complimented her. “I mean, you tackling me was shocking. You’re very prim.”


Rasha choked on her licorice, coughing as Heston reached over to pound on her back.


“Dying back there?” Roderick called to them.


“I’m well,” Rasha croaked before swiveling her eyes to Heston. “You think I’m prim?"


“Fet. You’re a proper lady.”


It wasn’t like Rasha had really hidden her manners. Her behavior had made Clayson want to keep her. Raised to be a lady, Rasha had discipline. It was just that she’d thought over the years she’d relaxed. Assassins weren’t proper ladies. She was polite, but that couldn’t be foreign.


“Did I say something wrong?” Heston gnawed his lip. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think that would be rude.”


“It isn’t. I just didn’t think I was that controlled. I thought I was just polite. No one in Weslington ever said anything like that.”


“No offense,” Heston said. “Weslington has a stick up its ass. Even your criminals look polite in the right lighting.”


There was nothing to be said about that; he was right. Desmond had pretended to be a good man whenever people were around. Even Swarth hadn’t shown every piece of his evil nature to those in town. Unclear of what to say, Rasha stayed silent.


Would it be odd to change her nature? She wanted to be honest with these men; staying with them for so long would be difficult enough without her telling lies. They were all smarter than she’d originally thought; even Heston was inquisitive and observant.


Just as she was considering being honest sooner than she planned, they heard shouts from further down the road. Everyone stopped their horses, listening to the sounds of approaching hoofbeats.


“In the trees,” Dy hissed. Everyone rushed to obey, turning their horses off the road and into the forest. They didn’t go too deep, that way the road was still visible, but anyone riding by at a fast pace wouldn’t notice them. 

The voices yelling belonged to men, but besides that, Rasha wasn’t sure what was happening. Roderick was nearest to the road and had a hand on his sword. She wanted to remind him not to fight with his wound still healing, but Dyis was near enough to make certain the mountain did nothing hasty. 

“What’s happening?” Rasha whispered to Heston at her side. Callum had taken her other side; both also had hands on their swords. Following suit, she pulled out her knife, though it looked insignificant next to their blades. 

“A group of men,” Heston said. “Sounds like a chase.”


“Soldiers?” Callum asked, his breathing a bit ragged. Glancing at him, she saw that beads of sweat had sprouted on his hairline. Nothing had phased the boy thus far; was a group of soldiers really so bad?


Before anyone said another word, they saw movement coming down the road.


“Stop,” one man screamed. “I will shoot you, boy, I swear.” The men chased someone, a smaller figure on horseback just ahead of them. Before the chase could pass in front of where the crew hid, a startled cry came from the front rider and, as Rasha watched, fire shot from the rider toward the group.


The men shouted, Heston swore under his breath, and something on the road happened that ended the chase. A riderless horse rushed by. 

“Was that…” Rasha didn’t know how to keep speaking. Magic. There was a magic user right in front of them. Not just a Burlian with random powers, but a Farick who created and controlled fire. 

Roderick and Dyis joined the rest of the crew. 

“We’ll leave soon,” Dyis whispered. “Once the soldiers leave with the boy.”


“They got ‘em?” Callum asked, eyes still on what they could see of the scene from the trees. “But he’s a Farick.”


“A young one,” Rod grumbled. “Untrained.”


A child. There was a child being hurt by grown men. Rasha pushed her horse forward before any of the crew could stop her. 

“Rasha,” Dy hissed. “Stop.” 

She wasn’t stupid; Rasha wasn’t going straight out onto the road. Leading her horse through the trees, she stayed hidden but got closer to see what was happening. Farick or human, this was a child. No one could stand aside while a child was being hurt. She got as close as she dared but could see and hear clearly. 

“Don’t make me torture you,” one man growled. “Give us the information and we’ll kill ya quick.” 

The men looked rough, dirty and unfeeling. In short, not like soldiers. More of what Rasha would have expected from a crew like Dy’s. There were three of them, each had a sword in hand, one had a bow on his back. The child lay on the ground. There was an arrow in his leg and the men had bound his hands together with the palms touching. Faricks created fire, bringing it to life through their hands. Blocking that would be the only way to control one. 

“Rasha.” Roderick spoke first, placing a hand on her elbow. “We need to stay back.” 

“Those aren’t soldiers,” she guessed. The men glowered at the boy, who couldn’t be over eight years old. His tanned skin almost glowed with an inner light, like he was building the fire inside of him and wanted to burst.  

“Mercenaries,” Dy whispered from behind her. “Rougher ones than us, clearly.”


One of the men kicked the boy in the back. Rasha’s rage burned. 

“Tell us where she is, filthy Farick,” the largest man demanded. 

“Don’t know,” the child cried.


“Lies.” They kicked the boy again. “The merchant saw her with your kind.” The large man pulled out a knife. “We’ll bleed the answers from you, boy.” 

Rasha’s control snapped like the string of a bow. She urged her horse forward and was on the road before the crew could stop her. Surprise was her weapon once again as she burst from the trees. Rasha hoped the crew would follow, but she chose her target well. Launching herself from her horse’s back, she tackled the largest man to the ground. The impact knocked the wind out of her, but she’d been lucky enough to reach him at all. Before he recovered from the shock, she plunged her blade into his throat.


Blood splattered across Rasha’s face. She didn’t do frontal kills, usually planning in a way to make sure she avoided blood. This wasn’t a planned kill, but her move had been the best possible. The two other men moved toward her, faltering when she glared up at them with a blood covered face.


“A demon,” one man spluttered. “She’s a demon.” 

A half burned woman, nearly bald and covered in blood, could be mistaken for a demon. The men didn’t get over their shock in time. Dyis and Heston were there, blades drawn. Roderick stood off to the side, holding their horses, his face strained as he held himself back. Rasha took the moment of fighting to rush to the boy’s side.


“Are you well?” she asked as she used her blade to saw at his ropes. “We’ll need to take the arrow out. Can you handle that? Callum, I need your help.”


The boy shied away from her when Rasha reached for the arrow, but Callum was there, placing hands on the boy’s shoulders. 

“Stay still,” Callum soothed the child. “She’ll take care of you.” Rasha looked over the arrow, but before she could determine if it was in a safe spot to pull free, the boy shoved away from them. He stumbled to his feet, eyes wild as he looked for escape. 

“Stop,” Rasha yelled as she jumped up. “You need help.” The boy held out his hand, shooting flames at her feet. Rasha jumped away and yelped as heat licked her boots. Callum grabbed her arm to keep her back. The boy limped to one of the mercenary’s horses, pulled himself on, and galloped away. 

Dyis and Heston were cleaning their blades already, the bodies of the mercenaries still twitching. 

“We have to go after him,” Rasha demanded, pulling from Callum’s hands to rush the brothers. “He’s hurt.” 

“No.” Dy gave her a cold look. It wasn’t really that harsh, but he’d never looked at her that way; it made Rasha falter. “I told you to stop, Rasha. Did you think that was a request?” No one moved to her defense; Heston averted his gaze. 

“They were harming a child. You wanted me to ignore that? They had no reason to do that to a child.”


“They didn’t need a reason,” Callum said. He stared at the ground, scuffing his boot in the dirt. “He was a Farick.” 

“What does that matter?” Rasha looked at each of the men, but Dyis was the only one who meet her gaze. “Who cares if he was a Farick? He was a little boy. Can we please help him? What if he pulls the arrow out and bleeds to death?”


No one responded. Rasha’s blood boiled. If they wouldn’t help her, then she’d find the boy on her own. She grabbed her horse’s reins and looked around for something to mount with. 

“Rasha.” Roderick appeared at her side and placed a hand on her arm. “The boy didn’t trust us. He’s long gone and even if he weren’t, he wouldn’t let you tend to him.”


“Why not? Why wouldn’t he trust us when we saved him?” 

Roderick shot Dy a look, then took Rasha’s hand. “Come with me. Everyone will clean up here and I think I need to explain to you how the world works.”


Never had Rasha felt like more of a child than when Roderick said that and led her into the trees. The rest of the crew started to clean up the bodies and Rod sat her down within the treeline, wetting a cloth with his waterskin to clean her face. She watched him as he cleaned her, his eyes focused and his hands too gentle. 

“I know how the world works,” she said when he wet the cloth again. 

“You don’t know magic users,” he said calmly as he cleaned off her cheek. “The further North you go, the less there are. It’s unlikely that you know of the unrest between the magic users and the humans.”  

“Unrest?” She leaned away from him so he met her eyes. “There shouldn’t be unrest. The rebellions made everyone equal.”


Being left to her own devices as a child, Rasha had done little more than read. She read the history of the kingdom and knew how the world used to be. The unfair treatment of those with magical abilities had been horrid. But the rebellions had been the turning point.


“Rasha. This kingdom is holding on by a thread. Everyone is mixed, so it is unknown who actually has magical abilities on sight. But when people identify magic users, they still act with hate. The king keeps any actual rebellions or movements in check. He claims that the Creator will strike us down if we ever become that way again. The legends say that the Creator himself had a hand in the previous rebellions. He wanted peace in this kingdom, so he urged the people to join together and rise up.”


That was news to Rasha. The rebellions had been large groups of people who wanted equality for all. Mixtures of magical beings and humans who wanted to have peace. The king hadn’t cared up to that point about the persecution and enslavement of magical beings. People rebelled all over the kingdom, causing mayhem and destruction among those who treated others poorly. They had fought for so long that the king gave up and agreed that peace would be best in the land. Nowhere in history did it say anything about the Creator.


“You mean to tell me that the Creator came to this kingdom in order to unite his people?”


Roderick nodded, grabbing his wet cloth again to work on her face.


“We can’t understand the actions of this Creator,” he went on. “Maybe he made this world, thinking that differences wouldn’t cause problems. But humans distrusted magic users. The hate stemmed from jealousy of their abilities and grew from there. The normal humans wanted to control anyone more powerful than them, that is where the persecution started.”


“But it’s not that bad now,” Rasha pointed out. “I would have heard of it.”


“Things get worse the further South you get.” Roderick tilted her chin up to clean any blood from her neck. “There have been rumors of another rebellion, this time led by the humans. There are people who don’t agree with the king or the laws; people who think it would be best to kill off or enslave magic users. Sometime in the future, this kingdom will repeat history and magic users will no longer be safe.” 

How had she not known this? How had she been so blind? Rasha had basically lived in a protected bubble, naïve to the problems of the world. When she was forced into reality by fire, she thought Weslington reflected the rest of the world. It wasn’t as peaceful as her books described, but it was still a good place. Perfection wasn’t possible. But she hadn’t considered that it was worse elsewhere. She gritted her teeth. Roderick felt her chin move in his hand. 

“Rasha?” He lowered her chin, eyes searching her face. “Are you well?” 

“That boy did nothing.” Rasha’s throat tightened as she tried to force out the words. “They attacked him for something he couldn’t control.” 

Rod looked at her gravely. “It happens. It’ll only get worse. I know you don’t understand why Dy didn’t want to get involved, but we have to look at the bigger picture. We are not people who abide by the law, but we do what we can to help. We take some jobs merely because the target is tied to the groups that are against peace. They are small actions but we can’t do everything.” 

Peace was something Rasha craved like water. She wanted to protect her friends and avenge the innocent. She wanted to keep people from harm they didn’t deserve, just like she hadn’t deserved what was done to her. If there weren’t enough people in the world who longed for peace, then her efforts meant nothing.


Back home, she was a scarred little girl trying to make a difference by slitting a few throats. Meanwhile, the rest of the kingdom sat on the edge of war. Her actions back home weren’t aiding the bigger problem. She could protect one woman or child at a time, but who would protect the other innocents out there? One person couldn’t possibly save the world. 





Chapter Eleven 



The crew did a good job cleaning up the bodies before Rasha and Roderick returned. The scene was almost entirely erased; fresh dirt hid any blood that remained on the road. They turned the horses loose, only because it would look suspicious to bring them to the next town to sell. Dyis gave Rasha a look, clearly wanting to discuss her disobedience, but Roderick intercepted and spoke to him in hushed tones. When everyone mounted up, Rasha sat alone in the center once again.
Her whole life was a lie. Too focused on the problems immediately around her, she’d been blind to the horrors going on in the rest of the world. In the kingdom, there were people getting hurt for no reason. Hundreds of Kamari’s who needed help. Children like the one Desmond had tried to kill. It would be so easy to save Kamari and return to Weslington. There, Rasha could go about protecting her little town until…
Until what? Until the war reached them? Until the rebellions moved North and killed anyone who was sympathetic to magic users? That was what had happened in the past. It wasn’t only the magic users who had been subjected to cruelty. Caring people, like Clayson and Ronin, would end up hurt.
So lost in her thoughts, the day passed quickly without the crew stopping. When the sun began to set, Dyis had them leave the road to make camp. Rasha settled herself under a tree and watched the men work with unseeing eyes. This knowledge she’d gained, it could mean nothing to her; it would be so easy to forget and go home. There was no need to put herself in harm’s way when she could do little to help.
The small trunk of Tilly wound around her ankle, startling Rasha back to the present. The horrible creature looked at her with blood-red eyes and its grip tightened. Feeling brave, Rasha reached forward and touched the glinting fur with a finger. Feather soft, as Heston had said. Tilly inched up Rasha’s leg and, when she made room, the cashbian lay down on her lap. 
“You’re not evil, are you?” Rasha whispered as she ran her fingers over the creature’s back, taking comfort in its warmth. “Killing Figaro was part of your nature. Perhaps you couldn’t help yourself.”
Tilly was an animal, after all. It wasn’t like she’d targeted Figgy to hurt Rasha. It wasn’t as if the cashbian had it out for all birds of the world. If Figaro had been able to protect himself, things would have ended differently. If Heston had stopped Tilly or Rasha had gotten downstairs earlier, the bird might not have died. It was all about timing and abilities. Survival was really a collection of coincidences.
“Have you forgiven her?” Heston approached, his frown deep as he watched Rasha pet Tilly.
“For now.” It was a lie; she didn’t blame the creature anymore. Heston sat a few feet away from her and pulled up blades of grass.
“I’m sorry about the boy,” he whispered. “I remember how you almost helped that girl in the alley. You have a thing about protecting people.”
“Shouldn’t everyone? The innocent and vulnerable need people to look out for them.”
Heston looked at her, eyes clouded with confusion. “Then why did you hesitate when it came to saving that girl?”
The question was a slap to the face. Her jaw dropped open, but words didn’t flow. How was she supposed to explain the self preservation she’d wanted so she could help others?
“Rasha,” Heston said as he inched forward. He placed a hand on Tilly’s back and pet her absently. “We aren’t heroes. You know that. You’ve seen us work and heard a little of our pasts. When we can, we try to help those in need. If we have the opportunity to target someone vile, we take it. But if we went around the kingdom trying to solve everything, just the few of us, what do you think would happen?”
“You’d get caught,” Rasha answered. “Or people would know who you were and your jobs would be harder.”
“Exactly.” Heston nodded then looked over at the men who were putting dinner together. “You hesitated in saving that girl because you knew if you did, you wouldn’t be able to protect the others that came after her. It’s why we are also selective. If we saved every person we could, we wouldn’t be able to care for ourselves and save others.”
It was understandable; how could it not be when Rasha had been thinking that herself fairly recently? The crew went about their business and helped when they could. Just as she worked with Clayson and took to the streets when the situation called for it. If the survival of the innocent was based on skills, timing, and location, then the crew actually did good work, traveling the kingdom for their own purposes.
“Dinner,” Rod called from the fire. Heston clambered up, reaching to give Rasha a hand. She hesitated, but only for a moment before she clasped hands with him and joined the crew near the fire. Callum had done no hunting; the day had left them all exhausted. They sat among the glow of the flames eating bread, nuts, and some dried meat that was reaching the point of being inedible. Silence sat heavy with unsaid words.
Just as Rasha was about to break the silence, Dyis cleared his throat.
“Rasha.” His hazel eyes seemed to dance with the flames. “I understand why you did what you did today. At another time, with another group of people, that might be commendable. I’m sure we would all agree that if we were in that boy’s position we’d have been grateful for someone like you to come to our rescue.”
Though the boy hadn’t seemed grateful, Rasha stayed quiet. Dyis chose his words carefully, no doubt his talk with Rod influenced him.
“As outlaws, we must pick our battles.” His voice lowered in such a way that Rasha had to strain to hear. “Our lifestyle doesn’t permit us to save whoever we like. If we have the opportunity, if it fits with our plans and won’t lead to our downfall, we help those in need. But you need to understand why we can’t do that all the time.”
“I do.”
Everyone turned to her, though Heston didn’t look surprised.
“When I first met Heston, he saved a little girl from a predator,” Rasha explained. “I was there too, but I hesitated. If someone had found out what I was doing, I wouldn’t have been able to help anyone else in the future. In that second, I debated whether I could sacrifice myself for that one little girl.” Rasha closed her eyes as guilt flooded her. She would have saved that girl eventually, but in another situation she could have been too late.
“I know you’re not heroes. I don’t think of myself as one either. Roderick let me know that you do what you can to help the kingdom, if it fits with your plans. I’m sorry that I almost disrupted that by saving the Farick boy. My emotions got the better of me and I didn’t understand the situation.”
“Do you now?” Dyis asked. When Rasha opened her eyes, she saw the pain on Dy’s face. Not saving the boy would have eaten at him as well, but he looked at the bigger picture. He’d been thinking of his crew. Rasha had really been selfish in the grand scheme of things.
“I understand now,” she confirmed before drawing a deep breath. “And that is why I’m asking to join this crew. Permanently.”
“Wha?” Callum had been stuffing his face the entire time, and he had a huge wad of bread in his mouth. He hurried to swallow it. “You wanna stay with us? After all of this?”
A giggle threatened to burst through Rasha’s lips as she met the eyes of the young boy.
“All of what?” she asked, innocently.
“Ya know.” Callum shrugged. “Dyis being boring. Heston’s annoying anger. Not to mention me.” Cal grinned madly. “If ya stay, you’ll end up madly in love with me in no time.”
The child’s antics broke the tension. The group gave in to well needed laughter. When Dyis looked at Rasha again, his expression had cleared.
“You know I want you to join,” he reminded her. “Why have you chosen to agree?”
“We aren’t heroes,” Rasha said heavily. “But I can do more good out in the world than I can in Weslington. Even if I’m committing crimes, even if I’m slitting throats for money, I can save people along the way. I can heal those I come across. It won’t be my primary goal, clearly the crew has things to do, but I can make more of a difference with you than I can up North.”
That seemed to be enough of a reason for Dyis. He stood, approaching Rasha from around the fire, and extended his hand. She got up and shook it, returning his firm grip.
“Welcome,” Dyis said warmly. “I have to say, I’m glad to have you Rasha. We’ll do great things.”
Roderick walked over next, moving Dy aside in order to clap his hand on Rasha’s shoulder. “You’ll help me keep everyone in line?” His dark eyes twinkled and Rasha smiled up at him.
“No doubt.”
“Ya won’t keep me in line,” Cal insisted as he strolled over. He sneered, but Rasha laughed and ruffled his hair.
“I’ll let Rod and Heston take care of you.” His eyes widened only a fraction before he smiled. Heston walked over slowly, drawing Rasha’s focus. For a moment, her heart stilled. His expression was somber, filled with concern for something. For her? Then he brightened and shouldered Roderick out of the way.
“If you’re crew can you call all of us by our nicknames? You only say Rod and Dy right now. But clearly I’m closest to you.”  
“Wha?” Callum jumped forward, hand going for the knife at his side. “Rasha and I have an unbreakable bond.”
“Forged in what?” Heston snorted. “Lechery?” Cal shot forward, but Rasha grabbed his shirt and yanked him back. He stumbled into her arms and she couldn’t help wrapping the boy in a hug. His movements stilled; her arms moved with the slow rise and fall of his chest as he adjusted to what was happening.
“I like both of you,” Rasha murmured as she rested her chin on his head. Heston’s face grew pinched at what was no doubt a touching scene. How often was Cal hugged? Rod and Dy’s expressions went soft. They exchanged a look before joining hands.
“I like both of you, Cal and Hes.” She released Callum, and he danced away, shooting her a smile over his shoulder. “But don’t think I’ll let you do as you please. No more fighting.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Heston stepped closer and threw an arm over her shoulders. “Not when we just saw you stab a man in the neck after jumping off a horse. That was glorious.”
Rasha realized it had felt good, bathing in the blood of her enemies. Not for the first time, she wondered if saving people was the only reason she did this. Seeing that man die by her hand, the look of terror from the other mercenaries when they saw her blood-covered face; it had stirred something in her. It had been easy to ignore, with the Farick boy needing assistance, but in this moment of peace, Rasha couldn’t help but feel a desire to pull out her knife and find more blood to spill.




Chapter Twelve

“Martoos is half a day’s ride,” Dyis said as they made camp the next night. “I think we could all benefit from a night indoors.”


“Couldn’t agree more,” Heston said as he tossed twigs onto the fire Rod had finished building. “I need a bed underneath me.”


Rasha stayed quiet. She sat on her bedroll to look through her bag. The venom in Dy’s arm was no longer a threat, but Roderick still needed tending to. She waved him over and he sat beside her heavily. 

“Are you well?” Rasha asked as he took off his shirt.


“Tired. My body is using energy to heal, no doubt. I think I wouldn’t mind a night indoors.” 

It was comforting to see that the men wanted a change too; they weren’t trying to cater to her needs. Though a woman, she’d never been truly delicate. Her mother had died before teaching Rasha how to be a proper lady, and the servants had mostly left her alone. 

If she tried, Rasha could see her mother like a fresh painting submerged in water. No solid lines or features, just hints of a smile and kind eyes. She could feel her mother’s arms tight around her as she whispered happy words into Rasha’s ear. Would her mother be disappointed in what her daughter had become? Unrefined, lower-class, and a killer to top it off. But it was better than being weak.


“Cal mentioned that you try to stop at villages when you can,” Rasha said as she inspected Rod’s wound. 

“A good night’s sleep can do wonders. We don’t do it often, mainly to save money and to stay unknown, but it helps us recoup. If I can, I’ll try to convince Dy to stay two nights.” Rod frowned at her. “If you think it won’t hurt your mission.” 

The trip was long enough already. What would another day do? It wouldn’t be helpful to show up too weary to help Kamari if she even was in danger. 

“I would think it a wise choice,” Rasha said, cleaning the wound. “You all push yourselves too much. I wish I could help.” 

“You can.” Heston jumped into the conversation. He sat beside Rasha and grinned at Rod. “Don’t you think it’s time for her to have tasks?” 

“She’s working now,” Rod argued. It was true, Rasha was the healer, and she was doing her job. 

“I mean other things. She’s a member of the crew now.”


“I can help,” Rasha said. “Taking watch, setting up camp; I want to be of use.” 

Roderick glanced at where Dyis stood, giving the horses a rub down. Though second in command and Dy’s lover, Roderick wouldn’t decide anything without speaking to Dyis. But Rasha felt confident; as a member of the crew, she should be helping now. 

“I’ll discuss it with Dy,” Roderick said as Rasha bandaged his wound. “In the meantime, I think we should train you a little.”   

“Train?” Rasha couldn’t help the anger that flooded her cheeks with color. “I took down Heston. I’ve killed men. You saw me.” Heston and Roderick exchanged a look. 

“I’ve seen you kill two men,” Heston said, clearly taking the lead while Rod dressed. “The element of surprise helped you, even when you tackled me. What would happen if the men saw you coming?” 

Rasha didn’t know how to fight. Killing the mercenary had been mere luck. She wouldn’t have stood a chance facing an opponent head on. Without training, she only had speed; Rasha wasn’t even that strong. 

“Very well. Will you train me?”


“Yes and no,” Roderick chuckled as he rose. “Your fighting style will differ from the rest of us.” 

“Why?” Rasha took Heston’s hand and got up. They approached the fire. “Because I’m a woman?”


“A little,” Rod said honestly. “You’re smaller than us; built differently. Speed is your strength, which doesn’t fit the rest of us.” 

“Except me.” Cal sat beside the fire, roasting some creature he’d caught that Rasha didn’t recognize. “I’m small and fast, but I’m not fully trained.” Callum was more of a thief than a fighter. 

“Who will train me?” 

“Senkin.” Dyis sat beside her, scratching at his beard growth. “He is of a slimmer build. Sen is more of our assassin, so speed and stealth are his strengths. He’ll know the best moves for you to learn. In the meantime, we can show you a few tricks and maybe work on getting you stronger.” 

The unknown crew member. She’d almost forgotten his existence. It was easy to think that this group was all there was. 

“If he takes solo missions, when will I be able to train?” 

“We should meet him soon. He’s finished the mission by now, and he knows we’re heading South. With any luck, we’ll find him in a town waiting for our arrival. Even when we don’t spend the night at an inn, we generally stop into town for supplies.” 

The assassin was going to train her. After being accepted so quickly into the crew, would Senkin accept her as well? Rasha had a feeling it wouldn’t be the case. The man didn’t sound like a normal crew member. If he didn’t accept her, would it matter? Would Dyis cast her aside? He took the crew’s opinions on jobs so it would make sense that he’d take opinions on whether or not she should join. Then there was the messy business of getting to know the assassin. Rasha was barely that close to the men around her now; it would take time for Senkin to be the same. 

A stab of worry struck her gut, settling in a way that made Rasha reject the food given out for dinner. Her stomach churned, even as she climbed into her bedroll. As a crew member, she wasn’t being honest with these men. No one had insisted that she tell them her story, but could they trust her if she didn’t? Would they actually accept her if she stayed silent about her past? For an odd reason, Rasha was certain that Senkin would not. 

***
Martoos was a smaller village. It didn’t have a bustling marketplace or large houses. The man in charge of the land had the largest house, and it was slightly smaller than Clayson’s. The inn was unwelcoming. Dyis went in with Rod to find out if rooms were available, leaving the crew on the road. People who passed glanced over the odd group, eyes lingering on Rasha’s face. Perhaps she should start applying her clays and paints when they entered villages.
“Don’t let ‘em get to you.” Heston stood at her side, Cal on the other. “Your status is the same as ours. Not too high, but they won’t approach you.”


“I wish they would,” Rasha grumbled. “I’d show them I am more than a burned girl.”


“I’d love to see that,” Cal laughed. 

“Slitting throats of anyone annoying isn’t looked on kindly,” Heston said. Tilly stuck her head out of his bag at that moment, as if spoken into existence by the idea of someone being annoying. “When you know tricks besides slitting throats, then you can brawl in the road. I’ll be right there beside you.”


“That might take time,” Rasha sighed. “We don’t know when we’ll see Senkin.”


“Senkin will meet us in the next village.” Dy walked out of the inn with Rod behind him. “He was here recently and left a message for me. The inn has two available rooms. Rod and I will take the one with the single bed, the three of you have a room with two.”


They left their horses with the stable boy before walking into the shabby inn. The innkeeper and his daughter looked rough. They showed the crew where the rooms were and said dinner would be ready in an hour.


The room Rasha was to share had two beds, one slightly larger than the other. It was musty; the blankets looked unwashed, and the window wouldn’t close completely.


“Cal and I will take the big bed,” Heston decided.


“Unless you want to sleep in my arms,” Cal teased. Rasha only rolled her eyes.


“Do you think this place has a laundry?” There was more dirt to her clothing than cloth.


“They may.” Heston shrugged. “Do you have any other traveling clothes?” She shook her head. 

“I only have the disguises I brought along and they are too upper-class for this town.” Rasha hadn’t considered blending in. The only times she needed to do that in Weslington were killing nights.


“I’ll go find ya a dress,” Cal said, too eagerly. “I bet I can find one for a few coins.”


“A simple dress would cost less than breeches and a shirt,” Heston pointed out. “I’ll check with the innkeeper on the laundry situation and be right back.”


Both men left her alone and Rasha’s muscles relaxed. She hadn’t been alone in what felt like ages. Tugging off her boots, she sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress was thin but still better than the ground. She pulled off her headscarf, happy to feel the air on her head. A soft knock on the door made her jump.


“You dressed?” Heston asked from the other side.


“Yes.”


He poked his head in. “The innkeeper’s daughter said she’ll do your washing. Cal went to find a dress, but if you give me your clothes, she’ll wash them now.”


When he left the room again, Rasha stripped. Washing everything would be ideal; who knew when they’d get another opportunity? Hiding behind the door as she opened it a crack, Rasha let Heston grab the bundle of clothes, then she returned to the bed. No one could see through the window, but it felt wrong to sit naked in a room. Anyone who tried could look in and see the hideous scars.


They could have been much worse. Rasha looked down at her chest and trailed her fingers over the rough flesh. If she hadn’t fainted from the pain, she would have been burned more. Instead, thought dead, she’d been tossed into the river. The water had put out the flames and soothed her flesh; how she hadn’t drowned was a mystery.


“Rasha?” Callum was on the other side of the door. “I bought a dress. Dy said it’s time for dinner.” Using the same behind the door technique, Rasha took the dress from Callum. The scrap of clothing was thin. Thankfully, he’d brought a shift as well, but no stays. The simple dress was nothing like the ones she’d grown up wearing. As time went by, Rasha fell further and further from the girl she’d been.


Once dressed, Rasha went back down to the main floor. The other guests, some rough-looking men, sat scattered at the tables. They openly eyed her, but Rasha kept her gaze focused on her table. Quickly walking over and sitting down, Rasha didn’t see the expression on the crew’s faces until the last second. 

They were a crew of murderers but she’d never seen murderous intent behind their eyes. Even when she was scared that Heston would hurt Callum, it hadn’t been the same fire that each of the crew aimed at the men around the room.


“Are you all well?” she asked them. Glancing over her shoulder, she noticed the other men focusing intently on their drinks and food.


“Just tell us if any of them approach you,” Roderick growled. He placed a hand on hers and when Rasha looked back at her crew, all eyes were on her again.


“I will but I can handle myself.”


“Hardly,” Hes snorted. She slapped his arm, but he just smiled as he lifted his gin to his lips.


“Traveling with a woman presents challenges,” Dyis said as he pushed around his stew. “I know you’d like to think you don’t need protection, but those men are quite large.”


“They won’t do anything.” Rasha was firm in that belief. Maybe once upon a time, when she was beautiful, it would have been a problem. But she didn’t expect the men to think about her once she was out of sight.


“Because of your burns?” Cal asked, scooping stew into his mouth. “Remember how they didn’t mean much the first time I saw you?”


Not everyone had the same thoughts as a lecherous child. 

“You’re pretty,” Dy agreed. “Even with the burns and the lack of hair, you are lovely. Your shape is enticing as well.” Rasha’s cheeks flushed as she stared at her stew, though it didn’t mean much coming from Dyis. “These men look like they’re on the road a lot. Which means they either pay for a woman’s company or do without. If they see you alone, they’ll think they’ll get a quick lay.”


Rasha flinched. That didn’t sound pleasant at all.


“Dy.” Heston grabbed Rasha’s hand, gripping it tightly. “Don’t scare her. Rasha is still a woman, need I remind you. A woman’s honor is highly valued. I mean, look at the men she’s dispatched.”


“My honor isn’t the issue,” Rasha said stiffly, drawing her hand from Heston’s. “I’m not an idiot either. Even if I hadn’t ‘dispatched’ men in the past, I wouldn’t shy away like a little girl.”


The crew watched her closely, waiting to see just how much she’d reveal. Rasha said nothing more, opting for her food instead. It was enough that they knew she wasn’t as innocent as she seemed. Having them speak of her honor was more than a little annoying.


“Rod and I have a message waiting for us at the headman’s house,” Dy said when it was clear Rasha wouldn’t say more. “We’re going there first thing in the morning. With Cal hunting whenever we stop, perhaps you can take charge of teaching Rasha some tricks, Hes.” 

Heston, choking on some potatoes in the stew, croaked, “Me? You trust me to teach her?”


Cal looked surprised as well.


Heston couldn’t be that bad if he was still in the crew. He helped with the mercenaries on the road though Rasha hadn’t seen what he’d done. As Dy’s younger brother, if Heston was a real liability, he wouldn’t go on jobs. True, he led to Roderick getting hurt, but if that were a common occurrence, Dyis wouldn’t bring Heston along. 

“I think it’s a great idea,” she voiced, smiling at him.


Heston’s face paled as he looked at her.


“Don’t look shocked. I know you can fight.”


“But you bested me only days ago,” he reminded her.


“Because I surprised you.” As much as she hated that, it was the truth. He chewed his lip and scratched at the back of his neck.


“I dunno.”


The poor man didn’t have as much confidence as he let others believe. Rasha punched his arm lightly.


“I think you’ll do great. And when we meet up with Senkin, you can unload me on him. What do you say?”


When his eyes met hers, they shone with excitement. It was infectious enough that Rasha grinned back.


“Sounds like a plan,” he agreed. “We’ll start in the morning.”


After everyone took turns in the outhouse, they walked back up to their rooms, bidding each other good night at their doors. Rasha crawled into her bed and Heston blew out the candles before climbing in next to Callum. The boy was out as soon as his head hit the pillow, the comfortable mattress taming the wild child.


“Cal acts like he can rough it, but any chance we get to stay at an inn he’s pleased as can be,” Heston said from his side of the room. The moon’s light through the window cast a glow in the darkness. Rasha lay staring up at the ceiling, unable to still her mind.


After finally getting used to sleeping on dirt, the feel of a mattress confused her body. Switching back and forth at random intervals would take getting used to.


“Rasha?”


Heston’s whisper startled her. She thought he’d fallen asleep a while ago.


“Yes?”


“I’m sorry that I kept talking about honor. I, uh, didn’t think you’d done anything with that Ronin boy.”


“I didn’t.”


Ronin was sweet but he wouldn’t have wanted Rasha if he knew her past. Her honor would have played a big part in that. It wasn’t uncommon for women to sleep with someone before marriage, but it still wasn’t preferable.


“Oh.” Heston went quiet, shifting under his blankets, an unasked question on his lips.


“It was before Weslington,” she sighed. “I didn’t care at the time, but I regretted it soon after. You didn’t know, but I’d prefer if you not talk about honor from now on.”


“I won’t. People think I only care about myself and I guess I mostly do, but I don’t want to say anything harmful. I… I wasn’t the best with women in the past. I’m trying to change that. Hopefully we can be friends, Rasha. Despite my shortcomings.”


She found his earnestness endearing. Traveling with the crew, it made sense that Hes might not have had the best encounters with women. It sounded like he had been on the road at a young age, but Rasha doubted he ever was as forward as Callum. Yet another story she’d have to wait for. But as a member of the crew, stories would be told eventually.


“We are friends,” Rasha confirmed. “I hope we can grow even closer as I stay with the crew. We have much to teach each other.”


“I’m ready to learn.”


He meant it. That was what made Rasha’s heart soar. Callum was a child, Dy and Rod were closer than humanly possible, so her only real option at close friendship was Heston. He had his flaws, but he was sincere. Wasn’t that what mattered most?





Chapter Thirteen

For the sixth time that morning, Rasha landed hard on her back with the wind knocked out of her. She’d learned the first time to make certain her head didn’t hit as well; seeing stars for a few minutes was not enjoyable. She lay there, gasping as air filled her lungs.


“Are you done?” Heston leaned over her, grinning from ear to ear. He’d been concerned the first time he knocked her down, but Rasha had been quick to remind him that people got hurt when they trained.


“She’s done,” Callum yelled from his seat under a nearby tree. They’d woken early to find Rod and Dy already gone. Rasha’s clothing was dry enough, so she changed and they moved to the back of the inn to begin her training. “You’re beating the shit out of her.”


“Am not. I’m training. It isn’t my fault that she’s slow.” Slow was not something Rasha liked to hear. Speed was her greatest advantage, after all. She groaned as she rolled to her feet.


“I’m just getting tired.” Her limbs were like jelly. Heston looked her up and down, confirming her claim.


“Fet. We can stop for the day. I taught you some basic defensive moves, so at least there’s that.”


She brushed the dirt from her clothing as they walked back inside.


“I should train with endurance,” she said. “If I’m in a long fight, I won’t last.”


“You won’t last long, regardless.”


Rasha smacked the back of Heston’s head with the last of her strength. He winced and rubbed the spot as they took a seat in the main room.


“I only meant that endurance is a great idea, but you need to build some muscle too.”


Callum called for the innkeeper’s daughter, who brought them a lunch of meat pies. Unfortunately, there was little meat inside of Rasha’s. It was mostly an unidentifiable gray goop.


“I thought you said I wasn’t a muscle type of fighter,” she reminded them as she choked down a bite.


“You need some muscle,” Callum explained. “You’ll never be as strong as your opponent, but you also won’t be able to hold ‘em off if you don’t get a little stronger.”


Tilly poked her head out of Heston’s bag. Rasha softly scratched the beast’s trunk. Tilly had climbed into her bed last night. With the way Heston and Callum slept, they left little room for her among their limbs.


“Roderick is great with strength training,” Hes said. “I think he should draw up a plan for you to work on every day. So you’ll work with both of us until we reach Senkin.”


The prospect of gaining skills to truly take care of herself was appealing. If one of her kills had gone poorly back home, she wouldn’t have stood a chance. Soon, she wouldn’t have to depend on surprise in order to win a fight. 

“You all look a mess,” Rod said when he and Dy walked in for lunch. “Have you been training?” He reached over and brushed some dirt from the top of Rasha’s headscarf.


“If you call me getting knocked down repeatedly, training.”


Rod laughed, sitting beside Dy and Heston. “It is, I’m sad to say. Learn how to get back up and remain standing. Being on the ground is the beginning of the end.” He snagged a pie from Heston’s plate, but Hes didn’t react. Instead, his eyes focused on his brother. Dy sat at the table but said nothing, his expression blank as he stared into the air.


“Dy?” Hes asked. “You well?”


Dyis shook himself free of his thoughts. “I was planning.” He glanced around the room, before leaning forward to whisper, “We have a job, but it has to do with the disturbance we found on the road.”


The disturbance could only be the group of mercenaries they slaughtered. The crew exchanged looks and Rasha’s stomach churned. 

“Does the headman want us to hunt down the killers?” Heston guessed. 

“That would be difficult,” Cal snorted. He didn’t look bothered at all, opting to stuff more food in his mouth. 

“That isn’t the job,” Rod said, eyeing Dyis. “It is the reason those men were after the Farick.” 

Everyone looked to Rasha, who’s pie was threatening to make a second appearance. Their involvement in the situation had been her fault. 

“The headman’s daughter ran away with a Farick,” Dyis whispered. “It has been five days. They hired the mercenaries to find her and I suppose they went after the first Farick they saw, hoping for information.” 

They targeted a child for information he might not even have. Rasha kept her eyes on the table, trying to focus on her breathing to still her stomach. 

“The man wants us to find his daughter,” Rod explained. “Someone found the bodies of the mercenaries and now someone else needs to find the lady.”


“Is the man wealthy?” Cal asked as he rubbed his hands together. “Sounds like easy coin.”


“It wouldn’t even be outside of the law,” Rod said. “He simply wants his daughter returned to him. If we can locate the Farick, it shouldn’t be difficult.” 

The pie rose in her throat. She was going to sob or be sick; she wasn’t certain which would be better. 

“Why would a rich girl run away?” Hes asked, picking at the crumbs of his pie. 

“She was set to marry some old man, but she was in love with a Farick,” Dyis said. “Her father is against magic users, so I suppose she thought she had no choice. He is paying us a large sum to follow the trail and return her to him. I guess the marriage he arranged will be profitable, so losing his daughter is basically losing money.”


Of course it was. That was all a rich man’s daughter was good for. But this man’s daughter was already ruined. Anger forced the food to settle in Rasha’s stomach. Her chair scraped the floor loud enough to draw attention from other visitors of the inn.


“Rasha?” Hes blinked up at her. The rest of the crew matched his puzzled expression.


“Dyis.” Rasha met their leader’s eyes as she tried to keep her composure. “You said that you listen to the crew when a job comes up. You take everyone’s opinion into account.”


Dyis frowned and said, “I do but this is a pretty simple job. It involves no real dangers. It isn’t even wrong.”


“It is wrong.” Rasha placed her hands on the table and looked at each of the men. “If you go after this girl, you’ll be killing her. I will not take part in this job. If you go through with it, I’ll have to find someone else to travel with.”


She left swiftly, almost running up the stairs to her room. When she shut the door behind her, Rasha fell on her bed, trying to take calming breaths. The crew would come after her, she could hear them on the stairs already. She couldn’t cry in front of them.


A soft knock sounded on the door.


“Rasha?” Dy whispered. “Can we come in?”


“Yes.”


The crew shambled into the room and gathered at the foot of her bed. Tilly crawled from Heston’s pack to join Rasha. The creature was soft and comforting in Rasha’s lap. She looked down at the cashbian and gently ran her fingers through its fur.


“Rasha,” Dyis began. “I know you think differently than us. Don’t think we haven’t noted that the only people you’ve killed were men. Occasionally, women come up in our jobs. We aren’t heathens, we don’t go after innocent women. We only kill them when needed. I don’t think any of us has taken a job that was just killing a woman. But sometimes women get involved. Are you not able to deal with that?”


They thought she was playing favorites for her own gender. She only killed men, but that was because men were the ones who behaved badly in Weslington. Not every woman was innocent.


“I don’t care about that,” Rasha mumbled. “If I need to deal with another woman, I can. If a woman in Weslington had hurt someone else as bad as the men did, I would have handled it.”


“Then what’s the problem?” Cal snapped. Rasha looked up in time to see Heston smack the boy’s head.


“Quiet,” he said before looking back at her. “Rasha, you said that we’d be killing this girl if we found her. Can you explain?” 

They wouldn’t understand. They weren’t upper-class women. Rasha drew in a shaky breath.


“The girl ran away with her lover,” Rasha explained carefully. “If there was an arranged marriage, it is doubtful that the man would want her after she traveled with her lover. The chances that she is still untouched are small. Most wealthy men will not take her. Which means her father will have lost a lot of money and it’s her fault. He’ll punish her.”


“A few slaps on the wrist,” Dyis said, shrugging casually. “I’ve seen it before. If she can’t get a wealthy man, her father will settle for the next best thing. There will be someone who’ll take her.”


“Maybe. But it’s likely that no one who matters in her father’s eyes will step forward.” Rasha looked at each of the crew members. “You say that the man doesn’t care for magic users. She ran off with her lover, who is a Farick. She is damaged goods, which means her father won’t care about damaging her more. He hired mercenaries to get her back. Those men were only capable of cruelty. Now look who he’s trying to hire. We aren’t as rough as those mercenaries, but we are the next best thing. He’s hiring people who he thinks have no morals because what he will do to her is immoral.”


As much as she tried, Rasha couldn’t keep the tears from her eyes. She hated crying but this was all too much. Heston and Roderick were at her side instantly, arms around her shoulders and hands taking hers.


“Rasha,” Roderick whispered. “Hush now. All will be well.”


“I don’t believe it,” Callum seethed. “How do we even know that’s a thing? I haven’t heard of a wealthy man hurting his daughter with more than a switch to the hands.”


“Rasha,” Dyis said softly. He stepped cautiously toward the bed. “You can’t know. You can’t know exactly what he’ll do to her.”


The lying had to stop. Rasha had been considering telling the truth, but there could be no more waiting, not if telling the truth might save someone’s life.


“It’s true that I can’t be certain. But I know the girl’s chances of being harmed. I know because it happened to me.” 

Silence enveloped the room. Rasha focused on breathing so she could think clearly. If she told her story, it needed to be done right. Each of the crew members slowly put the pieces together, her lack of a past and her burns. Callum looked like he was going to cry. Dyis pinched his lips, obviously wanting to speak, but Rod and Hes glared him into silence. 

The two men at her side were the comforting forces that Rasha needed. Heston held both her hands, rubbing circles with his thumbs along her skin. Roderick rubbed a small circle on her back. She couldn’t remember ever feeling so cared for.


“I know you want me to talk,” she breathed. “I know that I’ve owed you a story for a while now.”


Rod’s hand stilled. “You don’t owe us anything. You don’t have to tell us anything you don’t want to.”


Rasha almost wanted to; it was so much work to lie, especially with a crew who actually wanted to know her secrets. Maybe it would be like lifting a burden for her to tell the truth.


“I am the daughter of a Baron.”


Heston breathed in sharply, almost withdrawing his hands but instead, grasped hers tightly. Almost encouraging her.


“I grew up his only daughter and he had one older son. My mother died when I was a child. They sheltered me from the world, not because my father treasured me but because I got in the way. He kept me tucked inside, never showing me the outside world. It wasn’t to protect his daughter, but his property. His patron wanted my hand in marriage. He showed up out of the blue when I was eleven, claiming he’d been waiting for the right moment. My father wasn’t about to refuse that offer.”


“A gross old man?” Callum guessed. Rasha smiled over at the boy and shook her head sadly.


“Not at all. He couldn’t have been over twenty. I thought he was a magical prince, so I didn’t protest the arrangement. He became my only friend and connection outside of my family. My father was really counting on the marriage to bring him wealth and more status. When I ruined it all, he didn’t take it well.”


Rasha had to try swallowing three times before she got past the lump in her throat. The warmth across her skin turned uncomfortable as the memory of flames crept along the edges of her mind.


“I… I was only a year from marrying. My betrothed said that he couldn’t wait any longer and he needed me. I was in love, so of course I couldn’t refuse. It wouldn’t have mattered if we had married, but he broke the proposal after that.”


“Bastard,” Heston hissed. “I understand why you kill men.”


If only that was the reason.


“My father and brother were furious. They claimed that in ruining myself, I’d ruined the family. They thought their patron would abandon them completely. I was useless property to them now, as that girl who ran with her lover will be.” Rasha pulled off her scarf, gesturing to her face and burned skin.


“They did this to me. My father and brother beat me till I couldn’t move, set me ablaze, and when they thought I died, tossed me in the river. They wanted me dead. They almost managed it.”


Rod’s hand stilled on her back. Heston’s hands gripped hers almost painfully. Dy’s face turned red as he clenched his fists. If he’d seen Rasha’s family at that moment, there was no doubt in her mind that he’d kill them.


Callum was the first to move. He rushed to the empty water basin and threw up his meat pies.


The truth was out. People knew her past, all of it. No more hiding or lying. A sense of calm washed over Rasha, replacing the memory of burning which had been resurfacing. If the crew still accepted her after they knew her completely, it was possible for others to do the same. Hope fluttered in her chest. Tilly shifted in her lap, sighing happily, unaware of the tension in the room.


“Where are they?” Heston asked roughly. She looked over at him, surprised that his face was as red as Dy’s.


“Who?”


“Your father and brother. Where did you live?”


“Hes,” Dyis warned. “Don’t do anything rash.” 

Heston was off the bed and had a hand around his brother’s throat in an instant, the speed of his movement shocking. Roderick acted just as fast, like he moved at the same time, anticipating the violence.


“Calm down, Heston.” Rod stood only an arm’s reach away from the brothers. He didn’t make a move toward Heston’s hand. Hes wasn’t gripping that hard, he hadn’t yet hurt Dy.


“Calm down?” Heston growled. “This is not the time. These men have to pay. Dyis, we are turning around.”


“Don’t be stupid,” Dyis rasped. “Rasha needs to reach her friend as soon as possible.”


“Then after. We’re going back to kill those men.”


“Wait,” Rasha said. She got off the bed to join the group. Cal stood at the washing basin, cradling it to his chest. “I didn’t say I wanted you to kill them.” Heston looked over his shoulder at her, his breathing heavy.


“You want it,” he said. “You’re filled with rage all the time, it’s obvious why. Where do they live?”


Rasha didn’t respond. What rage? She wasn’t showing rage at all.


“You drifted downstream so obviously they are in the North,” Hes mused. “Maybe the mountains? There can’t be many barons there.”


Again, the way Heston’s brain worked surprised Rasha. She’d dropped hints, and he’d picked them up like Figaro had with seeds. 

“Heston,” Dyis tried again, but this time Heston squeezed his brother’s throat.


“I allow you to run this group,” Hes said venomously. “But I have the final say.”


What did that mean?


“We won’t be taking this job,” Heston continued. “We will tell anyone we encounter not to take this job. And when Rasha has rescued Kamari, we are going up North to kill the baron and his son. Do I make myself clear?”


Roderick looked ready to kill Heston in that moment, but Dy somehow nodded. Hes released his brother and he went coughing into Roderick’s arms.


Rasha smacked Heston’s shoulder. “What the hell was that? Dyis did nothing to you.” Hes looked down at her but his temper subsided. “I didn’t ask you to kill my family.”


“Fet. You wouldn’t. You probably want to do that yourself. By the time we’re coming back in this direction, you’ll be better trained. We’ll take you up North so you can kill your father and brother.” Rasha tried to speak, but he covered her mouth with his hand.


“Don’t speak. Look, I care about you. I care about everyone in the crew. If someone gets hurt, we deal with it. You want revenge, I know you do, so take it. You need closure.”


Closure? It was doubtful that killing her family would solve Rasha’s problems. Yes, they had almost killed her, but the one who’d started it all had been her betrothed. But admitting that would be worse. Killing such a powerful man would be difficult, if not impossible. She couldn’t let the crew put themselves in that much danger.


“I’ll think about it,” Rasha lied when Heston dropped his hand from her mouth. “Now apologize to your brother.”


Heston gave her a goofy grin, patted her head, and went to smooth things over with Dyis and Roderick. Rasha returned to sitting on her bed and pulled Tilly into her lap. Telling the truth might have been a bad idea after all.





Chapter Fourteen 



They negated the plan to stay in Martoos for another night when Dyis told the headman that they wouldn’t be taking the job. Not wanting to cause a scene, the crew packed up right after and continued on the road. Heston took his spot beside Rasha, chatting happily as he pretended not to notice her sour mood.


He had to be pretending because Rasha stayed quiet, not interacting with anyone at all. Unless asked a direct question, she didn’t even look at anyone. Roderick kept glancing back at her, so he was aware. Dyis was just as perceptive, but he was in the back with Callum. In truth, Rasha didn’t want to appear down. Her thoughts were a tangled mess, and she needed time to sort through them.


The crew knew of her past. They didn’t seem to judge her for it, in fact it was like they accepted her even more. It was compassion and worry that filled their eyes, not pity or disgust. Acceptance wasn’t the concern, it was the protectiveness. Heston’s outburst had been shocking, mainly because whenever his temper got the better of him it didn’t have a purpose. He mostly pouted and fought with the crew like they were brothers. Now he had a goal, he wanted to help her get revenge.


Dyis and Roderick seemed upset too. When Cal finished being sick, he was as angry as Heston. Rasha was certain that, given the opportunity, all the men would like to inflict pain on her father and brother. It wasn’t that she wanted to protect her family. Though she had never planned on going back to get revenge for what they’d done to her, the idea did give her a sort of satisfaction. 

But the crew could not go into the Northern mountains. If they started looking around for ways to resolve her past, they would run into her ex betrothed at some point. Someone that rich, a man who had ties to the powerful people in the kingdom, should not be targeted. He’d easily wiped out the crew.


“Rasha. Are you alive over there?” Heston finally realized that she was off in her own world. “I think we’ll be stopping soon.”


The sun was setting; they hadn’t gone that far since they had started traveling after lunch. 

“Oh.” 

Heston’s frown was deeper than ever, lines appearing on his otherwise smooth face. “Rasha? I’m sorry that you had to think about your past. It can’t be easy, remembering that your own family did that to you.”


“It isn’t that,” she said as the crew turned off the road. “It happened. Whenever I look into a mirror, I remember it.” They came to a stop and dismounted, allowing Rod to take the horses away for care. 

“Then why are you upset?” Heston followed Rasha to the trees. “You’ve been barely talking.” Rasha spun, holding up a hand to stop him. 

“I need some privacy. I’ll be back in a moment.” 

Heston’s cheeks turned red as he realized he’d been following her when she needed to relieve herself. 

“Fet. Of course.” He ducked his head, almost running back to help Dy set up the fire.


After returning from a trip into the trees, Rasha avoided Hes by grabbing Roderick to look over his wound. The dynamics of the group were thrown off. Roderick kept his eyes on Dy and Hes near the fire. The mountain was stiff, his skin almost vibrating with anger. Rod was overprotective of Dy, which was understandable. They were in love. But Heston wouldn’t have actually hurt him.


“Do you think Dyis is angry?” Rasha asked. Roderick directed his gaze to her, looking almost surprised that she was there.


“About Heston?” Rod asked.


“No. I mean, of course he’s mad about that. Is he mad that we had to reject the job?”


“No.” Rod’s eyes narrowed as he looked back at where the brothers sat. “We take jobs as we see fit. Dy always turns down jobs when he wants to. We aren’t hurting for coin right now. Yes, it would have been a nice amount of coin to serve someone upper-class, but Dy has standards too. In fact, I don’t think he’ll take another job if it resembles that one.”


“Really?” That was what Rasha had hoped, but they were a crew outside the law.


“Dy likes women. I mean, we all do, but he just wants them safe and happy. Probably something to do with his mother. Did you see how horrified he was when you told him your story?”


Horrified and angry. Rasha had seen that from all the crew… except Cal. He’d been sick. The boy sat near the fire and looked drained. His emotions had taken it out of him. 

“I should go see what they’re discussing,” Roderick said. “Are we done?” He hurried off to the fire, sitting beside Dy and taking his hand. The trio attempted to look normal, but there was an underlying tension that caused unease in the air. Rasha thought back to what Heston had said about letting Dyis take charge of the crew. It was something she had to get to the root of, but not right away. Instead, she grabbed some sweets from her bag and approached Cal. 

“Callum? Are you well?” She sat beside the boy. The eyes she met were haunted. 

“Fet,” he said, color came back into his face when he looked at her. “Did ya bring me sweets?” She pressed a treat into his hand and he munched it happily. 

“I didn’t know if you’d be able to keep it down,” Rasha admitted. “You were sick earlier.” His chewing slowed.


“I don’t have the best stomach. I kill when I need to. I’ve seen bloody things and I’ve been beaten too. I know I don’t act like it, but I respect women, and I don’t like to see ‘em hurt. Imagining what happened to you…”


He rubbed his nose roughly, leaving a trail of dirt on his face. Rasha resisted the urge to clean it off; he looked more like a child than usual.


“I saw a woman get beaten badly,” Cal whispered. “When I was maybe eight years old. I was on my own by then. I didn’t join the crew till I was ten. But I was beggin’ in the streets, stealin’ when I could, and I saw a woman get beaten and tortured by a group of men.”


Dear Creator. That wasn’t something an eight-year-old should see.


“She was a whore. That was obvious. But that didn’t make her cries less horrible. I didn’t do anything. I watched and then ran. In the morning, I found her body. They’d cut her to ribbons. The blood, the stench from the morning sun on the body…”


 Cal wiped a trail of sweat from his upper lip.


“You were a child.” Rasha tried to soothe him. “You couldn’t have stopped them.” Even as she said that, Rasha couldn’t help thinking what she would have done if it were Kamari in that situation; Kamari beaten and killed by men.


“I was afraid of gettin’ caught,” Cal said. “I coulda run for help but instead I ran and hid. Everyone around knew I was a thief. I wasn’t gonna be locked up. In lookin’ out for myself, I helped kill that woman.” Cal lowered his head to hide his face, but not before Rasha saw his upper lip quiver.


“Callum. Look at me.” He slowly did so. Two trails of tears ran down his cheeks. “That was not your fault. You were eight years old. That was a situation you shouldn’t have been part of. It wasn’t fair that you were already on the street at that age. But look at you now.”


“What?” Cal laughed harshly. “I’m still a thief. I’ve killed people.”


“But you would report that scene if you came across it now. You grew from that experience because you now have respect for women. It is truthfully an odd sort of respect because you’re a pervert, but at least you have standards. A lot of men do not.”


Rasha reached over to brush tears from his cheeks as Cal silently wept. When he had calmed, his breathing returning to normal, he met her eyes again.


“I’m just really sorry you had to go through that, Rasha. Nothing you did was worthy of torture and nearly dying.” 

Moving closer, Rasha wrapped an arm around the small boy. He melted against her side without hesitation, resting his head on her shoulder. 

“Thank you for saying that.” Of course, she didn’t deserve what happened. Rasha knew her family had acted irrationally. Ever since her mother died, things had gone downhill. It had been a blessing that her father had mostly kept her locked away. Her brother would tease her relentlessly if she was in his line of sight. 

Rasha remembered being pushed down the stairs on more than one occasion. She’d thought his little teasing wouldn’t escalate. She’d thought that if anything big were to happen, her father would come to her rescue. Looking back, she wasn’t certain why she’d thought that. Her father had scarcely shown her love throughout her life. Why would he change when she made him lose a fortune?


When the crew ate around the fire, everyone fell quiet again. In her bedroll that night, Rasha fell asleep faster than normal, the emotions of the day exhausting her. When she woke, the sun was only just rising. She thought she was the only one awake until she heard voices. 

“Rasha? What about her?”


That was Dyis. Rasha looked around but she couldn’t see anyone. Were they deeper in the trees?


“You don’t think that Heston’s reaction was too large?” Roderick’s murmur was almost inaudible.


“It was exactly the level Heston’s explosions reach,” Dy said. “You know how he is with women.”


“But he hurt you. Heston never lays hands on you.”


“He didn’t hurt me. He just needed to get his point across.” There was a rustle of movement somewhere far to the left. “Rod. You need to let it go.”


“I cannot. If he had actually hurt you…”


Dy’s laughter was soft.


“You acted like I was insane when you got hurt,” Dy argued. “I didn’t get a scratch on me. You could have died.”


“I was protecting Heston. I know you wouldn’t survive without him.” There were noises, soft ones. Rasha crawled to her knees, suddenly understanding what she was hearing. 

“I wouldn’t survive if I lost you,” Dyis said. The way they spoke to each other was endearing. Rasha had never been witness to real love; her mother and father hadn’t had a good relationship. Rasha had thought she’d been in love, but that was a clear falsehood. What Dy and Rod had was real.


When she climbed out of her bedroll, she made more noise than needed; stretching with a groan so the couple knew she was awake. Sure enough, the voices stopped. She puttered around the camp, cleaning up the area and greeting the horses. 

The two men came back and Rasha gave them both a wide smile. 

“Ho now,” Rod chuckled. “What’s this cheerful expression?”


“I’m done being gloomy. I just didn’t want Heston to keep talking to me about murder.”


“Sorry,” Hes called as he slid out of his bedroll. “I’ll keep the plotting to myself.”


“See that you do,” Dy said firmly. “If Rasha requires your ideas or assistance, she’ll tell you.” Dy looked at Rasha and arched a brow. “Is that right?”


“It is.”


Heston and Callum approached, and soon they were all gathered around the remains of the fire. Heston and Roderick exchanged tense looks, Dyis and Callum watched Rasha with concern. 

She cleared her throat before speaking. “We should talk.” As everyone looked at her, she clenched her hands and looked at the burnt wood. “I am pleased that you all care for me. I didn’t think it was possible to have such friendships so quickly. But I didn’t tell you my past so you could feel sorry for me. I didn’t tell you my past so that you could exact revenge on my behalf. Saving that girl was all that mattered. If the story has altered the way the crew operates, then I have to say that I’m pleased with that.”


“Having you in the crew will help us use our brains,” Dyis said. “Apparently we weren’t seeing jobs from all angles.”


“You’ll help us see things from a woman’s perspective and as someone who was upper-class,” Rod inserted. “We might be able to get better jobs simply due to that.”


What sort of jobs could open up with a woman on their crew? They had an assassin who could slip in and out unnoticed. Rasha was a healer, and that was all. Learning to fight wouldn’t change that. She wanted to be useful but hoped they didn’t expect too much.


Instead of voicing her thoughts, Rasha’s smile widened.


“What you’re saying is that the obviously superior intellect of a woman was what this group was lacking.”


Everyone laughed but Hes. He met her eyes with unwavering conviction.


“That’s correct. I couldn’t have said it better myself. We’ll be better off with you in our lives. Isn’t that right, boys?”


Everyone sobered at Heston’s tone immediately. She had to figure out what was off about this power dynamic.


“That’s right,” everyone agreed. “You’re the best part of us, Rasha.”


It was insane but she believed them.    

“Shall we head out?” she asked, hoping to shift away from the attitude that was building. 

“I have another plan,” Dyis said. “We had to leave in a hurry yesterday. I think we didn’t get enough rest. How about we take the day to relax? The river isn’t far off. We can wash up and rest. As long as you agree with it, Rasha. You are in a sort of rush.”


Would one day make a huge difference? They were going to take more than a month to reach Kamari, but if they didn’t rest along the way things could end poorly. The crew needed to take jobs on the road and to have energy for jobs they needed to rest. It was only logical. Besides, Rasha had never gone so long without a bath and she needed fresh water to prep some of her herbs.
“I think a rest is a good idea,” she agreed. “I feel like I’m covered in grime.”
They ate a light breakfast of bread and fruits, then Roderick led the way deeper into the trees. The further in they got, the louder the sound of water became. It wasn’t a loud rush, just a gentle bubbling. With everyone settled on the bank, it was almost like they were taking a leisurely trip. Rasha could ignore the crew’s professions, her own past, and bask in the sun.
The men stripped off their boots and shirts, wading into the shallows of the river to wash. Rasha averted her eyes, mostly to be polite. She’d seen a man’s chest before; she was training to be a doctor after all.
She sat upriver, sticking her bare feet in the water as she took the opportunity to prepare her herbs. Some pastes she made required working with water, and it was a very precise process. She ground the plants, added some water, ground a different plant to add to the mix, then added water again. Certain ointments needed to have different consistencies than others. Pastes were thick and typically included quite a few different herbs in them. If she had clay to thicken it, the outcome would have been easier to achieve. Pastes were meant to be washed off, and the right type of clay didn’t harm the healing properties of the plants.
As it was, Rasha only had water and plants to work with. After a solid two hours focused on her task, she lifted her head for a breather. The only sounds she heard were that of the forest and water. The men slept on the river banks, letting the sun dry their skin. They had played around for a while, their loud laughter first disturbing Rasha and then becoming background noise. It was nice to see them have fun. The last few days had been too serious for a group of typically joyful men.
With the men asleep, it was time for her to wash off the grime of the road. She finished bottling up her concoctions, placed her bag near the crew, and walked upstream. It was better to put distance between them. They slept soundly and Callum had promised to be on his best behavior, but it was better to be safe. She wasn’t overly modest, but the rest of the trip would be awkward if they saw her naked.
Rasha placed her clothing neatly on a rock to avoid getting it wet. In the river, Rasha’s bones shivered. The water was colder than she thought; the men hadn’t seemed to mind it. She hadn’t spent much time in running water, not since Clayson had pulled her from a watery death. It was pleasant and unsettling at the same time, almost as if she were that young girl again.
That was ridiculous. She wasn’t a freshly burned girl wishing someone would save her.
Rasha was a woman now, a woman who could care for herself. The burns on her body had healed. While they were unbecoming, the water didn’t affect them as they had when she first plunged into the river after being tortured. Or punished depending on who told the story.
She waded deeper into the river, wishing to dunk under and scrub her skin quickly. Just because she was a grown woman didn’t mean she had to put up with the cold for long. The water came over her head. Rasha held her breath, using the palms of her hands and her nails to scrap the dirt from her body.
When she had the right materials, she’d make soap. Water could only clean so much. Possibly the next town would have supplies. She lifted her head above and was instantly pulled back down.
The water wrapped around her body, spinning her uncontrollably beneath the surface. When had she gotten so far in? The water hadn’t seemed that deep. Struggling against the force, Rasha’s head broke the surface just enough for her to yelp and be pulled under again. The water wasn’t taking her downstream but throwing her around in a circle. She was caught in a whirlpool.
Rasha tried to reach the surface again; she needed another breath, but she felt turned around. Even if she knew where she was going, the water was stronger than her. As her lungs burned, she thrashed her arms around, trying to make her body go the opposite direction from where the water pulled her. She was going to die. After everything she’d been through, she was going to end up drowning after all.




Chapter Fifteen

A hand grabbed her arm. Rasha yelped, letting out precious air, and squinted through the dark water. Was it a water spirit? If it tried to save her, what would she owe? People said that magical creatures always wanted payment. The figure pulled her to the edge of the whirlpool and when she reached the surface, Rasha gasped at the relief of air.
“Holding up?” Hes yelled as he struggled to keep them both from being sucked into the whirlpool again. His curls lay plastered to his skull, eyes wide with concern. Not a water spirit.
“Trying,” she croaked. His jaw tightened, as did his hand on her arm as he tried to swim them further from the funneled water.
“Damn,” he grunted. “This current is strong. Can you fight it?”
Rasha wanted to point out that she’d be doing that, but just kicked her legs harder. Their efforts kept them from being sucked in, but they didn’t escape completely. The water would pull until they were tired, and then they would simply die.
Simply die. It wouldn’t feel simple. The sensation of burning lungs had been almost as bad as her burning skin.
“Do you know how to summon a water spirit?” she gasped. Maybe the price wouldn’t be that bad.
“Damn,” he growled. “I’m an idiot.” Rasha would have pointed out that everyone knew that, but he was trying to save her life. “Callum.”
Heston’s shout was cut off as the water dragged him below the surface, taking Rasha with him. They tried to kick back to the surface, but the water raged. As it dragged them back toward the center of the whirlpool, Rasha wished she’d done more with her life. If she’d left Weslington earlier, maybe she would have made a difference in the kingdom. Maybe she wouldn’t be dying as an insignificant person.
Her lungs burned, but Rasha’s mind felt fuzzy. Her limbs weakened, even as Heston tried to pull them to safety. Death wasn’t so bad after all, as long as she blacked out. The water almost seemed to slow as the world faded out. Instead of trying to drown her, the water was carrying her gently back to the surface, toward the heavens.
“Rasha. Rasha, breathe.”
Pressure on her chest hurt like hell. The air that filled her lungs didn’t burn, but it wasn’t comfortable either.
Rasha coughed, water spurting from her mouth. Someone helped her sit up so the water could be spat to the side. She forced her eyes open, glancing around at the crew standing over her. Heston knelt at her side, Dyis on the opposite.
“I’m alive?” she asked. Unless they had all died and people felt pain in the afterlife, she was alive. Also, very naked. She folded an arm over her chest and placed a hand over her nether regions. “Any chance I can get clothes?”
Roderick moved faster than anyone else, bringing her trousers and shirt. She pulled them on, aware that none of them were looking away from her. They weren’t recoiling in disgust at her burns. Even Cal seemed more concerned for her welfare than looking at her exposed skin.
“Thank you,” she said gratefully. “Um, how am I alive?”
The men exchanged looks before settling on Callum.
“It’s up to you,” Dy told the child. “Your secrets are yours to tell.”
Callum scrunched up his face.
“It ain’t a big deal,” he huffed. “I saved you, Rasha. You and Hes. Lucky for you, Heston woke up and found you gone. He knew to call for me and I always jump when Heston calls my name. Either he needs me or he wants to kill me.”
Heston was calm enough to chuckle at that, but Dy kept his eyes on Callum, urging him on.
“You saved me?” Rasha repeated. “How?”
Roderick walked over to the boy and put an arm around his shoulders. Callum shrugged him off.
“Don’t treat it like a big deal,” Cal muttered. “I’m a Wallian.”  
Dyis stiffened by her side, Rod’s expression became pained, and Callum jutted out his chin. Rasha’s mind, still foggy from her near death experience, couldn’t comprehend what he said.


“A Wallian? But you have black hair.”


No one expected her to say that. Cal stared at her, then erupted into a snorting fit of laughter.


“What?” Rasha asked. “I thought Wallians had light hair and skin. Their blue eyes communicated their ties to water. You’re pale and blue eyed but your hair is dark. For someone to have that much control over water, you’d have to have strong enough blood.”


Callum gave a breathy laugh. Lifting his hand toward the water, he twirled his fingers, and the water shifted to form a small whirlpool. Rasha’s gasp was so deep that it started another coughing fit. Hes patted her back as she brought up any leftover water. 

“Cal’s hair is spelled to be black,” Dy explained. “When I first met him, he would color it with a powder. I used my magic so it would be easier to manage.”


Rasha looked between Dy and Cal, forming connections in her mind. She didn’t want to sound stupid.


“You have strong Wallian blood?” she surmised. “How strong?”


Callum winced and released his control on the water.


“I’m half Wallian.”


The precious air Rasha had filled her lungs with, left in a quick burst of surprise. 

“Pardon? Half? Nobody is half.” No one could be half because there had been too much mixing after the rebellion.


“My mother was from a sect of Wallian purebloods. She broke their law and had a relationship with a man outside of the sect. They don’t want half-breeds, so she had to give me up.”


Rasha struggled to get to her feet; Heston grabbed her arm when she swayed a little. “You have real magic,” she said, to make certain she understood. “You used the water to save me. Cal, thank you. I had no idea.”


The boy shrugged his shoulders and glanced down at the dirt. “It’s nothin’. I don’t like to rely on magic. I have other skills but you both would’ve died without me so… oof.”


He was caught off guard when Rasha rushed to give him a crushing hug. He stood stiff, but Rasha only squeezed tighter. “Thank you, Cal.” He relaxed a little and returned her hug.


“This is now our second hug,” he said against her shoulder. “I suppose now we’re the closest members of the crew.” Rasha laughed, wrestling away from Callum’s suddenly steel-like arms.


“She tackled me,” Heston argued. “It was almost a hug.”


Cal laughed, running over to punch Heston’s arm. “A hate tackle is not the same as a hug of love.” Cal easily dodged Heston’s swat.


“She doesn’t hate me.” Hes glanced at Rasha, his forehead knotted. “You don’t hate me, do you?” He had the wounded puppy look. 

“I don't hate you,” Rasha assured him. 

His face softened, his wide grin returning. 

“I am a part of this crew,” she continued. “I don’t know if I could risk hating any of you.”


The grave look on Heston’s face returned. “Is that the only reason? We care about you, but you don’t care about us?”


Realizing Hes was serious made her heart ache. Looking at each of the men, they all had some level of concern on their faces. Yes, they’d only known each other for a short time. These relationships had started because she needed them, but it had grown to something more.


“Hes.” She held out her arms. “Come here.” He stepped forward slowly, gnawing on his lip. When he was near, she took him in her arms, hugging him close. He hugged her right back, and she looked at the rest of the crew over his shoulder. 

“I care about each of you,” she said carefully. “I don’t have many friends, it is hard when you look like me and have so many secrets. But you’ve accepted me, trusted me, and believed in me. I haven’t felt that before. Hating any of you has become impossible; you mean too much to me.”


 All of them smiled at her as she caressed the back of Heston’s head, his forehead resting on her shoulder. They were a peculiar group. Two adults in Dyis and Roderick, two bratty children in Cal and Hes, and now Rasha. That anything could ruin their little balanced impossible crew was beyond Rasha’s imagination. If Kamari weren’t in danger, Rasha could stay like this forever.


***
“Rasha? Mind if I ride with you?” Heston pulled his horse alongside hers, hesitantly.


The next day, Dyis was pushing them to ride quickly. They had a few days till the next village and he seemed guilty that they were behind schedule. 

“You can ride next to me, but please don’t talk about killing my family. It isn’t something I’d like to plan on.” 

He pulled a face but didn’t protest.


There was a positive side to Heston’s passionate loyalty. Rasha had never had someone so protective of her. Yet, he spoke so harshly to his brother. It was peculiar that Dyis let it happen. Everyone was perfectly fine with teasing Hes and calling him an idiot, but the level of anger he displayed the other day had altered their behavior. Cal and Dy tread lightly around each other and Roderick, despite his anger, kept his distance.


Instead of talking about killing her family or bringing up their serious near death experience from the previous day, Heston reverted to his childish behavior.


“Rasha. Watch me stand up in the saddle.”


“Rasha. Have you ever seen a man catch a knife between his teeth?"


“I bet you can’t do a handstand.”


“Do you know how to dance like a proper lady?”


“Be honest, how many jewels did you have?”


Heston’s actions typically resulted in injuries for Rasha to tend. During those times, he asked nonstop questions. Heston’s personality, when he wasn’t being an emotional ass, was amusing. Rasha found his happy energy to be contagious. The tendency he had to show off mixed with his rapid-fire questions sparked conversations which made the time fly by. It was great to have a distraction. If Rasha wasn’t distracted, she thought about Kamari.


They’d only been on the road for two weeks. Two or three more before they reached her, and that was only if they kept up a good pace. Rasha didn’t want to rush them. Kamari could be perfectly safe.


When Rasha was incapable of keeping herself calm, she focused on the crew. It was easy enough to latch onto them. They all had their own stories to tell, the life of a crew member was one of adventure, and the more they spoke the more Rasha relaxed. By the time they stopped for the night before their next village, she’d lost track of the days.


“We’ll be there tomorrow?” she asked, laying out the bedrolls with Heston while everyone tended to their own tasks. 

“Time flies by when you’re with me,” Hes boasted. “I’m that much fun.”


She didn’t argue, instead, smacking him on the shoulder. He winced.


“That was harder than I think you meant,” Hes said. “Your training has been coming along.”


That was another thing helping to pass the time. Mornings were spent doing strength and endurance routines with Rod. During afternoon breaks, she learned defensive moves from Heston. Though her body complained about the extra activity, it was worth it if she could truly take care of herself.


“Sorry.” 

“No, you’re not.” Heston’s eyes sparkled.


“You’re right.” Rasha smirked over at him. “I’m not. You’ve knocked me down so many times that it’s time for me to even the score.”


Falling to the ground, Heston rolled onto his back, hands up to fend off an invisible attack.


“Please don’t kill me,” he shrieked. “I’m too young to die.”


“Children,” Dy called from the fire. “Can we please eat and go to sleep? We want to make it to Tevk by nightfall tomorrow.”


Callum had proven his skill again and snagged two rabbits, so the crew ate well that night.


“Are we staying in another inn?” Cal asked as he sucked down his food.


“If we can find a room,” Rod muttered. “There should be a festival this time of year.”


“A festival?” Weslington had large gatherings in the marketplace but she’d never attended. 

“Festivals,” Heston cried. “Food, dancing, and games. Even if we don’t sleep in an inn we should partake, don’t you think Dy?”


Dyis rolled his eyes but smiled; their relationship was slowly on the mend.


“We deserve a little fun,” he agreed. “Besides, we need to look around for a job. Perhaps there is something on the road between Tevk and the next village that can be lucrative.” 

The guilt in her part of losing the last job made Rasha duck her head. Roderick and Heston were the ones to notice.


“We aren’t hurting for coin,” Roderick reminded her. “It’s just best to always have money coming in.”


“If we were struggling, we would have detoured to take a job,” Hes said. “Don’t worry about it.”


“I just want Dy to be able to enjoy the festival,” Rasha admitted, turning her gaze to the older man. He did too much for them; he needed a break.


“He’ll enjoy himself,” Roderick threw an arm around Dy’s shoulder. “I’ll make sure of it.” Dy’s cheeks reddened enough to be seen by firelight and Heston shifted uneasily beside her.


“Do many people gather in this town for the festival?” She needed to change the subject before temperamental Hes made himself known. “Is this village a large one?” 

“Not as large as Weslington,” Dy said. “But there will be many people there.”


“Should I try to disguise myself?”


“If you like.” Dy shrugged. “I don’t see why unless you’re doing a job.” 

“I haven’t used my paints or clay this whole journey. I should try to get back in the habit so I don’t lose my skills.”


“Just don’t do it out of vanity,” Cal said. “You’re lovely, burns or not. People may stare at first but your beauty shines through.”


Vanity was the furthest thing from Rasha’s mind. The unmarked portions of her body were still pretty, she knew that. But it felt better to hide her burns away; the stares wounded her soul occasionally. Cal had been indifferent to her burns from the start. While he had his own reasons, which were not exactly pure, Rasha appreciated that. She stood, crossed to where he sat, and kissed the top of his filthy head.


“Thank you, Cal. You’re such a charmer.”


“What about me?” Crossing his arms, Heston pursed his lips in a pout. “I think you’re beautiful too.”


“I agree,” Rod said. “You are lovely to behold, even when you were half drowned.”


“I dare say you’d be beautiful covered in mud and shit,” Dy inserted loudly. 

Laughing, Rasha went around and kissed each of their heads. The more she learned of these men, the more she liked them. A twinge of guilt plucked at her heart; she replaced her friends so easily. And here she was, planning on abandoning them all together and joining the crew, once she checked on Kamari. Rasha smothered that guilt as soon as she could. She didn’t have the energy to worry about the feelings of people she’d most likely never see again.





Chapter Sixteen 



The sun rose over the water, just as Rasha sat down with her paints. She’d had to wander into the trees to find the river, which didn’t make a good mirror but was better than nothing. The clay became more manageable as she added water to it, though it was tricky to get the consistency just right to even her skin’s texture. Her fingertips carefully pressed the clay into any divots left behind from her scarring, and when everything felt smooth, she laid her paints on top. The disguise was just to blend in as a normal villager, so her paints were not as dramatic as when she played the role of temptress. 

When the paints dried, she pulled on her thin dress and one of her tamer brown wigs. No one would single her out among the crowd; she looked just as ordinary as the next woman. 

“Rasha,” Dyis called from afar. “Time to leave.”


The sun sat higher in the sky; she’d lost track of time. Hitching her skirts, Rasha hurried through the trees. The day wasn’t warm, so perspiration wouldn’t ruin her look. It was steady to begin with, only using a lot of moisture would take it off completely, but it was better to apply lighter paints on hot days.


When she returned to the campsite, Rasha quickly packed up her bedroll and mounted her horse, not wanting to keep everyone waiting. It wasn’t until she settled into her saddle that she noticed the silence. Callum’s eyes were wide, his cheeks tinted pink. Heston blinked harder and harder as he stared. Rod and Dyis grinned sheepishly. 

“What?”


Heston pulled himself together first. “I hadn’t seen you clearly the night you killed Desmond. I mean, I knew it was you, but I stayed further away so I didn’t take in the details of your…” He gestured to his own face. It wouldn’t have mattered even if he had seen her; Rasha aged herself for that mission.


“I knew you must be skilled,” Dy said. “For you to kill men within your own town and not get caught, your disguises needed to be expertly done. But this is quite extraordinary.”


Gripping her reins, Rasha looked down at the neck of her horse. “It only takes practice. Shall we go?” Nudging her horse forward, Rasha took the lead. The men could figure out the order they wished to set up. 

No one in Weslington had connected Rasha with the women they occasionally met. They hadn’t known she was the town monster in disguise, so no one had admired her work before. A flush rose to her cheeks.


“Sorry for the shocked looks,” Heston said as he rode up beside her. Looking back, Rod and Cal rode in the middle and Dy brought up the rear. “Is this what you looked like before your family burned you?”


Without meaning to, Rasha had recreated her unmarred self. If she’d been on a job, she would accentuate different parts of her body. Pushed the breasts up, given herself a fuller lip or a more dainty nose. This look was more subtle. Rasha’s own hair would have been a darker shade of brown with more curl to it, but she was pretty certain that she would have looked like this had she remained whole.


“It’s close to what I looked like. I don’t blame you all for staring. You’ve traveled with the real me for quite a while now. I should get back in the habit though. We may need one of my disguises in the future.”


“Absolutely,” Hes agreed. “Just think of all the jobs we could do.”


“What sort of jobs?” She wasn’t clear on how a woman could be more helpful than an experienced assassin.


“The rest of us don’t blend in well,” Hes explained as he glanced back at the crew. “Rod and Cal always stand out, I have an attitude no matter what I do, and Dyis is too used to taking charge. Senkin can sneak into places, but he gets noticed quickly due to his good looks.”


“In some cases, a target is too well guarded for assassins. That leaves us the option of attacking in front of people. It’s hard to slip someone poison when you cannot remain unseen. On top of your looks, you know how to behave better than any of us. You could pass for a woman of any social rank.”


“Hardly,” she snorted. “Just because I’m a baron’s daughter doesn’t mean I know court life.”


“It isn’t like we’ll shove you in front of royalty. But think about it. Dy won’t do anything you aren’t ready for. But your skills could broaden the crew’s future.”


Rasha’s skills had value. To the crew, she could be a valuable member while slowly helping the world for the better. They already appreciated her healing abilities. It felt wonderful, imagining the pride they’d feel when she helped with a planned kill. 

They managed to reach the village before nightfall and lucked into a room; one room. 

“The bed isn’t big,” Dyis pointed out. “Two can sleep there and the rest can be on the floor.” They dropped off their bags, left Tilly to explore the room, and decided to figure out the sleeping arrangements later, at the insistence of Heston.


“The festival is calling,” he crowed, dancing with himself in a big circle around the room. Everyone laughed at him, but their eyes gleamed with excitement. There had been quite a crowd when they’d ridden through town to the inn, everyone gathering around large groupings of stalls filled with wares and food. Rasha itched to explore, though Cal said that Tevk didn’t have as much variety as the last towns. 

Once on the street, Dy pulled out his coin purse. “I’m giving each of you spending money. Roderick and I are going to see if there is any work to pick up. Stick together. Cal, no stealing please. If you resist, I’ll give you some extra coin.” 

“Have fun,” Rasha called out as he and Rod walked into the crowd. Rod raised a hand in acknowledgment but didn’t turn.


“Think they’ll circle back and make use of the bed?” Cal drawled. Rasha gawked at the child, who grinned up at her. 

“Shut your mouth,” Heston said, smacking Cal’s arm. “What two men do together is none of our business. Come on.” He strode toward the center of town, Cal and Rasha following slightly behind. 

“Don’t mind Hes,” Cal whispered. “He doesn’t like it.”


“What? Relationships between men?” Rasha had thought better of him.


“Just with Dyis.” Cal’s face visibly aged as he watched Heston stomp through the crowd. “Hes wants Dyis to carry on the family name. That requires a woman in his bed.” 

“Hes could handle that part,” Rasha chuckled. “I know he’s bad with women, but I’m certain he can manage.” 

Cal froze and his eyes almost bugged out of their sockets. 

“What is it?” Rasha asked as she stopped beside him. “Are you ill?” Her bag was back at the inn, but she could buy something helpful at the market. “Heston? Cal needs help.” Hes spun around and rushed toward them.


“I forgot something,” Cal said, taking a few steps back. “A… At the inn.” As Heston grew nearer, Cal’s face drained of color. There was no hint of Heston’s flaring temper, so what had spooked Cal?


“We can go back with you,” she suggested. With Heston only a foot away, Cal turned.


“No,” he yelled as he sped off. “Have fun.”


“What’s with him?” Heston asked as they watched Cal move fast through the crowd.


“I have no idea.” Looking at Hes, it wasn’t obvious why Callum was so scared. If anything, Heston looked too cheerful. “What shall we do?”


“Let ‘em be. He can handle himself and Dy told him not to steal. Don’t let Cal ruin our evening.” Heston grabbed her hand and pulled her to the stalls. “They have meat.”


That was enough to pull Rasha’s attention from their young companion’s retreat. She and Heston stopped at almost every stall, staring at the offerings, and making a few purchases. Eating over a fire while on the road was acceptable, but the food at the festival was delicious. By the time the moon was high, she and Hes were so full that they couldn’t hold themselves up. They collapsed at one of the tables set up around the square.


Rasha placed a hand on her stomach and groaned. “I cannot believe I ate that much.” A small band had set up in the middle of town. As the music played, the liveliness of the dancing villagers mesmerized her. Rasha tapped her foot, eyes on the townsfolk. 

“Do you wanna join?” Heston asked.


“I’m certain that if I moved right now, I’d be ill.” Rasha’s stomach tightened at the idea of jumping around to the fiddle. “I also have not danced in this style.”


“Fet,” Heston said as he bent down, settling his chin on his crossed arms. “You had balls to attend where everyone danced prim and proper.” Rasha snorted and copied his form, laying her head down to his eye level. 

“I didn’t attend balls. My father wasn’t concerned with taking me to social functions. I became betrothed at such a young age, there was no need to take me anywhere.” 

Would she have wanted to go? Young Rasha had been naïve. Shoving her into society would have been throwing a lamb to wolves. Instead, she was allowed to mature before being given to a snake.


“You’ve never even danced?” Heston’s eyes peered into her soul. 

She’d never danced in a crowd. Her betrothed had danced with her alone in the gardens, but that had been a very different sort of dancing. Rasha’s cheeks warmed at the memory of peering up into those peculiar amber eyes, his hands on her waist. 

“I took lessons. I simply never put them to use. And as you said, they were prim and proper dances.” Heston chewed his lip, then suddenly jumped to his feet.


“Then you must dance. How’s your stomach?”


Pretty much the same but the determination in his eyes made her want to ignore the pain. Heston held out his hand and she allowed him to pull her up and into the group of dancers. Instantly, the dancing throng overwhelmed her. Rasha had only been around a crowd of people during marketplace visits, and the number had been significantly less. Her heart jumped in her throat as she watched the people around her, thinking of ways to defend herself if needed. But before she could plan her attack or full on panic, Heston’s grip on her hand tightened, and he turned his bright smile her way.


“Watch the pattern,” he called out and motioned around them. Rasha looked around, trying to see sense in the chaotic movements. The people weren’t just jumping and swinging about. They jumped in time with the music, taking turns swinging in pairs, hands clasped. Those who weren’t with a partner clapped on the sides, laughing with friends and neighbors. 

“Like it?” Heston inched closer, peering at her face curiously. 

“It looks mad.”  

“Which means you wanna try?” 

How could she not? Rasha nodded and allowed him to pull her into one of the groups. They were welcomed right away. A man took Rasha’s hands for a partner swing. She hesitated letting go of Heston, but he was pulled by an intense looking young lady. He winked at Rasha, let her go, and the whirlwind began. 

Rasha felt sick to her stomach for a few minutes, but it lessened quickly, swallowed by the fun of dancing. She swung from partner to partner, smiling up at every man who took her hands. They were all so different. Different coloring, ages, manner of dress. The switches happened so rapidly that she didn’t have time to feel anything but enjoyment. When the tempo changed or they switched to a new song, new patterns formed. It only took a few seconds standing on the sides to find the new routine and jump in. 

Rasha wasn’t sure how long she danced before she started to sweat. It was a cool fall night, so her paints had stayed in place nicely. When sweat beaded on her forehead, she knew it was time to stop. Stepping out of her group, she drew in deep breaths of fresh air as she went to stand on the sidelines. The crowds were considerably smaller, beds calling them home. Her own muscles ached as her body cried for sleep. Heston spun out of the group and stood on the edges with her as he caught his breath. 

“Fun, right?” he gasped. His curls were plastered to his forehead and spots of red colored his cheeks.


“Yes. Thank you for that.” 

“Thank you,” he chuckled. “I had fun watching all those men falling for you.” Rasha dabbed at the sweat on her forehead and frowned over at him. “You are aware that the men you danced with couldn’t keep their eyes off you afterward? Look.” He nodded back to the group. Rasha glanced over just in time to see four men whip their heads away. She sighed and pulled at the front of her dress, which had fallen down a little too far. 

“Painting my face can have that effect.” The music changed to a slower tempo, which must have been the signal for ending the night’s festivities because people started to wander off. “Shall we go?”


Heston grabbed her hand once more and pulled her toward him. 

“We didn’t dance together. This is a waltz, right?” 

She nodded mutely. He positioned her hands, one in his and one on his shoulder, and set a light hand against the small of her back. Heston took the steps at a slower pace than she’d been taught, relaxing after a full night of romping.     

“I didn’t know you could waltz.”


“I have many secrets.” His eyes sparkled, his smile soft. “I know things that even you are not aware of.” She inclined her head, urging him to continue. “One thing I know for a fact, is that you’re beautiful even without the paints.”


“Hes,” she began, but he hushed her.


“I’m serious. Cal liked you the second he saw you. Even Dyis and Roderick can see your beauty. It’s true that some would only see your burns and scars at first, but your beauty shines through, the more someone looks at you.”


Rasha knew she wasn’t wholly unattractive; half of her face was unmarked. Ronin had found something he liked. But it took a certain type of man to ignore the flawed portions of her body. Not that it mattered. Rasha would travel with the crew and if she didn’t die, become a doctor when she aged. She didn’t need or want a man to lust after her. 

“Rasha.” 

Heston’s whisper of her name was like a warm cloak thrown over her shoulders. 

“It is acceptable to know you’re attractive. Even if you don’t want a man’s attention, you can be sure of your looks. In a way, I believe you are. If you cared, you’d never let yourself be seen without face paints.”


Smirking, she watched the musicians finish their last notes.


“You’re a puzzling man, Heston.” They released each other and turned back to return to the inn. “You can be surprisingly grown up at times.” 

Looking up at the night sky, his lips twitched, but he didn’t smile. 

“Don’t get used to it. It isn’t easy for me to behave like that. I’m either joking or fighting. Glimmers of maturity from me are as rare as a dragon’s fire rainbows.”


Still, as they walked back to the inn, Rasha thought that there might be hope for Heston. If he could get his temper and impulses under control, he might end up as skilled and mature as Dyis. It seemed near impossible, but it was something Rasha hoped to witness firsthand. 





Chapter Seventeen 



Rasha woke sandwiched between Callum and Heston. The bed had been too small for Dy and Rod and Rasha’s body ached enough to need a mattress. Cal had made a big huff that Rasha shouldn’t get the bed to herself, but hadn’t been pleased when Rasha chose to share with Hes. Rod and Dy hadn’t cared, going to sleep easily enough on the floor while the bedmates sorted things out. 

The two men stirred, sitting up and smiling at each other. Smiles so soft and loving that it made Rasha’s heart throb. She moved to wake as well, and the shock on their faces made it clear they’d thought she was asleep. 

“Morning,” she mumbled through a yawn, carefully untangling herself from Hes and Cal’s limbs. They hogged the bed but their warmth made Rasha sleep soundly.   

The couple mumbled their greetings, getting up to ready for the day. Rasha watched them silently as Hes and Cal snored in the bed. It was clear that the lovers kept apart for her sake. 

“Can I say something?” She spoke in hushed tones, not wanting to wake the other two. Rod and Dy glanced over at her expectantly. “I love you two together.” Dy’s cheeks flamed. “You complement each other nicely and it’s clear you’re a perfect match. I hope you know I don’t care about public displays of affection. Seeing you two get along so nicely reminds me there’s love in the world.” 

Whirling on Dyis, Roderick’s expression turned to shock. “You love me? Why didn’t you say so?” Dy was slow on the uptake but scowled, shooting Rasha a look.


“It was supposed to be a surprise,” he mumbled. 

“Well. I suppose I love you too.” Rod wrapped his arms around Dy and gently kissed his forehead.


“Fet,” Dy laughed as he stepped out of Rod’s embrace. “I believe it’s time to wake the boys and plan the day.”


The night before, Dyis had gifted her a small mirror which he’d acquired in the market. True to his word, Rod made certain Dyis had fun after they picked up a job. She sat in the corner, applying her paints, while she listened to Heston whine. 

“Staying behind is boring. Why does Cal get to go? He won’t be helpful on this job.”


Dyis had encountered a man who swore a merchant had stolen from him. That same merchant was on his way out of town. All they had to do was fetch the man and bring him back for justice. 

“Cal is going to swipe a few things on the way back,” Rod explained. “He’s faster and quieter than you. Dyis and I will be the threatening force. There is no need for the two of you to tag along.”


The complaining irked Rasha more than she’d like to admit, especially after the bonding they had the night before. Heston hated being left out, but clearly he and Rasha were the weak links. When her skills were needed, she’d join in. Dyis just wanted his brother out of the way. They were to stay in town and meet in the forest that evening. It would take some time to catch up with the merchant. 

When everyone else left, Heston sat on the bed and watched Rasha finish her face. His anger dissipated as soon as his brother left the room, confirming that most of Heston’s attitude was because of Dy. Siblings fought; it was natural. 

“You’re very good at that,” he murmured as she finished up and put on her wig. “I just wish you didn’t have to be.” She smiled at him as she tucked away her mirror. 

“If I didn’t disguise myself, I’d be easily tied to murders. I’m not as quiet or quick as Cal. Shall we go for a walk?”


The marketplace was still active with the remains of the festival. Rasha toured the booths, picking up small additions for her healing bag. Hes looked at everything she touched, asking questions about what she could do with each item. 

“Well?” Rasha asked as the afternoon wore on. “Still think spending time with me is boring?” 

“I didn’t say it was boring. I just…” Hes glanced around at the crowd and bit his lip. He paused at a stall, looking over a collection of pottery.


“It’s just that you want Dyis to trust you,” Rasha finished for him. 

Heston looked over his shoulder at her and sighed. “I don’t want to just be a normal man. I’m capable of much more than he thinks. It’s embarrassing that I’m not trusted enough, even by my own blood.” 

“Perhaps if you thought through your actions carefully, proving yourself to Dyis, the situation would change.” 

Heston snorted and continued down the road. “Dyis is great at leading. He’s always been very mature, the brat. Truth be told, I trust his judgment and don’t mind that he takes charge. I just think I can do well on my own without changing the way I am.” 

“Fet.” Rasha nodded, looking across the road to some stalls they had yet to visit. The argument from the last inn brushed the edges of her mind. Heston made it seem like he let Dyis take charge, which didn’t make sense. Asking questions might get her answers or it might be rewarded with silence. She’d let Heston explain himself another day when he was in a better mood. It was best not to hinder their budding friendship.
A woman with the same shade of blonde hair as Kamari passed by. Rasha’s heart panged and her eyes tracked the woman, though it was clearly not her friend. What could she have done differently to protect Kamari? Maybe if they’d been closer, Kamari wouldn’t have run off without consulting Rasha. Was this the result of Rasha’s dishonesty? From her stubborn need to keep her secrets and hold herself back?
“Rasha?” Heston followed her gaze. “Thinking of Kamari?”
Rasha tore her eyes away. “I know you all think I’m silly,” she muttered as they walked on. “Even knowing what the Baron is like, everyone thinks I’m overreacting by following her. But she is one of my only friends.”
When Heston entwined their fingers, Rasha glanced down in surprise. They’d held hands during the waltz and had slept beside each other, but walking hand in hand was different.
“First off,” he said, drawing her focus away from their hands. “Not one of us would call you silly. We don’t want our throats slashed while we sleep. Second, I hope you’re beginning to think of us as your friends. Or at least me.” Squeezing her hand, he gave her a lopsided grin. “As friends, I’d hope we’d go to great lengths to protect each other. Even traveling great distances in the company of strangers simply to check on each other’s well being.”
He pulled her to a stop outside of a stall. Rasha had been too distracted to notice the smell, but now that she was in close proximity, her nostrils flared.
Sweets. Simple ones, but the scent of sugar still enveloped them. Rasha’s breath whooshed from her lungs.
“While these aren’t sweets that can travel, I thought we’d sample a few you were unfamiliar with. My treat, of course.” Heston released her hand to focus on haggling with the seller. In only a moment he had a small basket of treats. They walked further away from the crowds, settling in an alley where they sat with their backs against the wall of another inn.
“We have a few rustic looking fruit biscuits,” Heston said. “Some licorice, dried cranberries coated in sugar...”
“What is this?” Rasha picked up sliced fruit she was unfamiliar with. The orange thing was covered in sticky honey.
“Persimmon with honey,” Hes sighed happily. “My personal favorite. Have you tried them?” Rasha shook her head as she raised the fruit to her mouth. Heston quickly stole it from her. “Wait to taste the unknown. You’ll enjoy it all the better.”
Setting the fruit aside, he handed her a biscuit, pushing another into his bag for Tilly. Rasha didn’t protest, welcoming the sweetmeats that met her tongue. Closing her eyes, she allowed the enjoyment to seep through her. For someone who acted immature, Heston excelled at comforting her.
“How long have you and Dyis been on your own?” she asked as she partook in some licorice. 
“It’s a sad tale,” Hes lamented. “We became orphans at such a young age that I feel we’ve been on the road since infancy. I remember Dyis being just a babe.”
“You’re younger than him.”
“True.” Heston’s eyes twinkled. “But he was so young when he started caring for me he must have been a child. I don’t know much about our parents, you’ll have to ask Dyis and see if he’ll tell you.”
“Why wouldn’t he?”
“Have you told us every single thing about yourself?”
Rasha didn’t respond. The crew was perceptive, but no one had pressed her for more information. If he wanted to keep secrets, she had no reason to object. He’d tell her when he was ready.
“Persimmon time,” Heston sang, handing her the sticky fruit. “Be careful. It can get messy when they’re this ripe.”
Rasha enjoyed the fruit immensely, but anything covered in honey was sure to be delightful. She was about to tell Hes just that when she noticed he wasn’t eating his fruit. His eyes had narrowed, his head tilted to the side as if he heard something. Rasha focused as well, her own senses keen, but couldn’t hear a thing.
“Rasha,” he whispered as he returned his focus to her. “Guess what?”
“You’re going to give me your persimmon?” she teased. Shockingly, he handed it over.
“I’ll give you anything you want if you just go along with this.”
“With what?” Rasha’s blood cooled. His excitement and bribery weren’t indicative of good things to come.
“There is a wealthy man at this inn,” he explained. “I just overheard one of the cooks. Apparently he’s flaunting money around and has only a few guards with him. They aren’t even staying in the same room.” His cheeks flushed as he spoke in excited whispers. Rasha didn’t share the feeling. A sense of dread washed over her.
“Why is this important to us, Hes?”
“We’ll rob him.”
If ever there was a stupid Heston plan to stop, this was one of them. He slammed down each of her protests, one right after the other.
“Dyis said no solo missions.”
“You’re with me,” he said. “So it isn’t solo.”
“Being obvious with money could mean this is a trap.”
“If it were, his guards would lie in wait instead of sleeping in another room.”
“Heston,” Rasha cautioned. “Remember when I said you should think things through?”
“I have. We’ll wait till he is asleep, I’ll sneak into his room and rob him blind. You simply wait in the alley below as a lookout. Then we ride to the forest to meet up with the crew.”
This was not a well thought out plan. Heston was too excited to think clearly, but what was she to do? They were already in town and besides tying him to a post, she couldn’t stop him. If she didn’t stand as a lookout, he’d go through with it and be in even more danger. If things went wrong, Dy would be livid.
“Very well.”
Heston cheered and leaned over to hug her. “I knew you’d come through for me. That’s what friends are for.”
***
Later that night, Rasha regretted being Heston’s friend as she stood in the dark alley. He’d scouted the inn before nightfall, making certain he knew where the rich man’s rooms were. Only seconds ago, he climbed up to the window with ease and crept inside. As soon as he vanished, Rasha’s stomach knotted.
The crew had experience, each had their specialties, but Heston was not the thieving type. He was too large to be stealthy. She strained her ears for any noises he might make.
She didn’t have to listen hard. Someone shouted above her and something broke as a scuffle ensued. Rasha stared up at the window in horror. Hes was in trouble. Even if she could scale the wall as he had, fighting wasn’t truly part of her skill set.
Before she could decide whether to burst through the inn’s front door or run for help, Heston stumbled to the window, launching himself out without a care for the ground below. Rasha moved aside as he rolled, then lay still in the dirt.
“Heston,” she gasped, dropping beside him. A large wound in his abdomen bled rapidly, a pool forming under his body. He tried to stand, but she held him down. “Don’t move. I have to patch this.” She tugged at his shirt.
“No,” he snapped as he grabbed her hand. “We have to go.”
“Let me try to stop the bleeding at least,” she said as she slapped his hands away. There was too much blood. Trying to make it to camp without tending to the wound could cause complications.
“We’ll die if we stay here,” he groaned as he pushed her aside. Heston struggled to his knees, then glanced just past her head. “Rasha, move!”
It was too late. A large hand grabbed the back of her neck. Someone pulled Rasha backward and when they spun her around, Rasha faced one of the largest men she’d ever seen. He was even bigger than Roderick. The man chuckled, the stench of his rotten teeth making her gag as much as her restricted airway would allow. Heston moved behind her but the man kicked out. Heston’s groan signaled that he’d been struck.   
“Love luring out thieves,” the disgusting man huffed. “Didn’t know I’d find a girl.” Rasha kicked for his groin, but he moved so she only hit his thigh. “Don’t worry. You’ll black out soon enough.” His other hand wrapped around her neck, squeezing.
Rasha kicked as the man lifted her off the ground. She scratched at his hands, thrashing as the need for air became too great. Heston tried to help, but the man kicked him down at every attempt. Rasha’s head went fuzzy as her vision darkened. Her fighting energy faded as her lungs screamed for air. Dropping her hands to her sides, the world started to vanish.
The ground was unforgiving when she fell but air finally entered her lungs. All she could do was focus on breathing, almost as if she’d forgotten how. Heston crawled to her, his face pale apart from the blood beginning to pool at the corners of his mouth.
“I’m sorry.” His voice shook. “You said it was a trap and I didn’t listen. This is all my fault.”
“Damn right it is.” The voice was light but sharp. In the dark and with spotty vision, Rasha could only make out slightly pale skin and long black hair. “I swear you’ll kill us all one day, Heston. Lucky for you I dropped by.”
Rasha barely remembered the ride back to camp, except for the pain of her neck at every movement. Heston groaned the entire way, his condition much worse. Having three people on a horse was not comfortable. Heston sat in front of their rescuer to be kept upright and Rasha sat in back, her arms around the man’s waist. Though an unpleasant ride, she was glad for the speed as worry for Heston absorbed her thoughts.
When they made it to camp, Rasha slid from the horse, intent on going for her supplies. Instead, her head swam. The man was there, pulling her up into his arms before she could fall. He carried her to a bedroll, laying her down gently.
“Stay.”
“Hes,” Rasha croaked.
“I’ll take care of it.”
Panic overtook the crew as they took in Heston’s wound. Their rescuer explained how he found them and what they’d been doing. Rasha faded in and out during that part of the conversation.
“He’s such an idiot,” Dyis muttered. “Why does he have to run into these situations with his eyes closed?” Rasha couldn’t see him but Dyis sniffed and her heart ached. If Heston died because she couldn’t tend to him, wasn’t her role with the crew pointless?
“I’d say it’s the curse’s fault,” the unknown man said. “But your father has always been an idiot.”
Had their father somehow cursed his sons? If so, why wasn’t Dyis affected?
“Senkin,” Roderick snapped. “Rasha could hear.”
“I take it the girl is Rasha?” There was silence as Rasha felt eyes on her. They were checking to determine if she still slept, so she stayed still. This was a secret that Senkin, the last man of the crew, had spilled. If they knew she was listening, they wouldn’t talk.
“How did you come to have a woman with you?” Senkin’s voice sounded tense. A low groan arose, which Rasha hoped was Heston’s response to having his wound washed and bandaged.
Callum jumped in with an explanation. “She killed the man we went to get from Weslington. She’s been takin’ care of evil people there, slitting throats.”
“And you decided to bring her along, Dyis? Or was this Heston’s idea?”
“She’s also a healer,” Dy argued. “She excels at disguises and has some training in walking among the upper-class. With her skills, she could be useful.”
Could be. Rasha’s stomach churned. She hadn’t done much of anything yet besides tend Dy’s arm and the cut Rod sustained during the carriage robbery.
“Skills are good, but you didn’t answer my question.” Senkin’s voice was low, but not deep or booming like Roderick’s. He spoke in hushed, threatening tones. A knife being drawn across the skin with the flat end of the blade. “Was it Heston’s idea?”
“No,” Dyis said stiffly. “I met her first and thought we needed a healer. Hes was the one who found out about her nightly activities, but you know I don’t take orders from my father. He’s a child.” 
Rasha’s head gave up, drawing her back into darkness. She knew what the secret was, though she didn’t understand it. Somehow Heston, Dy’s younger brother, was actually his father.




Chapter Eighteen

Sunlight danced on her eyelids. Rasha tried to swallow but found her throat throbbed at any activity. Bracing herself, she slowly sat up, grateful that her head only swam a little. Roderick stood, leaning against a tree, and his eyes lit up when she moved.
“Rasha,” he whispered. He knelt by her side. “Thank the Creator.”
“Hes?” Uttering one word felt like fire.
“Alive,” Rod said. Tension left Rasha’s body. “Senkin knows some healing, but I think it would be best for you to look at the wound, if you’re able.” He helped her stand and walk over to Heston’s sleeping form.
“Bag?” The pain kept her talking to a minimum. If she was lucky, no lasting internal damage had been done to her throat. Roderick returned with her bag and a waterskin and she smiled her thanks.
Heston’s face was pale from blood loss but his chest rose and fell with even breaths. Kneeling, she pulled down his blanket and winced at the large amount of dried blood on his shirt. Under that, she found a roughly made bandage covering poor stitching. How had the crew survived after they lost their last healer?
“I tried.” The voice came from behind her and she turned to face the assassin. Senkin’s upturned eyes were crystal blue; that was the first thing she noticed. An impossible blue. Long black hair hung down to his mid-back. His skin was pale, but not the same deathly pale of Heston’s.
“Rasha,” Roderick said. “This is Senkin. Senkin, meet Rasha, the newest member of the crew.”
They regarded each other silently. Rasha had only seen him in a fuzzy haze, and he’d only seen her dying or passed out. His slim build matched what the crew had said. Shirtless, his muscles looked merely acceptable until he shifted, revealing power under the skin. Hidden strength. He wasn’t a mountain like Rod, but he wasn’t a twig like Cal.
“I have questions for you,” Senkin said. “May I sit?” Rasha gave one sharp nod and Senkin walked to sit on the other side of Hes. Roderick returned to guard duty. Dyis and Cal lay in their bedrolls, still sleeping off the horrible night. Rasha grabbed some of the numbing ointment she’d mixed, rubbing it gently along the stitches.
“Will you need to redo them?”
They weren’t horrible. Heston would have a huge scar, though. Rasha was going to leave them until she spotted the slight discoloration around the wound. She pulled out the sharpened blade from her bag and slowly cut through the rough work. Heston stayed asleep, making the job easier.
Senkin silently watched her work. The feeling of his eyes unsettled her. The crew suggested there was nothing to fear from the assassin, but the energy he put out differed from everyone else.
“Dyis told me little about you,” Senkin finally said. He pulled his knees to his chest, wrapping his arms around them in a childish pose. It should have been non-threatening but his eyes remained sharp, his jaw set. “We all have our own stories to tell and yours sounded too complicated for him to explain.”
Rasha paused her cutting to grab the waterskin. She took a huge drink of the cool liquid, then used it to wash her hands. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a small vial. She let a few drops go directly to the back of the throat while Senkin watched.
“It hurts to speak?” His gaze dropped to her neck. The bruises showed, even with her darker skin, but Rasha’s overall appearance could be worse. She wore no wig, that was clear, but she lifted a hand to check her paints.
“I washed them off,” Senkin said, guessing what she was doing. “Those scars are another part of your story I’d like to know. You had a head wound, that’s why you were in and out, but Dy wouldn’t tell me anything while you slept.” He sighed and frowned up at the trees. Rasha went back to work.
The discoloration around Heston’s stitches had been the start of an infection. She washed the wound and applied more medicine she pulled from her bag. That done, Rasha began to stitch him up, and her throat lost its tightness as her droplets began working.
“I’m sorry,” Rasha rasped. Senkin looked back at her and arched his brow. “Speaking is difficult, but I can answer your questions.” Senkin was part of the crew; she couldn’t keep him in the dark even if she didn’t trust him yet.
The agreement on his lips stopped as his eyes drifted to her neck once again. “It’ll keep,” he said. “One day of waiting won’t kill me.” He stood and looked down at Heston. “Tidy stitches.”
When the assassin walked away, Heston cracked open an eye so suddenly that Rasha gasped.
“Sorry,” he whispered. “Sen lectured me whenever I opened my eyes last night.” Exhaustion laced Heston’s voice. “I’m also sorry for almost getting us killed. I should have listened to you.”
Truthfully, Rasha should be mad at him for more than that. If what she’d heard overnight was any indication, they were keeping a large secret from her. Examining his face, Rasha saw no hint of wrinkles or age. Heston’s eyes looked older at times but that happened to everyone who’d seen too much of the world. Whatever needed addressing would involve a long conversation, which Rasha wasn’t up for at the moment. Neither was Heston; he should still be sleeping.
“Senkin is a good man. He’s the one you can count on in a pinch. I know he looks harsh, but he doesn’t mean anything by those glares.”
They hadn’t been glares. Some might read Senkin’s narrowed eyes that way but Rasha saw his mind working behind his stare. He was taking in all the information he could and filing it away in the back of his mind. That was what unsettled her.
Roderick approached them, his eyes on Heston’s wound. “What do you think? Will he live?” She nodded once and he patted the top of her head absently. “I suggest you get more rest. Dy cast a very strong spell to keep us safe here while you both heal.”
Dy’s actual strength was unknown to Rasha. She’d been under the impression that he wasn’t a strong Burlian, but he kept surprising her.
“Rasha,” Roderick said as she pushed to her feet. “I know it hurts to talk but I don’t like Senkin not having all the facts. Since you’ll tell him eventually, will you permit me to tell him your story?”
Poor Senkin needed all the facts, but Rasha couldn’t know giant secrets involving her own crew? She bit back her reply; her throat throbbing. At least Roderick had asked her before telling Senkin of her past. She gave her permission with a nod.
“Great. You two get some sleep. You need to regain your strength.”
Rasha and Heston exchanged eye rolls when Roderick turned away. They had a brush with death. It was only natural to feel something other than fear. With Heston, humor was the way to avoid things, and Rasha didn’t mind it. Returning to her bedroll, she fell asleep to the hushed voices of Roderick and Senkin, discussing her past.
The night was deep when Rasha woke again. Dyis sat near the remains of the fire, taking watch. He looked at her with tired eyes when she shifted.
“Rasha.” Casting that spell had apparently taken a lot out of him. Combined with almost losing his only family, Dy looked spent. Even in the faded firelight, she could see shadows under his eyes. “How is your throat?” The sting of burning pain flared when she swallowed. He saw her wince in the dark. “It looks painful,” he commented, drawing closer to kneel at her side. “I’m sorry.”
“Wasn’t your fault.”
His lips went thin as he glanced at Heston’s sleeping form.
“I left you with him. I should have known something would happen just from his behavior that morning. I foolishly thought that I could keep him out of trouble by force.” Sighing, Dyis shifted to sit beside her and rubbed a hand across his face.
“The spell hurts?” Rasha asked.
He smiled darkly at her. “It makes me weak. I’m not strong with magic. If I’d trained, then maybe it’d be different, but I never got the chance.”
The brothers’ story needed to be told. Planning out how to pull it from them would take time.
“I’ll watch,” Rasha volunteered. She stood before he could object. With Dyis this tired and everyone else asleep, he had no choice. They had to trust her by now.
“Fet.” Dyis groaned as he stood to return to his bedroll. “Wake one of us if you need anything.” He was out before Rasha even took up her position at a tree on the edge of camp.
The nights were getting cold and Rasha shivered in her thin dress. She’d have to change to her trousers and shirt again. Those were at least a little warmer. Glancing over her shoulder, she took in the sleeping men in the dark.
Dyis lie splayed out like the dead. Roderick had instinctively thrown an arm over his lover. The curled form of Cal breathed loud and deep. Senkin lay still and flat as a board. She knew he was asleep but he had one hand on the knife at his hip.
Heston lay flat too, but only because of his wound. He normally slept splayed like his brother and snored. But were they brothers? Rasha rubbed her temples and sighed softly. Clearly she didn’t know as much about her crew as she thought. Everyone’s tragic backstory had been explained to her; no doubt she’d soon learn Senkin’s. But Dyis and Heston had lied.
Rasha tried not to let her anger grow as the night turned to dawn. They would have told her, eventually. They might still be waiting for the right moment. But she had questions now.
Cal woke first. Spotting Rasha, he grinned and walked over.
“Glad you’re alive,” the boy teased. “I woulda killed Hes if you died.” He squinted at her neck, pulling a face. “That bastard. Wish I coulda slit his throat for ya.”
Cal wouldn’t have stood a chance against that large brute. How did Senkin manage it?
“Checking Hes,” she whispered. The boy nodded and took over her position.
Heston woke as soon as Rasha pulled his blankets down. “Morning,” he grunted. “Water?” She handed him the waterskin and took a turn after him before checking over the wound. It was doing better than expected. She slathered more numbing cream on his skin after washing the wound again.
The camp came to life as she cared for him. Roderick woke and relieved Cal of guard duty so he could hunt. Senkin stretched gracefully when he stood, eyes quickly taking in everything in his line of sight. Dyis was the last to wake, but stayed sitting on his bedroll with a dazed expression on his face.   
“My brother doesn’t look too good,” Hes said softly, eyes fixed on Dy. “Maybe we could move sooner so he doesn’t have to use so much magic.”
“Can’t yet,” Rasha managed. She poured some more drops down her throat to calm the pain. Heston grimaced.
“Just hopeful, I guess.” He looked around the camp again. “Where’s my bag?” Rasha checked the immediate area as well. She’d woken with her bag beside her, but Heston’s wasn’t in sight.
“Left behind?” she guessed. Heston’s nostrils flared.
“Senkin,” he roared. Rasha jumped and everyone in the camp went still. “Where’s my bag?” The assassin casually strolled over.
“I left it,” he said. “I was preoccupied with saving the two of you.” Heston struggled to sit up. Hurriedly, Rasha pressed a hand to his chest to hold him down.
“Bastard,” Heston growled. “Tilly was in that bag. You just left her behind?”
Tilly. The little creature was quietly always at Heston’s side; it was easy to forget her. Dyis hurried over to help Rasha hold Heston down as his movements increased.
“You’ll reopen your wound,” Dyis said.
“Be still,” Rasha insisted with as much volume as she could muster.
“I didn’t leave her,” Senkin said softly. Heston’s movements stopped as he allowed the assassin to speak. “She was dead, Hes.”
The world froze. Though they were outside, the air became difficult to breathe in. Dyis looked pained. Roderick turned his back but his shoulders were stiff. Cal had walked into camp just before and stayed off to the side. Heston’s jaw tightened but his body was rigid.
“Dead?”
“I don’t know exactly what happened,” Senkin admitted. “The two of you needed help, so I focused on you. But she was dead, Hes. Of that I am certain.”
Lip quivering, Heston closed his eyes and tears trickled down his cheeks.
“Hes,” Dyis began. Heston turned his head away. Only Rasha could see his face and the immense pain he felt.
“It’s my fault,” Heston whispered. “This stupid plan almost killed us but it did kill Tilly.”
Rasha inched closer to his bedroll and brushed the curls from his forehead. His eyes opened and focused on her.
“Rasha.”
His soft whimper broke everything in her. There were lies to be sniffed out but at that moment, Heston was her friend and her friend was hurting. She grabbed his hand, squeezing it gently as he silently wept. Dyis stayed beside them but everyone else went back to their business.
Rasha couldn’t offer words of comfort; her throat incapable of saying what he needed to hear. So she just poured all of her comfort into the grip on his hand. It soothed him enough that he went back to sleep. When Dyis noticed that, he leaned down to kiss Heston’s cheek.
“He’d never let me do that if he was awake,” Dy said when he sat back up to face Rasha. “Hes doesn’t like to show physical affection.” The grip on her hand was still tight, but Heston’s breathing was deep enough to be certain he slept.
“He loved her.” When Figgy died, it hurt her a little. Cal and Dy had suggested that if Tilly died, Heston would lose it. Apparently, they hadn't been joking.
“He tries not to,” Dyis explained. “Not to love. But sometimes he can’t help it. He loves me, that’s a given. I think he loves Cal in his own way, and probably you. But Tilly was the only one who was by his side constantly. She saw every side of him. Only a pet can really be that close to someone because they can’t pass judgment.”
Figgy had seen Rasha’s nightly activities. Of course, she hadn’t confided in the bird or brought him along everywhere with her. She slipped her hand from Heston’s, brushing her fingers through his curls again.
“Judgment?” The drops were helping her throat enough to speak more, but she wouldn’t prod too much.
“Heston has regrets.” Dy’s eyes teared up as he looked down at the sleeping man. “He’s been through a lot, most of it resulting from his own actions. Hes… he feels too much. He covers it up with either immaturity or anger, which usually leads to impulsive decisions that end with even more regret. A never-ending cycle.” Dy closed his eyes and his shoulders sagged a little more.
This was it. Dy’s guard was down, he was opening up. Rasha swallowed past the lump in her throat, trying to figure out how to ask.
“You heard us.” When Dy opened his eyes to focus on her, Rasha’s cheeks heated. He smiled sadly. “Burlian, remember? I sense the questions building inside you; questions for me and Heston.”
“Forgive me.” Rasha cast her eyes downward. “I didn’t mean to hear.”
“Senkin has a loud mouth,” Dyis chuckled. “You couldn’t have helped it. Your ability to pretend you didn’t is to be applauded. It is a sensitive matter.” Looking down at Heston, Dy’s smile faded. “Heston is my father.”
That much she’d gathered. “How?”
“Heston loved women.” Dy’s face became an emotionless mask. “He was an attractive and fun scoundrel, so of course he did. A powerful Burlian caught his eye and they ended up in bed. She was under the impression that he loved her or she wouldn’t have done it. Heston loved women, but he didn’t fall in love. He left her without a word. She tracked him down, almost a year later, with me in her arms.”
“Heston refused to do anything about me. He said that she was a witch and could have taken care of the problem.”
Rasha’s breath hitched. Was he implying that Heston wanted the witch to get rid of Dyis? Dy’s eye snapped to her face.
“He didn’t suggest killing me,” Dyis backtracked. “I was a baby, after all. No, there are ways to prevent or stop a pregnancy. A witch has tools to do that.”
Knowing her friend wasn’t altogether heartless, was comforting.
“So, Heston refused to take responsibility. He said that being a father would hinder the life he wanted to live. The witch, my mother, saw this immaturity and it angered her. She cursed him to remain immature. She cursed him to stay stuck just as he was right then, with no ability to progress in life. Saying that he didn’t have the right to father more children, she took away that ability and handed me off to him.”
“But that doesn’t make sense.” Rasha looked down at Heston’s peaceful face. “She didn’t think Hes was responsible or mature, but she made him raise a child?”
Dyis shrugged. “In her anger, she probably wasn’t thinking clearly. She wanted him to remain as he was, capable of having fun, but hindered that fun with me. Cursing him with the gift of eternal youth but hindering that lifestyle as much as possible.”
Heston acted the way he did, carefree and stupid, because he was incapable of maturing. He hadn’t been kidding when he said it wasn’t easy for him to act grown up. 
“Is he immortal?” If so, why had everyone been so concerned for his life?
“No, he’s still human. Heston just cannot die from old age. If he would stop being reckless, he could live forever.”
Rasha wanted to slap Heston or hug him; she wasn’t sure which. “He raised you. He somehow kept you alive.”   
“Barely,” Dyis chuckled. “Heston showed me examples of what not to do in life. I had to become responsible quickly. When I turned sixteen, I took charge to keep us from getting killed. He was all too happy to let that happen. Our group grew under my leadership and my father allowed me to take the lead, knowing his responsibility would only muck things up.”
The inn. Heston said he allowed Dyis to be in charge.
“Heston’s anger can be terrifying because he doesn’t have much impulse control. Roderick and Cal fear him because they know I won’t do anything to my father. They can’t do anything to him either or I’ll react poorly. Senkin… He tolerates Hes but doesn’t really see anyone as his leader.”
“Damn right,” Senkin said, suddenly appearing behind them. He nodded his head at Rasha and eyed her neck. “That was a heavy story Roderick told me. Do you think yours is worse or equal to Heston’s?”
What a thing to say.
“Don’t compare one person’s pain to another’s,” she rasped. Senkin smirked, then lay a hand on Dy’s shoulder.
“Get some rest,” he urged. “If we want to move as soon as possible, you need strength.”
Dyis walked to the fire where Cal roasted some meat. Senkin’s eyes returned to Rasha. She wanted to focus her attention on Hes but the assassin watching her was enough to make her watch him back. He studied her for a long time, possibly going over her story in his head.
“Heston is immature,” Senkin said. “But upon hearing your story, even I was enraged and we’ve only just met. What your family did was vile.”
Rasha remained silent. She wouldn’t support anyone going after her family.
“But we know the real reason they punished you,” he continued. “The man to blame was your betrothed.”
Throat constricting, a cold sweat broke over her skin. They couldn’t target him.
“I won’t go running after him,” Senkin said, as if reading her expression. “I don’t even know who he was. But I want you to get your revenge, if ever possible.”
“Never happening.”
Senkin leaned over Heston’s bedroll to stare Rasha into submission. Those eyes made every nerve in her body alert.
“You’re a woman but you’re not helpless. You proved that with the throats you’ve slit. However, the little training Heston and Cal have given you won’t be enough.” Rasha stared into his unblinking eyes; her lungs struggled for air.
“Enough?”
“Enough to kill that man,” Senkin said as a slow smile spread across his lips. “I can make you enough. Enough to kill just about anyone. I’m going to make you into a fine assassin, Lady Rasha.”




Chapter Nineteen

“Does being friends with an old man put you off?”
Heston had slept most of the next day, but when he woke, Rasha checked his wound to figure out how long he had to rest. Finally, performing the role of the crew’s healer was fulfilling, but her hands shook as she tended him.
“I’m only tired,” she explained. “Senkin has taken on my training.”
Senkin had agreed that she didn’t have the muscle to back up a certain style of fighting. Rasha was stronger than she’d been, but it wasn’t the same as any of the crew, so Senkin focused on speed and tricks. Hand to hand combat was the worst; he was too fast for her. When they trained with a blade, she felt inept. She’d only been familiar with a knife for slitting throats; there wasn’t much technique to it.
“You’re not using your advantages,” Senkin had said after they spent most of the afternoon sparring.
“Advantages?” The pain Senkin inflicted during training distracted from the fading pain in her throat, allowing her to speak. “What advantages?”
“You’re trained as a healer,” Senkin said. “What knowledge do you think you have?”
She knew how to heal people; how was that an advantage in fighting?
“Come now,” he laughed. “You know the human body and how to heal it. Which means you also know what it takes to disable it.” Realization dawned on her. Senkin grinned at her stunned expression.
“I know some pain points and where to stick my blade when needed. But I’m sure with your knowledge of the body you can inflict a good amount of damage with little effort. As long as you’re quick.”
That brought warmth to Rasha’s heart, but a chill to her skin. She learned at Doctor Clayson’s side in order to save lives. Those facts that she studied had been in order to help people. Would she really use that knowledge for evil?
But it wasn’t really evil. She’d choose her jobs, who she’d need to attack or kill. Innocent people wouldn’t be her targets. Besides, she could look at it as a massive healing. She’d be hurting a few people in order to save many.
“You know about medicines too?” Senkin asked.
“I know what someone should drink or apply in order to heal something.”
“Which means you know the opposite as well. Poisons.” Senkin’s eyes flashed with an excitement that made her gulp. He was an assassin and a very serious man. When he smiled, it was either dangerous or taunting. Knowing little about him, Rasha couldn’t help fearing the man.
The way he interacted with everyone was peculiar to see. When he and Roderick were near each other, they hardly spoke. Both were men of few words, but they managed a comfortable silence. Dyis and Senkin almost appeared not to like each other. They didn’t downright argue, but Senkin was ready to debate whatever suggestions Dy came up with. Roderick had a tendency to listen to whatever Dy said, but Senkin challenged him.
Heston and Cal brought out a different side of the assassin. Rasha only witnessed his dangerous or taunting smiles, but those two got the genuine thing. Senkin would grin at a joke from Hes or smile broadly when ruffling Cal’s hair. Their relationships were clear. He and Heston were like brothers, more so than when Dy had pretended to be Heston’s brother. Cal was the annoying younger brother to both, but Senkin had more patience with him.
“I wish I could train you,” Hes mumbled as she washed his wound. “Even though we always planned on Senkin taking over. Of course, training with an old man might not be as fun.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re clearly not old. How does your wound feel?”
“It’s not going to kill me, but I’m out for a while.” His eyes shifted behind her, where the crew sat around the fire. “Why aren’t you over there?”
Rasha glanced at the rest of the crew, who happily chatted in the firelight. It hadn’t seemed like she’d be welcomed. With Senkin in the mix, the balance of the group shifted. She needed to figure out her new normal.
“How long till we reach Kamari?” Rasha changed the subject, finished his bandage and laid down beside his bedroll. How could she feel left out when she had Heston?
“Sixteen days,” Heston guessed. “Depending on jobs, emergencies, and when I’m capable of traveling.”
“You can probably start riding in two days if we take it slow.” Would going slow mean something if Kamari was truly being treated well?
Heston reached out and gripped her arm. “Don’t worry. We’ll get there as fast as we can.”
Rasha stared up at the stars. What if they were already too late?
“You love her, huh?” He fixed his eyes on the sky as well. “Kamari, I mean.”
The relationship with Kamari had been something new. Rasha enjoyed the feeling of friendship with the crew over the past weeks, but something felt off now that she watched them interact with Senkin added in. It was typical for the men to talk all together in a jovial manner. Hes would call out jeers as Cal and Senkin rough-housed. Roderick against Senkin was something entertaining to see as well. Rasha watched them each time, a genuine family, and her throat constricted.
Had traveling somehow made her more emotional? Back in Weslington, life had been very routine. Sadness came but she never reached the point of crying. Now it was like she was on the edge all the time. Telling her story had made every aspect of Rasha’s life too real. That she hadn’t had a real family gnawed at her raw feelings.
Her brother had never been like this with her, not that a noble boy would rough-house with his younger sister, but they hadn’t been close. Dyis and Heston were a strange father and son, but still better than her own father had been. And friends… Kamari had been the closest thing she had. Ronin was nice but Kamari knew more about Rasha’s personality. They went through many moods together, like a friend or even a sister might do.
Kamari had to be safe. Traveling, it was easy to be distracted by the insanity of the situation. The crew’s stories and problems helped to dull her own, but when she remembered, Rasha wanted to rage. Senkin’s excitement at training her to be an assassin was unnerving, but when Rasha thought about Baron Larkin, she’d happily use her skills to get rid of him if he did anything to Kamari.
“We’re close,” Rasha sighed. “Unknown to her, we came from the same background, so it was easy for me to understand her. She was also my first female friend.” Ronin had been her first male friend apart from Doctor Clayson but before that…
“Why didn’t you tell her about your past?”
That was a good question. Rasha hadn’t wanted judgment or to risk word of her survival reaching her family. But Kamari wouldn’t have done anything with Rasha’s secrets. The knowledge might have made them closer. Rasha lied to her friend for years but told the crew her secrets in just weeks.
“I couldn’t risk it,” she decided. “I lied to everyone to protect myself and to protect them.”
“Do you really think your family would hurt your friends?”
The cold eyes of her father and brother flashed through her memories. Being kicked repeatedly by her sneering brother while he called her a whore. Her father yanking her head back by the hair as her brother brought the torch.
Rasha didn’t know she was trembling until Hes took her hand. He rubbed circles on the back of her hand with his thumb, staying quiet as she calmed down. Which she did. They were only memories; they couldn’t hurt her.
“My father and brother most likely wouldn’t do anything. If they had known I was alive, they would have taken me silently. But if Kamari got in the way; they wouldn’t show mercy to a whore.” They hadn’t shown mercy to their own flesh and blood. “Then there was…” She stopped herself, just barely, before she said his name.
“Your betrothed?” Heston guessed. The truth of his age explained some of Heston’s skills of perception. He turned his head to her. “Was he that powerful; that dangerous?”
“Yes and no.” Rasha gazed back at those warm hazel eyes. They were the same shade as Dy’s but Heston’s eyes had a soothing quality that she found nowhere else. “He’s rich and well connected. He didn’t want me anymore, so he wasn’t a real threat, but I couldn’t risk seeing him again.”
The duke wouldn’t have hurt her, Rasha was certain of it. He didn’t love her, but he was never cruel to her. The way he spoke to her father though, made it seem like he had the capacity for violence. With money and his personal connections with the king, it was unwise to cross him. Rasha decided it best to just try to forget that life. Her family was violent, and she didn’t want anyone involved with them, but the duke had power she couldn’t begin to fathom.
“If given the opportunity, who would you rather kill? Your father, your brother or your betrothed?” 
She would never kill the duke.
As much as Rasha hated him for what he’d done, she had also loved him. What she’d done had been her choice. She occasionally dreamed of hurting her father and brother, but murder hadn’t played a vital role. She killed to avenge others, but probably wouldn’t kill to avenge herself.
Before she could come up with an answer, Senkin strolled over.
“What are you two doing?” he asked, glancing down at their joined hands. The momentary urge to pull away swelled, but Heston’s grip tightened.
“Whispering secrets to the wind,” he responded. “You weren’t invited.” Senkin smiled, but it was the dangerous one the Rasha was accustomed to.  
“No secrets among crew members, old man.” His eyes shifted to Rasha. “I have a job for you.”
“A job?” She sat up and Heston let her hand go this time. Finally, she could be useful.
“We aren’t staying in the next village,” Senkin said. “We’re too conspicuous this close to the large cities. However, I’m certain there is work to be done. In addition, there is another job I have heard about that I want to nab. But I want to see how you handle yourself before I assign you that job.”
“So this one is a test?”
He shrugged and looked up at the stars.
“I suppose so. Though failing won’t get you kicked out of the crew. I want to see you kill a man. I want to know if you’re up for it.”
Oh, she was up for it. Her fingers almost twitched at the idea of drawing her blade along someone’s throat. What did that say about her?
Attacking Baron Larkin was one thing, she had something personal attached in that case. Killing on behalf of the crew, for money, would be different. She had to be certain she could do the work so she could stay with the crew. Failing wouldn’t lead to them casting her aside, but the temptation to hide her shame might make her want to leave. That was not an option. In order to change the world, Rasha had to be certain she could take a stranger’s life.




Chapter Twenty

Just outside of town, Rasha worked on her disguise. After waiting three more days for Heston to recover, they’d set off for Fandar, the next town where Rasha’s test would take place. Supper of roast rabbit settled everyone and Rasha sat, doing her paints in the fading light. Senkin suggested a tamer look, not a temptress, which was what most of Rasha’s dresses appeared to be.
With no other options, she pulled on the simple dress Cal had gotten her and selected a dark blond wig. Her paints were subtle as well, so she didn’t draw attention.
“Don’t let her get hurt,” Cal instructed Senkin, who leaned against a tree while everyone else stood around the fire.
“Calm down, Cal,” Heston laughed. “How can you worry with all the training she’s had?”
Even though she acted rashly by killing that mercenary, even though they almost died only days ago, Heston’s confidence in her was unwavering. It made her worry less that he saw her flaws but knew she was capable. Putting aside the small mirror, Rasha approached the fire. The men all looked up, smiles in place.
“Don’t worry, Cal. You know I have no problem killing.”
The young boy’s eyes narrowed. “You almost got strangled the other day,” he muttered. Looking around the fire, Rasha noted that Dyis and Roderick also looked a little stiff.
“Things go wrong all the time,” Rod huffed. “Our concern has nothing to do with your skills.”
They had seen her kill, had seen her train, but they looked more concerned for her than when any other crew member went on a job. It was because she was a woman, clearly. Irritation sparked.
Senkin shoved off of the tree and strolled toward Rasha.
“Ignore them,” he said. “Rod and Dy are like mother hens. Cal is a child. Even if you weren’t already skilled, I’ll be there to keep you safe. Let’s be off.”
Hes caught her eye and pulled a face, glancing at his brother in disgust. Rasha grinned at him before following Senkin. They had decided to walk to town; it wasn’t far, and there was only a slight chill in the evening air. Rasha looked up at the sky, rubbing warmth into her arms.
“You well?” Senkin asked. She tore her eyes from the clouds and looked toward the town.
“It occurred to me that we are nearing winter.”
“You need some supplies for colder weather,” Senkin guessed. “We can buy them on the way to the Baron’s. If you’re to stay with us, you’ll have to prepare for all kinds of weather.” His tone was flat and emotionless. Rasha shot him a glance; she hadn’t actually been alone with the assassin. Their relationship hadn’t formed yet, and Rasha wasn’t certain what category she should put him in. 
“Senkin…” He looked down at her, not breaking stride. “Um. I know you weren’t exactly consulted when it came to my joining the crew. I do hope we can get along.”
The man stayed quiet for a long while; they almost reached the town before he spoke. “We’ll get along. If we don’t, I break away from the group whenever it pleases me.”
“Is my gender problematic to you?” It was best to get it out there. He hadn’t shown it in his behavior, but he had to have complaints. When he first met her, it was to save her life.
“I don’t think that being a woman is a disadvantage,” Senkin said softly. “I’ve known a handful of female assassins and even knights who hide their sex. Women are quite capable, sometimes even more than men.”
That was such an unexpected response that Rasha turned away to hide her shock. Maybe Senkin wasn’t that bad. It was possible that all they needed was time. A few weeks and maybe they’d all be a happy family.
“What I have a problem with is the distraction of a woman.”
Rasha stopped in her tracks. Senkin stopped a few steps away and turned to face her.
“Distraction?” Rasha spat out. “What precisely do you mean?”
A cold demeanor cast itself over Senkin. When he stepped back toward her, the cloud he carried almost pushed back at Rasha’s furious fire.
“It means that we are a crew of men. Dyis and Roderick won’t be tempted by your flesh, but the rest of us are normal. On top of that, men have instincts to protect women. If we were all on a job and escape was our only option, there is the risk that the crew would turn to help you. You saw how they were just now.”
She couldn’t deny the crew’s concern for her. Being coddled wasn’t something she craved, but it was nice to have people care for her well-being. If she proved herself capable, the crew would come to trust her abilities. No one would have to rescue her.
However, for Senkin to think that she’d sleep with any of them was absurd. Hes was an old man, Cal was a child, and Senkin clearly was not a fan of hers.
“These are problems which are easily addressed,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest as she glared up at the assassin. “Once the crew sees me kill more people, they will be more confident in my skills. I killed someone in a surprise attack, and Heston is the only one who’s seen on the prowl for blood.” Senkin’s mouth quirked to the side, but he said nothing. “Give me a few jobs and their need to protect me will dampen. As for the temptation, that is not even an issue. Beneath these paints, this flesh is scarred.”
Senkin sighed and rolled his eyes to the stars as he turned back to the village. “Scars mean nothing. Cal is likely already in love with you, Heston is a wildcard and I…”
Rasha couldn’t help it. She jostled him as she walked past, taking the lead.
“You can feel whatever you want for this flesh,” she hissed. “Your desires will not sway me to fuck any of you.” She fumed, stomping straight-backed all the way to the village. Part of her thought Senkin might be laughing; fits of rage were associated with women. It didn’t help that she was approaching the time for her life blood. But anyone would get angry at what Senkin had said. Acting as if she’d sleep with whoever stepped forward was an insult, no matter how it was presented.
The duke had been Rasha’s one and only. Sleeping with a man wasn’t something she desired. Not everyone would toss her aside as the duke had, but sex changed things. Even if she were interested in it, she wouldn’t choose anyone in the crew. Not if she wanted to stay with them.
When Rasha passed through Fandar’s gate, she slowed to let Senkin catch up with her. After all, she didn’t know where they were going or what the mission was. He walked past saying nothing and she trailed behind him. They didn’t speak, but he didn’t look angry or amused. His face was void of all emotion. They entered a well-populated tavern and Senkin chose a table off to the side.
“Are we eating?” Rasha asked as she sat across from him. He shook his head and looked around the room.
“This is where I can find work. The right people in certain towns know when I’m coming. If they have work for me, they send a messenger with the task and the money.”
“They pay you before you’ve finished the job?”
“I always get the job done,” he assured her, his eyes sparking in the firelight. “I have that attached to my reputation. When you’ve been working as long as me, you have proven you’re reliable.”
How long had he been working? By looks, he might be slightly older than Hes, if she ignored the curse. She couldn’t ask about his background. Everyone else had revealed their stories in their own time. But Senkin didn’t look like the type to open up to anyone. He was too calculating to trust others.
The assassin stood abruptly and headed back outside. Rasha hurried to follow, looking around for what had spooked him. Outside of the tavern, he led her to the side of the building, just out of earshot.
“What happened?” she whispered. “Did you see someone dangerous?”
“Dangerous?” Senkin asked. “More dangerous than me?” He almost smiled, but held out his hand, which cradled a crumpled paper. “We got a job.”
“When?” Rasha hadn’t seen anything. Senkin didn’t even talk to anyone.
“They passed it behind my back. That’s usually how it goes.” He unwadded the paper and counted the coins before reading the message. “Simple killing. A man who continually has stolen from our employer.”
That someone would hire a criminal to take care of another criminal was still puzzling, but Rasha peered at the note. There was a name, a description, and location. It was the name of the tavern.
“He’s inside?” Rasha asked as she looked back at the door.
“Apparently.” Senkin reached up to set the paper alight on the lantern attached to the building. “Having two people should make this fun.”
“Fun?” How would they even get the man outside and into the night?
“Yes, fun. I’ll go in and scare him a bit until he feels like he has to leave. With me in pursuit, we can send him down an alley where you’ll be waiting.”
“Set a trap?” Rasha didn’t see a flaw. It would be her first time squaring off with a target, but Senkin would be there to catch him, should she fail at the kill. “I think that should work.”
He gave a wry smile. “Glad you approve.”
***
In the shadows of the alley, Rasha crouched in waiting. Surprise still felt like the best path to success. Given more time, maybe that would change. One knife was already in her hand, the backup strapped to her thigh. There was too much depending on this kill. Senkin’s approval wasn’t something she craved, but her life would be easier if he saw her as a capable assassin. She needed to show the crew members that she could kill on command without hesitation. That would solve her problems.
The noise at the mouth of the alley signaled her target’s arrival. Rasha’s grip on the knife tightened as heavy footfalls approached. Raising up a little, she could see the man in the light from the street. Larger than she would have liked, but far from Roderick’s size. He panted hard, like he’d been running for a while, which was not true. The tavern wasn't too far off. Senkin had scared the man effectively enough to send him into a panic.
Rasha wasn’t at the end of the alley, but off to the side behind a collection of barrels. When the man ran past her, she emerged and rushed at his back. Either the man heard her or seeing the end of the alley threw him off, but he suddenly spun. His eyes widened when he saw her. A little surprised herself, Rasha continued with her forward momentum.
The lack of surprise was her downfall. The man stepped forward as Rasha approached, not worried about her knife in the least. His arms were longer than hers, which meant his hands reached her before her knife reached him. A backhand sent Rasha reeling, but she spun back. He grabbed her knife hand, twisting her wrist until the blade dropped, then delivered a hard punch to her gut, making her back up a few steps.
“Bitch,” he panted. “Stay down.”
Rasha gasped for air, but she didn’t have time to breathe. Noise wasn’t something an assassin wanted; she couldn’t bring attention to the scene. Bending, she charged the man, tackling him at waist level to the ground. He grunted when his head hit, and Rasha quickly went for her thigh knife. Well, she tried to move quickly. Thigh knives were not easily drawn weapons and she fumbled to move through her skirts.
The man recovered before her, his hands came toward her neck. She would not be strangled again. She kneed his groin hard. He curled up in pain and Rasha grabbed the front of his hair, lifting his head and then slamming it back on the cobblestones. With him dazed, she could free her knife.
Moving to the side, she covered his mouth and slit his throat. The man became the usual kill; hands lifted to his throat, body bucking. She held his mouth until the light faded from his eyes, then she cleaned her blade on his shirt and stood.
Senkin stepped from the shadows and watched as she tugged the body behind the same barrels she’d hidden behind. The man was heavy, but she didn’t ask for assistance. After hiding the body, she paused to recover her breath before going to retrieve her other knife.
“We need to get you a different knife location,” Senkin said as he walked closer. “The thigh knife isn’t for a quick fight.”
“I noticed that too,” she admitted, lifting her skirts to hide her knives again. “Not a lot of choices when I’m in a dress, though.” She looked up to see him watching her thoughtfully. “What?”
“I told you I know some female assassins,” he said. “We want to make things as easy as possible for you.”
Rasha’s lips twisted. “Because I’m a weak girl?”
“No.” He stepped closer, examining her with that cool blue gaze. “Because men don’t have to deal with skirts. As our female assassin, you will have to deal with dresses as an obstacle.”
Senkin smiled softly and turned to leave the alley.
“You mean I passed the test?” she whispered as they stepped back onto the street.
“You did well,” he said appreciatively. “You think on your feet, Rasha. You don’t give up. I think you’ll thrive with us. I already know the next job for you.”
“Really?” Was he truly complimenting her?
“Yes. We have a standing contract on an upper-class kill. I’ve been trying to plan a way to get to him, but I believe you are the solution.”
A noble. Senkin was trusting her to kill a noble. Instead of pressure or fear, Rasha silently rejoiced. She’d impressed the assassin enough to take a high profile kill. It was probably a job that was worth a lot of coin, too.
“I’ll be the perfect solution,” she whispered more to herself than to him. Senkin laughed anyway. 
When they got back to camp, it was late in the evening, but everyone was up and waiting.
“Rasha,” Cal yelled as he rushed to her side. “How’d it go?” She smiled down at the boy and gripped his shoulder as she joined everyone at the fire.
“The man is dead and I’m not. So I think it went well.” Everyone chuckled good heartedly but she saw tension leave Dy and Rod’s faces. Sitting next to Heston, Rasha tried not to let the lack of confidence bother her.
“The kill went smoothly,” Senkin agreed, sitting across from her. “As well as could be expected for the first time.”
“It wasn’t her first time,” Heston grumbled.
“It was my first real confrontation,” Rasha said, but flashed him a smile of gratitude. “What you’ve seen me do, and what I’ve always done, were silent sneak attacks. Even that mercenary didn’t know I was there. Unfortunately, this man knew I was coming.”
Leaning closer to the fire, Roderick’s frown became illuminated by the light which danced on his dark skin.
“Were you injured?” The soft rumble of his voice was almost as dangerous as Senkin’s.
“Don’t overreact,” Senkin snapped at the mountain. “Do you see any wounds? Is she acting like she’s hurt?” The assassin sighed, tossing Rasha a look of exasperation. “Even if she had gotten hurt, it’s part of the job.” Everyone around the fire, apart from Rasha, turned hard eyes to Senkin.
“It doesn’t have to be part of the job,” Callum said slowly. “Not if you do it right. And you should have been there to keep it from happening.”
“Would you just stand by and let her get killed?” Anger filled Heston’s voice, much in the way it had been when Rasha had confessed her past. She placed a hand on his knee and squeezed.
“I don’t need to be kept from harm,” she insisted, looking around at the crew. Understanding that she was actually one of them was important. As Senkin said, being overprotective of her could lead to errors during jobs. Besides, she didn’t want coddling.
“Senkin is right, getting hurt is natural, especially as a member of this crew. Almost all of you have been hurt since I’ve known you.”
“But that’s different,” Cal argued. The men exchanged glances and Senkin smirked in Rasha’s direction.
“May I ask why?” She had to nip this in the bud. It was the only way this relationship could work.
“Well,” Roderick drawled as he looked desperately at Dyis. “You are smaller than us…”
“Callum is smaller than everyone. Try again.” Folding her arms, Rasha stared the man down until honesty spouted from his lips.
“You’re a woman. Is it wrong that we want to keep you from harm?” Murmurs of agreement arose from Dy, Cal, and even Hes. Sighing, she rubbed at her temples.
“Look.” She kept her gaze on the dirt. “Yes, I am a woman. Yes, I may not be as strong or as skilled as all of you, but I’m going to get better. With training, I hope to become a useful member of this crew. But you have to give me the chance to learn.” Clasping her hands in her lap, she looked at each of the men in turn.
“Horrible things have happened to me. Since you’ve learned this, you feel a need to protect me. Admittedly, I found that comforting. I haven’t had many who cared enough to do that. But I have killed before. I took what I’ve been through and have shaped it into a personal mission which has given me resolve. Please let me handle myself when I can. A few cuts and bruises really shouldn’t matter.”
The fire crackled between them, sending sparks into the night air. Thoughts passed through everyone’s faces so clearly that Rasha was certain she could read them. Dyis and Roderick saw the truth in her words, but it was clear they still itched to protect her. Callum actually had the smarts to look embarrassed. Heston… well, he didn’t look to be thinking that much.
“If I understand what you’re saying,” Hes said. “We should treat you like a man.”
“That’s one way to put it,” she agreed. “If you want to simplify it.”
Heston grinned over at her. “Which means I can beat you up, the same as I do with Cal.”
The leap was so far that there was a moment of stunned silence before everyone roared with laughter. The serious tone lifted, thanks to Heston’s usual goofy talent.
“You can try,” she teased him.
“I wouldn’t,” Senkin chuckled. “She fought tonight’s target well enough.”
He recounted the job; his memory of the event made Rasha look good, though she knew he wasn’t embellishing. At the moment, it had seemed fast and chaotic, but Senkin pointed out each move she made and the thought that went behind it. The assassin hadn’t seemed to care for her at the beginning of the night but it was clear that he knew she could produce results.
“If you hadn’t been able to get the knife from your thigh,” Dy said. “Things might have ended badly.” That was true. First, she shouldn’t have lost her knife, but her backup should have been easily accessible.
“Thigh knives aren’t good for quick draws,” Senkin pointed out. “I think we should visit a friend in town tomorrow for recommendations.”
Rasha stiffened. “We’re staying here? But we just killed someone.”
“And no one knows it was us,” he assured her. “No one saw a thing. Besides, we have to pick up a few items for your next job.”
“What next job?” Dy’s leader tone of voice made an appearance, not liking that he was out of the loop.
“The viscount,” Senkin said. “Remember?”
Everyone around the fire stilled.
“You think she’s ready for something that big?” Roderick asked in a dark tone. “You’ve only just met her and seen her first kill.”
“We’ve had this contract for almost a year,” Senkin said. “The reason we’ve been sitting on it was because we needed the right opportunity. Everyone here is too obvious for a straight out kill. Callum would be our best bet, but the further south we go, the less I’d like to have him out in the open.”
The boy sniffed but didn’t argue. He was from this part of the kingdom. If someone could possibly recognize him, it made sense to keep him away.
“We have already noted that killing the viscount at his home would be near impossible,” Senkin went on. “He has too many guards, even when he sleeps. The viscount knows that there are people out to get him.”
Nerves jumbled in Rasha’s gut. This job sounded extremely difficult, and they were trusting her with it? Depending on the plan, she knew she could succeed, but it still didn’t calm her.
“What do you suggest we do with Rasha?” Dy asked, his eyes flitting to her. “If you want her to kill him in bed…”
“No.” Heston’s voice was cold steel. “We will not put her in that situation.”
“Quiet, old man.” Rasha pinched Heston’s arm in an attempt to get her friend back. “If that is how it has to happen, then that is what will happen. I have played the part of a whore before, I just won’t do the deed.”
The idea of seducing such a high up noble, killing him in bed and sneaking out unnoticed made her stomach churn. She would not be sleeping with anyone though, that was where she drew the line.
“Calm down,” Senkin hissed to everyone. “You don’t think I’ve thought this through? Dyis, if you’ll allow me, I have the perfect way to make this job run seamlessly. All it will take is Rasha’s skills of disguise and the proper attire.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Despite her worry, Senkin had been right. No one in town even glanced their way the next morning as they strode through the streets. Perhaps the man they killed really hadn’t been important. Or maybe there were so many murders in Fandar that one more wouldn’t faze the villagers.
“Your friend will be around this early?” It was only just sunrise. She and Senkin had left everyone sleeping around the remains of the fire. They had their own plans for the day, something involving getting ready for the viscount job, but Senkin had only required Rasha’s presence in town.
“Not everyone likes to lie around,” Senkin chuckled. “The sun is up; why waste the day? Besides, we’ll have to get you a dress and proper weapons.”
Winding their way through the streets showed that Fandar was bigger than she thought. Still not the size of Weslington, but big enough to get lost. She stayed right on Senkin’s heels, following him so closely that they almost collided when he stopped.
“Sorry,” she blurted out, looking up to check that he wasn’t cross. Instead, he stared at the door in front of him. They stood in an alley; the door looked to be the back entrance of a shop with living quarters above. Nothing suggested he should be nervous but his lips were thin.
“You are part of the crew?” Senkin’s serious gaze landed on her.
“Fet,” she confirmed. “I want to be. Dyis said I am.”
“Then you will be privy to secrets,” he whispered. “The people who I know, I don’t always introduce to the crew. Secrecy is important, especially when I am the main assassin and sometimes the spy for the group. I cannot reveal my contacts.”
Secrets from Dy didn’t seem like a good plan. If he was the leader, he should know everything, shouldn’t he?
“This isn’t just for jobs,” he continued. “This is for the safety of my contacts as well. You must promise me to not use names or even describe who I work with.” Unease knotted her stomach.
“But Dyis is in charge. I can’t lie to him. What if we’re betrayed or something goes wrong?”
“If it is a matter of life and death, then you may reveal information. But Dyis understands my need for secrecy. If I am not trusted, people will not work with me. So, can I trust you, Rasha?”
As long as the secrets didn’t lead to anything bad and as long as Dyis agreed, Rasha accepted secret keeping. Especially if it was about keeping people safe. The intense look Senkin gave her said that she would go no further if she argued. She could be part of the crew, but perhaps on the same level as Hes or Cal. That wouldn’t bring Senkin to trust her.
“I will keep your secrets,” she vowed.
He nodded once, turned, and knocked three times on the door before pausing and knocking twice more. Waiting a full minute, he pushed through the door. It hadn’t been locked; the knock must have been some sort of code.
The door opened on a tiny kitchen. There was a fire in the hearth, a table with two plates set out, and a pitcher full of water. The door on the far wall opened and an adorable woman walked in.
“Senkin! It is so good to see you.” Practically bouncing across the room, the woman leaned up on her toes to kiss Senkin’s cheek. The smile he gave her was so bright, Rasha couldn’t help her jaw dropping.
The woman was slightly plump, shorter than Rasha, and pale skinned. Her dark blond hair was in curls around her face and her brown eyes shone with inner laughter. When those eyes turned to her, a calm swept over Rasha. Warm affection already crept over her skin as she stared at the happiest woman she’d ever met.
The woman beamed at her. “I’m Hettrick. We’ve some breakfast for you two if you’re hungry.” Scurrying to the fire, she pulled out a warmed loaf of bread and slices of meat from an iron container.
“You didn’t have to go through the trouble,” Senkin commented. He walked to sit at the table and Rasha hurried to follow his example, still amazed at the loving look he gave Hettrick.
“Of course we did,” Hettrick laughed. “If we knew you were coming, I’d have made something special instead of leftovers.”
“Thank you for your generosity,” Rasha said. Hettrick turned, placing the food on the table as she grinned. “I’m Rasha.”
“A new friend of Senkin’s. He never introduces us to anyone, so this is a real treat.” If they saw her scars, they might think differently. Senkin had decided it was best to still go unnoticed, which meant Rasha couldn’t stand out. That meant her paints were in place.
“We?” Rasha replayed every word that Hettrick had said so far.
“We.” The voice came from the doorway and Rasha jumped enough to jostle the table. Two other women entered the room and Rasha’s head spun.
“We’re triplets,” Hettrick explained. “Have you ever seen twins?”
No, she hadn’t. At least, not identical. Identical triplets were a whole other story. Except, they weren’t identical. Maybe they had been when they were younger, but life had changed each of the women.
“I’m Vicra,” one woman said, taking a step forward. “I suppose you could say I’m in charge.” The two other sisters didn’t argue. Vicra had the same blond curls as Hettrick, tied up in a bun, and the same brown eyes, but she had tanned skin. She was strong, graceful, and cold. Her gaze was the polar opposite of Hettrick’s warmth.
“I’m Talmin,” the last sister said. Same pale skin as Hettrick and blond curls cut short to above her ears. Scars covered her hands. Not burn scars, scars from blades. Talmin took in Rasha with a quick glance, then focused on Senkin. “This your new friend?”
“Friend and crew mate. I was hoping you could help her for the day.”
“Assuming we have nothing better to do?” Vicra leaned against the wall and smirked. “Were you just going to stop in for a murder and breeze out without so much as a hello?”
“Upset that I took the job from you?” Senkin’s eyes danced. Vicra examined her nails.
“I don’t do small jobs.”
Another assassin. It made sense that Senkin enjoyed being around her then. He actually looked relaxed around all three sisters.
“Stop before you get started,” Hettrick said, jumping in front of her sister. “We aren’t doing much of anything today. Fet?” Vicra eyed her adorable sister, then smiled at Senkin.
“We’re happy to help. What can we do for you both?” Her smile wasn’t as bright as her sister’s but at least Vicra looked less threatening.
“Rasha is new to the crew. I’m training her on a variety of things, but I thought she’d make a fine assassin. The trouble is, placing blades where they can be hidden but easily accessible. She took care of the mark last night, but it was a close call since she couldn’t get her knife.”
The triplets all looked at her and Rasha dipped her head. It wasn’t a comment on her skills, but she didn’t want these women to know she almost failed.
“You need tips and tricks,” Vicra said.
“And the right clothing,” Hettrick chimed in, eyes taking in Rasha’s thin dress.
“And weapons that work for a woman,” Talmin said softly. “Are you in town for long?” Rasha looked at Senkin. They had a job to get to.
“We can spare a day,” he admitted. “Second-hand clothing would be acceptable in this case. We need a good serving dress, something a normal villager would wear, and perhaps something fancier. Not too fancy, but at least making her appear to have more than one purse of coins.”
He placed a bag of coins on the table, the clinking and size suggesting there was quite a bit inside. Talmin rushed forward to snatch it up, her fingers gripping the bag tightly.
“It can be done,” she whispered. “Leave her.” Fear shivered down Rasha’s spine.
“What she means is that we can have this finished by the end of the day,” Vicra said. “Go run some errands, Senkin. We’ll take care of Rasha.”
Everything in her body told Rasha to follow Senkin. She didn’t fully trust or understand the assassin, but these women were strangers. Hettrick was nice enough, but Vicra and Talmin made her nervous.
“I’ll be back after nightfall,” he said as he opened the door. “If you’re finished sooner, send me a messenger.” He waved at Rasha nonchalantly and left.
The kitchen fell into silence as the women assessed each other. How much was Rasha supposed to tell them? Senkin hadn’t said anything about keeping secrets from his contacts, just about keeping secrets from the crew.
“Can I take your measurements?” Hettrick stepped forward with a wide smile. “I’m the boring sister. I make clothing. This is actually a tailor’s shop. My shop.”
“You’re not boring,” Talmin groaned. Rolling her eyes, she offered a tentative smile to Rasha. “Hettrick keeps us sane and gives us a home to come back to.” The woman walked forward, taking the seat opposite Rasha. “Senkin trusted you enough to bring you to us. Either you’re amazing or have one hell of a story.” Rasha bit her lip. “Don’t worry. We won’t force anything out of you.”
“You probably guessed that I’m the assassin in this family.” Vicra still leaned against the wall. “That is how we met Senkin. He was right to bring you here. Only a woman can teach another woman certain tricks of the trade.”
“Senkin said you have blades?” Talmin asked, leaning forward. “May I see them?”
In just minutes, Hettrick had Rasha up and being measured while Talmin looked over the two blades Rasha brought with her.
“The shade of your skin is lovely,” Hettrick sighed as she maneuvered knotted rope around Rasha’s body. “We’re triplets, but I swear my skin differs from theirs. If I spend too long in the sun, I only burn.”
“You never spend long in the sun to get anything else,” Vicra said from her new spot by the fire. “You’re too busy to go outside.”
“Running a household and a shop takes its toll.” Hettrick stepped back, flung the rope over her shoulder and nodded. “I believe I have some garments that will work with alterations. When I’m done, you’ll try them on before I put in the slits.”
“Slits?” Rasha blinked at the tailor. “You’re going to cut up the dresses?”
“If you have the right clothing, getting to blades can be easy,” Vicra explained. “Everyone prefers a thigh blade, it doesn’t take much to hide one beneath skirts. So if we have the right dresses, Hettrick can put in well placed and hidden slits so you can get to your blade quickly.”
Last night’s job came to mind. If she’d had a slit in her skirt, it would have been so easy to grab her knife.
“Then there are the types of blades for hiding,” Talmin said. “Thigh blades can be bigger, but if you have special blades, you can hide them in more places.”
“Hettrick has made me corsets with blades hidden in them,” Vicra bragged. “Some blades can be hidden in hair or under caps too. I swear, men have so many places to hide knives and they don’t take advantage. It never occurs to them that women might have blades on them too.”
“I’ll get started on the clothes,” Hettrick said, scampering through the door.
“Let me look at my weapons,” Talmin said. She set Rasha’s blades on the table. “These are nice enough, but we should get something that fits your hands better.” She moved out the door quietly. Vicra took the seat her sister vacated and after a pause, Rasha sat down as well.
“Thank you. I had no idea that Senkin knew such helpful people. He said he knew female assassins.”
“I’m only one.” Vicra shrugged and grabbed the bread Senkin hadn’t touched. “We’re around and we all know each other. Women stick together. It’s why Senkin knew to bring you to us. I’m the only one here who kills, though. Talmin can be an excellent spy when she wants to, but her love is weapons. She is friends with a smith who makes things just for her. She collects interesting weapons too.”
They really were different from each other. “I’ve never even heard of triplets,” Rasha admitted. “Not ones that lived.”
“Ah. Our mom was a Burlian. They usually have better luck with difficult births.”
Another Burlian. Traveling the kingdom was really opening her eyes to the existence of magic users.
“And you all live here together?” Rasha asked, then bit her lip and looked away. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be asking you questions. Your lives are your own.”
Vicra laughed and Rasha looked back up. A light similar to Hettrick’s shone in the assassin’s eyes.
“We’re open,” Vicra reassured her. “When we want to be. Senkin knows everything about us and you can as well. If he’s trusted you enough to train you, then we can trust you too.”
Senkin didn’t trust her, did he? He hadn’t told Rasha his story yet, but he had brought her to the sisters’ home. Mixed messages seemed to be his forte.
“We all live together,” Vicra confirmed. “But I’m gone most of the time, taking jobs around the kingdom. Sometimes Talmin will travel with me. Hettrick really does give us a home to return to. She thinks she’s boring, but not everyone needs to travel the world.” Vicra caught Rasha’s wince. “What is it?”
“It’s just… maybe she wants to travel?” Rasha found herself saying. “I led a boring life as well, but when the crew showed up, I realized I wanted something more.”
“Boring?” Vicra leaned back in her chair. “How?”
“I was training to be a doctor. Taking over would have been the ultimate prize. But I had my own jobs to do at night, and I craved more. I left it all behind.” How much should she tell this woman? The more they talked, the more comfortable Rasha was.
“Night time jobs,” Vicra asked, wiggling her brows. “Do tell.”
So she did. Rasha gave in, just enough to satisfy Vicra and feel like she was opening up. Talmin came back at some point and Hettrick brought in her dresses to sew by the fire as Rasha spoke. It felt good, so good to speak with people who Rasha felt understood her. The triplets were older, probably by a few years, but it felt like they were sort of on the same level. She withheld the details about her past, though she did let them know about the burns.
“You are my new favorite person,” Hettrick proclaimed as she had Rasha try on clothes. “Your life is so exciting!”
“Mine isn’t?” Vicra asked.
“I hear about your life all the time. Rasha is new. Please stop by whenever you’re in town. I need more friends.”
A blush crept across her skin, but Rasha nodded and avoided eye contact. Slipping into the first outfit, Hettrick walked around Rasha, tugging the cloth and muttering to herself. “This will do for normal clothing,” she finally said with a nod. It was a better dress than the one Cal had purchased. Two layers of skirts, an apron, stays and a bodice. The tan color was unassuming as well. Hettrick pulled out a knife and knelt down.
“Let’s decide on the slits.”
They went through the same process with Rasha’s fancier gown, which was a rich dark blue. “The normal dress can have the slits lower,” Vicra instructed her sister. “The blue dress should have the slits higher. If you are a lady, you shouldn’t be bending as much. And we want you to draw the blade as quickly as you can. No doubt, if you’re dressed this way the plan won’t involve knives so if you need to get to your knife, it is important to get to it without a fuss.”
“Why would a job involving this dress not need a knife?” Rasha wondered.
“This is a dress made for parties,” Vicra explained. “If there are people around, stabbing someone won’t be your method of killing. Perhaps poison would be used, and you’d only need the knife if something went wrong.” Nodding, Rasha saw exactly what the assassin meant.
“This is also a better quality dress,” Hettrick said from the floor. “Nice fabric doesn’t grow on trees, so I doubt you’ll want to risk getting blood on dresses of this quality.”
“Hettrick is great at getting blood out of clothing,” Talmin said from the table. “Probably one of the best.”
“That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try to spare the clothing,” Hettrick huffed. Spoken like a true seamstress.
Talmin took over when Hettrick took the dresses back for final alterations. “I have selected three knives for you. This blade would be a better thigh choice, the handle will fit your grip and the blade isn’t as heavy.” Rasha took the knife. It was easier to hold.
“This is a blade attached to a hairpin,” Talmin said, handing over the next item. “Obviously not for fighting. One stab is really all you need.” The long pin acted like a handle to a thinner blade that was almost like a thick needle.
“If you’re using that one, aim for important areas,” Vicra suggested. “The eye would be best. Your arm will already be high and you won’t need to put force behind the thrust. If you want to add more power behind it, then go for the neck.”
Areas which were easy to injure. Rasha knew other vital points as well. There were places where a small prick would still make the person bleed out quickly. Talmin held up the last blade. It was small and fierce. The blade was thicker and when Rasha took it, there was weight behind it.
“This is the right size to sew into a corset,” Talmin explained. “You were going to be a doctor so I assume you can sew?” Rasha nodded in confirmation. “Fet. Obviously there are only certain circumstances where you’ll only be in a corset. But this knife will come in handy should that happen. Your attacker won’t be running their hands all over your corset, especially if they are just focused on getting you out of it.”
The advice of these women suggested years of experience. They spoke easily and lovingly, as friends and as sisters. True family that got along. It was easy to feel at ease with them and before Rasha knew it, the sun had set and there was the code knock on the door. Senkin entered a minute later, smiling as soon as he saw the triplets.
“Evening ladies. I take it Rasha behaved well?”
“Better behaved than you,” Talmin snarked. She placed the knives in a box and handed them to Rasha with a hard stare. “He doesn’t need to know everything. A woman’s secrets are her own.” It hadn’t occurred to Rasha that Senkin might not know everything a female assassin would do. He might not be aware of the hairpin or corset knives. The dress slit would be obvious, but he hadn’t suggested that the night before.
“Will you join us for supper?” Hettrick asked as she packed up the dresses.
“We should get going,” Senkin said apologetically. “We will leave at first light and the crew needs to discuss the upcoming job.” Hettrick rushed to kiss his cheek and he wrapped her in a hug.
“If you get blood on the blue dress, I will blame you and not Rasha,” Hettrick said, stepping away. “You’re the one training her after all.”
“If she dies, we’ll all blame you,” Vicra laughed. “She’s now one of us. Don’t send her on a suicide mission.”
Rasha’s cheeks burned as she made for the door.
“She can take care of herself,” Senkin said. “Trust me on that. But don’t worry, I won’t send her into something she can’t handle.”
“Come back soon,” Talmin called out from beside the fire. “If Senkin trains you on swords, you’ll need one fit for your grip.” Swords. Rasha grinned at Talmin, excitement thudding in her heart.
“I’ll be back,” she promised.
“Perhaps we will do a job together in the future,” Vicra said. “Don’t get killed before then.”
After their goodbyes, Rasha followed Senkin out into the street. Nothing had actually changed, but it felt like something had. Something inside of her, perhaps.
“Do try not to get killed,” Senkin muttered as they made their way back out of town. “They truly will blame me.”
“No doubt Vicra can be quite intimidating,” Rasha said with glee.
“You thought Vic was the scary one? Talmin is who you want to watch out for. I’m sure that one day Hettrick will find a reason to flip completely too. I do not wish to live with a target on my back when that happens.”
There was truth in that statement. The triplets actually made Senkin nervous. He saw them as equals, if not superiors. Yet he’d been so happy around them, even relaxed. Maybe more so than with the crew. If Rasha played her cards right, she and Senkin could be that way as well. All she had to do was learn enough to scare the assassin into respecting her.




Chapter Twenty-Two

If she had to haul one more bucket of water to the kitchen, Rasha was certain she’d kill someone. Setting down the two buckets just inside the door, she rubbed the pain out of her arms, and looked down the hill toward town.
After traveling hard, the crew had arrived in town only four days before the viscount’s party. Pleading for work hadn’t been difficult; everyone needed help during upper-class social gatherings, and Rasha had good manners paired with a clean curtsy. They’d taken her on the spot, putting her on manual tasks until the night of the party.
Standing on the top of the hill, she couldn’t help but admire the opulence. Her father’s manor had been grand, but it was nothing like this place. While the sweeping gardens were well cared for, the home itself was too large no matter how many occupants lived inside.
“Laney. What are you gawking at?”  Fluer, the girl Rasha served under, glared at her from the doorway.
“Apologies,” Rasha said in a demure voice. She’d taken on the persona of Laney, a girl from a small village who’s father had big dreams for her. The new dress from Hettrick combined with a light brown wig and Rasha’s paints made her look quite innocent. The freckles she added were a nice touch.
“You’ve been here for days,” Fluer said, grabbing one of the buckets to bring it inside. Rasha was right on her heels, dodging other servants as they took the buckets to the back of the kitchen. “Not used to the view yet?”
Normal servants in the manor acted like they didn’t care about the grand estate but Rasha knew better. When no one was looking, even Fluer marveled at her good fortune. If it could be called that. Living in the manor was nice, servants even got to eat better food, but Rasha heard the stories of the nobles who behaved poorly. It was horrific that to some, beatings were the better punishment.
“I only wanted to take another look,” Rasha said as they dumped the water into the giant tub. Servants would boil the water and use it to wash dishes after the party. “It is my last night here.”
Tonight was when she’d kill the viscount. Nerves knotted in her stomach whenever her thoughts lingered on the job, but Senkin had helped her plan everything down to the second.
Now, the night the actual party was held, Rasha was a bundle of nerves. The ring on her hand was small, barely noticeable, something a villager who wasn’t terribly poor would wear. The small amount of poison inside was quite lethal and once symptoms began to show it was already too late for the person to be saved. In the future, Rasha hoped to make her own poisons but Senkin insisted on something he’d successfully used in the past.
“We don’t have time for you to experiment,” he argued. “And we need to make sure the effects are irreversible.”
Fluer cast her a pointed look, nodding to the gardens. “If you show up looking for work, they may take you on permanently,” the older girl said as they walked out to the smaller gardens off the kitchen. “I know that everyone here likes you.”
How could they not? Rasha made it a point to always be available and polite no matter what she came across. She kept her head down, naturally, but she couldn’t risk being dismissed before the actual party. The house had taken on girls for only a day and dismissed others. Making herself invaluable had been essential.
“I’ll speak with my father,” Rasha promised as they looked over the bundles of flowers that had only just been delivered. They spent the rest of the afternoon setting up the party, taking flowers upstairs for decoration. When the guests arrived, Rasha returned to the kitchens to finish up any additional tasks before cleaning and returning to serve the nobles.
The rich chatted aimlessly as they sampled drinks and food from the trays that circulated. Many took wine from Rasha’s tray, the older men giving her slow appreciative looks. The paints she’d applied made her look like a fresh young girl, eager to please and flirt with any man of status. A few men looked her way even without getting a glass from her, but these were wealthy lords. Most had fierce wives and probably a preferred mistress on the side; they wouldn’t bother with an unknown servant girl.
While their wives talked nonsense, the men snuck in serious conversations in where they could. Rasha heard more than once about an uprising. The idea that things were getting bad, upset Rasha enough to wish she had enough poison for all. The men spoke of the Burlians and how the witches needed to know their place.
Historically, the Burlians had been the race easily enslaved. They could cast spells, but only with the right tools, which made them easy prey. It made sense to target them again, though finding out who actually possessed magic was a task. Would they really disobey the king? Rewrite all of history just so they could feel above others?
If Rasha could make a small difference, she’d be happy about it, especially now that she knew magic users. Cal was just a child but if people knew how much power he had, he’d be targeted, possibly for death. Dy’s magic wasn’t impressive but because of that, these very men would want to force him into servitude. When Senkin explained about the viscount, Rasha had been more than willing to take the job.
“Not everyone will be this crooked,” Senkin said. “I know you want to make the world better, but not everyone is as bad as the viscount or Baron Larkin. But it is well known that he doesn’t agree with equality and has killed a number of magic users for little to no reason. He isn’t the worst offender, but he is near the top of the list.” 
Rasha walked calmly toward the viscount. The portly man, in his mid-forties, had a woman on his arm who was much too young for him. The girl looked younger than Rasha and while her smile conveyed that she’d been to these events before, her eyes screamed her eagerness to run.
Was Kamari in the same situation? Was she at parties with the baron, wishing to be home again? They were only just over a week away from her now. It took everything in Rasha’s power to not ride day and night to save her poor friend.
Rasha counted the glasses on her tray, calculating when to get close enough to the viscount for him to take the last cup right after she poisoned it. Then familiar laughter sounded above the crowd. The light laughter, beautiful and clear as a bell, pierced the din. Rasha stopped in her tracks, unable to draw breath. Her eyes watered as she tried to swallow past the knot in her throat. The laughter came again.
When she sought it out, the crowd seemed to part just for her, revealing him in a group of people whose beauty paled in comparison. He was angelic. Blond curls, almost white, framed his face. Tied back but still untamed; curls escaped at random. His brows were darker, suggesting that white was not the natural color of his hair, but Rasha knew better. The wine brought a flush to his pale skin. This thin, pointed face ended in a masculine chin with the plump lips of a young girl sitting just above.
As if he sensed her stare, he turned his head, but Rasha moved away. She knew what those amber eyes were like; piercing and otherworldly.
“Duke Vovin,” she heard one woman of his group giggle. “Your humor is divine. Where on earth do you come up with such stories?”
“I know many interesting people.” His murmur carried, driving Rasha further away. She needed to leave; drop the tray and sprint from the manor. Moving to stand against a wall, Rasha took a moment to compose herself.
Vovin couldn’t recognize her through all the makeup. Even if he came face to face with her, he wouldn’t know who he saw. It had been years and he would have no reason to remember a daft girl who he’d cast aside. Finishing the job was imperative. Afterward, she’d run back to camp as if she were a wind steed herself.
Rasha wandered through the crowd again, careful to avoid Vovin. When she was down to her last glass of wine, she tilted her ring over it as she pretended to adjust the tray. The powder filled the glass and vanished as the wine shook. At that moment, the viscount waved her over. He grabbed the glass from her tray, downing it in one gulp before continuing his conversation. While he knew people wanted him dead, knew he should have guards around him, no one had thought about poison at a party.
Foolish.
Before the symptoms started, Rasha left the room, but as she did, she felt eyes on her back. She knew, without a doubt, those eyes were amber. Shoving down the scream building within her, she rushed to the kitchens. It was easy enough to feign illness, so they dismissed her early. The party was mostly over, and that was why they’d hired her. What she didn’t plan on was being stopped before she left the viscount’s estate.
“Girl.” One word, not even demanding, stopped Rasha in her tracks. Ignoring her instincts to flee, she turned to drop into a curtsy.
“My lord,” she said softly, careful to avoid his gaze. “Do you require assistance? I’m afraid I’m ill which is why I’m leaving, but others in the manor may be of use to you.” She’d adopted a slight accent to her tone, even made her voice lighter. With the disguise, he shouldn’t be able to recognize her, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious.
“What is your name, girl?”
“Laney.” The thudding of her heart drowned out the sound of her own voice.
“Look at me, Laney.”
She did as she was told; a servant couldn’t refuse a noble. Percival Vovin’s amber eyes met hers, filled with curiosity. The slight tilt of his lips, the intensity of his attention, would have made any girl swoon. Rasha had to behave like any girl. Bringing a blush to her cheeks, she cast her eyes downward. 
“Do I know you, Laney?” The duke stepped closer.
“I don’t believe so,” she whispered, even as her body begged her to run. “I only served at the manor for this event.” When his fingers gently gripped her chin, Rasha withheld her trembling. The duke had never harmed her. He lifted her face up, forcing her to meet his eyes again.
“Your eye color is familiar,” he said. He looked closely at her face and Rasha prayed he wouldn’t be able to tell just how much she’d used on it. She hadn’t caked on the clay on her chin, so he shouldn’t feel anything amiss. When his eyes darted to her lips, she trembled again.
Did he recognize something? For a moment, she thought he’d kiss her. If he did, she couldn’t stop him. Rasha wouldn’t kill him for a kiss. She wouldn’t even kill him for taking her old life from her. But if he kissed her, he might know her straight away. With little experience she couldn’t be sure, but kisses had to be distinguishable even if it was only because of the shape of one’s mouth.
“Laney.” The yell startled both of them. The duke dropped her chin and Rasha stepped back. It was Senkin’s voice, but she couldn’t see him.
“Forgive me, my lord. My brother is waiting.” She curtsied and waited for him to dismiss her. Those stunning eyes narrowed as he searched in the dark for the man who accompanied the voice.
“You can find your way to him?” Duke Vovin actually sounded concerned.
“Yes, my lord.”
“Very well.” Taking her hand, he brought it to his lips for a light kiss. “It was a pleasure, Laney. Perhaps, we will see each other again.”
Rasha walked down the hill, only glancing over her shoulder once she reached the gate. The duke was gone. Senkin stepped from the shadows, following her gaze.
“Who was that?”
Instead of answering, she stepped behind a bush and emptied her belly. Senkin waited and after she finished vomiting, said nothing as they walked back toward camp.
Why had the duke come after her? If he recognized her, then he wouldn’t have let her go. Her disguise wasn’t so beautiful as to tempt anyone at his level. Duke Vovin had been surrounded by women, so why had he paid any attention to a serving girl across the room?
There was no need to panic when the job had gone smoothly. Seeing the duke didn’t matter. What could happen? He wouldn’t care about her even if he knew who she was.
As they neared camp, Senkin asked her about the job, pointedly ignoring the interaction with the duke or how she vomited right after. She gave him the details of the poisoning and he seemed pleased.
“Rasha.” Hes was the first to greet her back at camp. “You’re not dead!”
“No,” she said with a shaky grin. “I’m alive.” There was something that caught Heston’s attention, possibly the tone of her voice or the way she carried herself, but he knew something was wrong. When she reached him, he gripped her hands and stared down into her eyes.
“Did something happen?”
As soon as he said that, the rest of the crew advanced, worry lining their faces. If the crew knew the duke was at the party, they might do something rash. Killing the viscount had been easy enough but the duke was something else entirely.
“Nothing,” she lied. “As long as the poison was fast enough, the viscount should be dead by now.” Hes frowned and leaned in to breathe deeply.
“You were sick,” he said.
“I just got spooked,” Rasha said firmly. “I think that being back in that world threw me for a loop.” Heston’s nose crinkled.
“But you’ve been there for days. And you told us you didn’t attend parties back when you were upper-class.”
Why did he have to be so observant? Rasha rolled her eyes and tugged her hands from his.
“Just being around the wealthy,” she said over her shoulder as she walked past everyone to sit by the fire. “It brought back memories.”
“Are you sure it wasn’t that noble?” Senkin finally inserted himself into the conversation as they all followed her to the fire.
“What noble?” Cal asked. He sat down right beside Rasha and took her hand. “Someone bother you?”
Aiming a glare at Senkin, Rasha tugged her hand from Cal’s.
“Nobles bother maids. It happens. The job went well, that’s all that matters.” It may have been the tone of her voice, but the men didn’t push the subject.
“I’ll go to the village,” Senkin said as he left the warmth of the fire. “The viscount has to actually be dead before we go on our way. You did well, Rasha.”
Dyis accompanied Senkin to check on the situation. Heston looked like he wanted to speak with her, but Cal got her attention first.
“Got ya something,” he said, pulling out some sweets from his bag. “To celebrate.”
Her stomach churned again, but Rasha accepted some licorice with thanks.
“I think I’m too tired to celebrate,” she lied. “My bedroll is calling.”
“Stay near the fire,” Roderick suggested. “The nights are getting even colder.”
Rasha knew that was true, she’d been freezing for days, but tonight it was more than the night air that brought a chill to her bones. The duke hadn’t recognized her. It made sense to keep the secret of his identity. After washing her face and taking off her disguise, Rasha lay down with her cloak wrapped around her, praying for herself instead of Kamari for the first time in a month.
Waking once in the night, Rasha lay still, listening for what had disturbed her. There were whispers in the dark.
“You’re sure they were looking for her?” Dyis asked.
“Not in connection with the viscount,” Senkin whispered. “As we thought, no one paid attention to a serving girl.”
“Except this man.” Roderick’s deep growl made Rasha stiffen. They were talking about the duke. “We should leave as soon as possible.”
“He doesn’t really know what she looks like,” Dyis argued. “She was disguised.”
“But he knows the color of her eyes,” Senkin said. “I know it isn’t much to go on, but it’s a place to start. He secretly had the entire village searched. I only heard his men talking by chance.”
Duke Vovin recognized her; why else would he be searching? Rasha’s throat closed.
“She was scared,” Hes whispered. His voice was clear, as if aimed in her direction. They were all looking at her. Rasha kept her breathing even. “It wasn’t even about the job. She said that being back in that world spooked her.”
“Clearly this man knows who she is,” Dy said. “And if Rasha is scared of him…”
The unspoken words were enough to pierce her heart. She was only afraid of three men that the crew knew of. The duke wasn’t old enough to be her father and he looked nothing like her brother.
“Can we get to him?” Heston’s voice was even lower. “Before the sun rises?”
“Don’t be absurd,” Senkin hissed. “The man is powerful. We cannot simply rush in without a plan.”
“Then we learn about him,” Hes said. “We know his name now, we can form a plan.”
“Father. This isn’t something she wants us to do. If Rasha wants revenge, she will do it herself. But from what she has said, I don’t think that’s what she wants.”
“Because she’s scared.” Hes was louder now. “Have you ever seen her scared because I have. When we were drowning, when we almost died in that alley. She acts tough, but in certain situations she gets scared. That’s where we come in.”
He shouldn’t be so foolish. If Rasha was scared, it was for good reason.
Everyone fell quiet and Rasha feared that they’d left to find the duke, but Senkin spoke again.
“I’ll learn what I can. This isn’t our mission and the timing isn’t right. No doubt, Rasha knows more than she’s saying. We cannot go into this situation blind. Remember, she doesn’t want us to protect her or treat her any differently. We haven’t run off to kill Larkin for what he did to Cal.”
The connection between the baron and the boy had been clear. Cal hadn’t confessed everything about his life, but he’d lived in this area and had known who Larkin was. What had transpired made the crew want justice, which made Rasha want to kill the man herself.
“Then what do we do?” Heston fumed. Every part of her longed to soothe the man before he let his emotions get the better of him.
“Just be there for her,” Dyis said. “We’re her friends. Hopefully, we’ll become her family. If she just needs our support with no action, we can do that.”
Even if the duke wasn’t a magic user, he had connections with the king. His ties were too powerful to risk offending him. Hopefully, the crew would let it go. She’d ignore the situation and hope that the world wouldn’t come crashing down on their heads.




Chapter Twenty-Three

On the road the next morning, everyone pretended that the duke wasn’t a concern. Well, not everyone pretended because Cal didn’t have a clue what was going on.
“I think that Rasha and I would do great on a solo mission,” he said from behind the group as he rode with Dyis. “Think ‘bout it. We both blend in pretty well. Not in this area, clearly, but a woman and a child can go unnoticed.”
He’d been talking nonstop since breakfast, excitement brought on by Rasha’s first mission. It would have been contagious excitement, but Hes and Senkin rode at the front of the group, speaking quietly. No one had spoken to her about the duke, but he was still on everyone’s minds.
“Maybe she doesn’t want to go on missions with you,” Roderick called over his shoulder. “You said it yourself, you’re a child.” That sent Cal into a rant about what a skinny teenager was capable of. Rod laughed before focusing back on the road.
“Don’t get him started,” Rasha told the mountain. “Poor Dyis is taking the brunt of it.”
“Dy can manage the boy. He handles Heston well enough. After that, he can handle anything.”
“Do you really love him?” The words were out before Rasha could hold them back. Roderick turned to look at her sharply and her cheeks flushed. “Sorry. That isn’t my question to ask.” Her mind longed for a distraction from the evening before and the crew’s stories were always fascinating.
“It is a valid question,” Roderick said. “One I am happy to answer, as everyone else knows it. I do love Dyis. Sometimes I’m sure he loves me as well.” Rasha furrowed her brow, glancing back at their leader.
“Sometimes?”
“Yes.” Roderick gave a weighted sigh. “See, everyone has important people in their lives. It may not be on purpose, but there is an order of importance. Dyis loves me in a way that cannot be replicated, but he loves his father more. Being torn between us causes him pain; I can see it.”
They both looked at Hes, who leaned over on his horse, a grin on his lips as he whispered to Senkin.
“They are family,” Rasha admitted. “But I can see how that could be a problem.”
“It isn’t much of one,” Rod said, shaking his head. “The love Dy has for each of us is obviously different. Yet, I still get jealous. Not just because Dy’s attention is split but because he has family to love.”
Dy and Heston were the only crew members with family. Cal had a mother alive somewhere who didn’t want him. Roderick’s family were all dead at the hands of pirates. Senkin’s past was unknown, but he didn’t act like he had anyone.
“I love this crew,” Roderick went on. “I see everyone as family because they are all I have. But sometimes I wish I had blood relations of my own.”
“I understand.” Rasha had a father and brother out there, but it was clear by the scars on her body that they didn’t love her. Without Doctor Clayson, Ronin and Kamari, Rasha wouldn’t have even had anyone close to her before joining the crew. Roderick’s eyes cut to her.
“Do not mourn the undeserving,” he insisted. “I mourn the dead, but Callum doesn’t even think about the mother who abandoned him. Your father and brother do not deserve even a passing thought. If they loved you, they had a horrible way of showing it.”
Roderick’s fierce tenderness was something a person outside of the crew would have feared. It only brought warmth to Rasha’s heart. How could he care for her so quickly? Of course, the feelings she had for the man were leagues above what she’d felt for her family.
“They didn’t love me. My father never did, though sometimes I imagined it. My brother and I were never close; I don’t think he ever showed me affection. I was a bargaining chip and nothing more.” As a child, it had been nice to pretend that her family loved her but Rasha was certain the only person who’d loved her was her mother.
“Did the duke love you?” Roderick’s voice was soft, almost so soft Rasha didn’t hear over the thudding hoofs. She considered pretending not to have heard but Roderick had asked the right question.
“I wish I didn’t know,” she said before looking up at him. “As a young girl, I loved him with everything in me, but you’d think that after what he did, he couldn’t have loved me back. He did. He adored me and worshiped me completely. I was his world for a time, so much that it scared me. That crushed my spirit when he threw me away.”
It didn’t make sense that someone who loved her completely could toss her aside. Duke Percival Vovin had looked at her with the eyes of a dying man. Little Lady Embry, the innocent girl Rasha had been, loved her duke on the spot, but that he looked at her with such fire was unsettling. Lady Embry had been his entire world, and he’d set it on fire and turned away. Now there was Rasha, who had emerged from the ashes.
When the crew stopped for lunch, Roderick went to Dyis. Rasha tried to pretend she wasn’t the topic of conversation. Sitting against a tree, eating her bread, Rasha wondered which would approach her first. Heston dropped down beside her, grabbing the bread from her hand to take a bite.
“Excuse you,” she snapped, grabbing it back. “You already ate your share.”
“I’m a growing boy.”
“Old men don’t grow.”
He rolled his eyes at her and slid to lie on the ground.
“Must you call me that? Do you say it to remind yourself that I’m old or to remind me?”
“Neither.” She lay beside him and handed over the rest of her bread. “I say it to tease you. Your real age isn’t a deterrent; you’re still my friend.” They turned at the same time to look at each other, laughing when their eyes met.
“You’re going to be great in this crew,” Hes said gently. “Rasha, you’re a fighter. I just hope you decide to stay with us.”
“I’ve already decided.”  She’d almost begged to remain with the crew, or didn’t he remember?
“Changes happen,” he sighed and turned to look back up at the trees. “You may meet your friend and decide to return to Weslington.”
That wouldn’t happen. If Kamari wanted to return home, Rasha would escort her. Resuming her life in Weslington would be impossible now; Rasha had changed. Much like she was no longer Lady Embry, she was no longer the doctor in training from Weslington. There was no going back. This time, she might not sever all ties and use a different name, but she was finished with that portion of her life.
“Heston.” He looked over at her. “Do you think Kamari is safe?”
“I hope she is,” he answered honestly. “Baron Larkin used to be a horrid man, but I heard he’s been quiet recently. Cal knows more about the man’s past, but from recent activity, Larkin might have changed his ways.”
Doubt filled Heston’s tone; even he didn’t believe what he was saying. It likely had to do with whatever Cal had experienced with Baron Larkin.
“I will stay with the crew,” Rasha said forcefully. “No matter what happens. I can do good here. Besides, someone has to keep an eye on you.”
Heston chuckled and his eyes sparkled. “Keeping an eye on me won’t guarantee my safety. There was this one time Dyis tied me to a fence post to keep me from joining a robbery.” 
While he talked of his past jobs, Rasha smiled at the man she now considered her friend. Maybe there was something she could do to help Dy and Hes. They were family, so Roderick’s love could never be on the same level, but if Rasha could take Hes away… Father and son didn’t need to be together at all times. If she and Hes went off on their own, they could meet up with the crew once in a while like Senkin did. She got along well with Hes and she could handle his immature tendencies. Then Roderick would have Dy’s undivided attention.
***
When they stopped again for the night, they gathered around the fire to eat supper. Rasha kindly shared some of her sweets for dessert, not wanting the night to end. Her mind was a mad jumble and she feared what her dreams might hold. Sitting there, watching as the men yawned, she tried to figure out a way to have them all stay awake. Heston beat her to the punch.
“Sen,” he said as he munched on his treats. “Did you know Rasha didn’t know about the Creator?” The assassin turned to her, lifting his brows.
“Truly? Were your family non-believers?”
“We learned of the Creator,” she said as she sent a glare Heston’s way. But at least he’d started a new topic of conversation. “What Hes is referring to is my lack of knowledge about the Creator’s involvement in the rebellions.”
“What involvement?” Cal was wide awake suddenly, inching toward the fire eagerly. “I never learned about it.”
Senkin sighed when everyone looked his way. “It is more of a myth,” he muttered. “A children’s story. But I suppose my people do know more about it. They really believed the stories; I was the skeptic.”
Senkin’s people. Did that mean his family? She’d address that at another time. The way everyone looked at Senkin made it clear he had a story to tell. And he’d be good at it.
“The war was a collection of magical beings and humans alike, but it wasn’t a normal uprising. There were two leaders, one for each side, who made the war what it was. A human and an immortal being. The girl who was nothing and the man who was everything. A human girl with no power and an immortal with all power. They joined forces to unite the people in order to create a better world.”
Senkin’s eyes drifted from the fire to the stars above. “This world has poison in its veins. Left unattended, the poison seeps in deeper. It sows evil into the hearts of the people, trying to drive the world to madness and hate. The immortal being is the opposite of that, meant to hold the poison at bay. Joining the magical with the ordinary, giving them a common goal, it pushed that poison back. The world was reborn.”
“I’ve never heard of these people,” Rod interrupted. “If they were more than a myth, I’d think everyone would have some inkling of these two.”
Senkin’s eyes returned to the group; his smile emotionless when he looked at Rod.
“The Immortal didn’t want credit. He didn’t want attention.”
“Wha?” Cal screwed his face up. “Who wouldn’t want credit for changin’ the world?”
“Loss,” Senkin whispered. “Loss changes a man. The human died at the end of the rebellion. Her death spurred the rebels into a frenzy. She was well loved by all, she became a martyr. You don’t hear of her for a reason. Those who know the truth try to keep her involvement hidden. People tend to slander those who don’t deserve it.”
People spoke ill of the Creator all the time. If the human was well loved, it made sense that people wouldn’t want her memory to be tainted.
“But this girl had a family,” Rasha pointed out. “Did her family push for her name to be forgotten?” What human family would let their daughter run off to lead a rebellion anyway? If they cared about her at all, they wouldn’t have let her go. If they didn’t care about her or were ashamed, they might have pretended she wasn’t family.
“It’s only a story,” Senkin said, stretching his hands above his head. “I only know it well because my grandparents were believers. Bedtime stories don’t need to be understood.” He got up and moved toward his bedroll. Cal yawned, doing the same.
“I’ll take first watch.” Rasha stood and brushed off her trousers. The story hadn’t calmed her mind. The dreams she’d have as a result would be even worse than before.
“Thank you,” Dy said. He and Rod moved to their mats. Hes stayed by the fire, staring into the flames.
“Are you well?” Rasha asked. Blinking, he came back from his thoughts and grinned at her sheepishly.
“Sorry. I was thinking about the story.” He readied for sleep as well. “What do you think happened to the immortal?” he asked as he shook out his blanket. “If he’s still around, maybe he’ll come back and help again, what with the kingdom going to shit.”
“Maybe.”
It would be nice if an immortal decided to show up and fix the kingdom’s problems but there was an entire world out there. Rasha didn’t know much about it, but if the Creator had made the whole world, then the Immortal wasn’t tied to their kingdom alone. Even if he was, things would have to get much worse before some mythical being showed up to save them all.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Riding beside Senkin the next day was a silent experience. That left her nothing but time to think over what would happen if. What if the duke caught her? What if she and Hes left the group? What if the kingdom got even worse; would the Immortal show up?
The forgotten human girl also plagued her mind. Clearly, a family who let their daughter go off to war didn’t love her enough. Unless she’d been a skilled warrior, that would have been an immediate death sentence. The rebellion was so long ago; women typically weren’t fighters back then. For her to run off to fight, then be forgotten after she gave her life for the cause, was unfair.
But the human had tried to change the world. That’s what Rasha wanted too. She looked back at Heston and Dyis, who chatted about possible jobs. Cal and Roderick were also laughing at the front of the group. Even with Senkin silent beside her, there was a sort of peace among them. She couldn’t save the entire world. She wasn’t strong enough to lead a rebellion. But with her crew, Rasha had the chance to do more widespread good. If she could take out the men at the center of the prejudice, things had to change.
“You well?” Senkin asked, glancing her way.
“Fet. Why?”
“You seem tired and twitchy.” He eyed her up and down. “Still spooked from the last job?”
Spooked. Rasha wasn’t spooked anymore. The initial shock of seeing Duke Vovin had worn off and the assassination had gone smoothly enough. While concern lingered about the duke, there were so many other things to worry about.
“I’m just thinking about my friend,” she admitted, because it was partially true. Kamari was less than a week away at this point. What would they find at the baron’s manor? Senkin’s expression grew pained, which made Rasha’s blood turn cold. “Senkin, do you know something?” 
“No.” His voice was firm, his face as blank as paper, but his eyes shifted as if he wanted to look back at Dyis.
“You’re lying.” Why was he lying? If he knew something about Kamari, he had to tell her. This was the entire point of traveling south.
“I’m not,” he insisted, focusing his eyes forward. “I do not know how your friend is doing.”
Carefully chosen words to conceal a lie. Rasha pulled her horse to a halt. When Senkin copied her, Hes and Dy advanced.
“What aren’t you telling me?” she snapped and turned to face Dyis. His cheeks paled, but Heston looked as puzzled as she felt.
“What do you mean?” Hes asked as he glanced around at everyone. Noticing the scene, Rod and Cal turned back to join in.
“Senkin.” Rasha pointed a finger at the assassin. “He knows something about Kamari. I think you know too, don’t you Dyis?” Their leader looked down as all eyes turned to him. At least Cal and Hes looked as lost as she did. That left Roderick, Dyis, and Senkin as the liars.
“Rasha,” Dy said softly. “You’re keeping secrets too. Right now, we are just trying to figure everything out before we tell you.” Her hand twitched toward the knife hidden in her boot. That would end everything; the future she had planned. If they didn’t attack her for fighting, they’d cast her out.
“What I’m hiding isn’t a matter of life and death,” Rasha said coldly. “I have been traveling across the whole kingdom in the hopes that my friend is alive and well. If you know something about her situation, you must tell me. Secrets can harm what we are trying to accomplish.”
“What we’re trying to accomplish?” Senkin mocked. “What you’re trying to accomplish. What you’re hiding from us could be a matter of life and death as well. Or don’t you care about this crew?” He held his arms out wide, toward the other men. “They’ve taken you in as their own. They love you, Rasha. Or didn’t you know that?”
Rasha fought to keep her face blank, as Senkin had done. No one had said anything, but they implied it. They all cared for each other. Pointedly, Senkin left himself out of that statement.
“I’m hiding my past,” she hissed. “Dyis said that I could reveal my past as I saw fit. I don’t know everything about you, Senkin.” The horses beneath them shifted on their feet, feeling the tension in the air. She could have killed Senkin then, simply for being an ass. He probably had thought of killing her multiple times. The crew and the triplets were the only things holding him back.
“Your past could get us killed,” Senkin said, his tone lowering dangerously. “Someone noticed you at the party, didn’t they Rasha?”
“No,” she hurried to say. “No one saw me do anything.” The duke probably wouldn’t have cared even if he knew.
“Really,” Senkin drawled as he pushed his horse closer to hers.
“Sen,” Dyis warned. “Take it down a notch.”
This assassin. Rasha had known he’d bring upset to the crew. She’d known he’d throw off their dynamic. He got as close as he could to her, leaning from his saddle.
“Who is Duke Percival Vovin? And why is he looking for you?”
Rasha was off her horse and stalking into the trees in one breath. They called out after her, but she ignored them. Of course they’d found out his name. He’d been asking around about her, but what had he been asking? How much information had Senkin collected that night?
When she was far enough into the forest that she couldn’t see the road, she sat beneath a tree. If the duke had recognized her, he only knew she was alive and what she looked like with a disguise on. He didn’t know what she was doing or who she was traveling with. If he did, she’d have informed the crew. This had nothing to do with them. The assassination wasn’t the issue. But what did all of that have to do with Kamari?
Dropping her face into her hands, Rasha tried to draw in deep calming breaths. Whatever Senkin had found out had scared him, or at the very least it had angered him. If there was any real danger, no doubt he would have gotten rid of her days ago. The crew wouldn’t have liked it, but if she brought danger to them, there would be no choice. But what would telling them even do?
“Rasha?”
She heard the footfalls in the trees. The only one who didn’t come after her was Senkin. Smart choice; she’d probably have done something rash. Callum and Heston crept forward to tentatively sit by her side.
“Rasha?” Cal said once again. “You mad?” Dyis and Roderick kept their distance.
“I’m livid. Why should I divulge personal information to get access to what Senkin knows?” She shot Dyis a look. “I did nothing to bring danger to the group. No one saw me with the poison.” 
“I didn’t think they did,” Dyis said. He stared hard at his father. Hes cleared his throat and took Rasha’s hand.
“Rasha, I have to admit I don’t know everything.” His voice drew her gaze. “I do know that after the party, a man sent people looking for you. He had your false name and the description of your disguise. Senkin went back to find out more but that was the last I was told.” He looked at his son. “Dyis simply said that no one had connected it with the assassination.”
“What does this have to do with Kamari?” Rasha asked as she looked back at Dyis. He sighed heavily and scratched at the back of his neck.
“When Senkin went back to the village, he learned the name of the man searching for you; Duke Percival Vovin. An extremely rich and powerful noble, his influence is vast but his life is mysterious.”
That sounded likely. Rasha hadn’t known that much about him and she’d been his betrothed.
“From what Senkin gathered, the man didn’t care about the killing. He was close to the viscount; they ran in the same circles, but they weren’t friends. The men searching for you said he was acting obsessed. As if love-struck.” Heston snorted, but Rasha shushed him.
“From the way the people talked,” Dyis continued. “It sounded like the duke would keep looking. A man with that much power, a man so close to the king and people we have targeted, that scares Senkin. He thinks the duke will hunt us all down to get to you.”
A blush rushed to her cheeks. She hadn’t considered that. Hunt wasn’t the right word, though. He wouldn’t hurt them… Probably.
“He can’t find me. He doesn’t even know what I look like.”
“But does he know you?” Roderick asked. “Or is he some love-struck noble?”
“What does this have to do with Kamari?” Rasha asked again. Roderick and Dyis frowned. They weren’t going to tell her. “Damn you all.”
“Rasha.” Heston’s grip on her hand tightened. “Is this man the duke you were betrothed to?” It was the tenderness in his voice that did her in. Heston had been ready to kill the duke when he first heard of him, but Hes was being nothing but calm now.
“Damn it.” She gritted her teeth, holding on to the anger so she wouldn’t cry. “Yes. Duke Vovin was my betrothed.” The men exchanged looks.
“How did he know you?” Rod asked. “You were disguised.”
“Probably had to do with my eyes,” she muttered. “He always loved my eyes.” There was nothing she could do to hide the damn things. “But he won’t do us any harm, I promise. It’s unclear why he wants to see me again, I doubt he’s love-struck. But he won’t find us.” She took her hand from Heston’s and gripped her knees. “He’s not a horrible man. I know you think so for what he did to me, but he wouldn’t harm a fly.”
Even with all of his wealth, he wouldn’t do anything. For Creator’s sake, Vovin didn’t even know who she was traveling with or what she was doing. If he faced the crew one on six, he might not even be a threat. The duke was powerful but not evil.
“Rasha,” Roderick said as he crept closer. He knelt before her, placing his giant hands on hers. “Remember, the duke runs in the same circles as the viscount.”
That meant nothing; rich people were around the rich.
“Baron Larkin runs in those circles,” Rod continued. “Not only that, Duke Vovin is the baron’s patron in the Northern mountains. The man the baron visited before he took Kamari.”
Why was that relevant? Vovin probably supported many people, just as he had with Rasha’s family. But he was wealthy and powerful, which meant it was impossible to keep secrets from him. He had to have known the type of people surrounding him, which was why he didn’t care that someone had killed the viscount.
“I don’t understand,” she admitted.
“The duke has to know the type of man the baron is,” Dyis said slowly, trying to get through to her. “He’s powerful enough to know these things. Which means, he knows how the baron treats women and he’s done nothing.”
The image in her mind began to form. If Rasha forgot everything she knew about the duke, how would he appear? The duke didn’t care about the murder of women. The duke was powerful and stuck close to the prejudiced people who planned to move against the king. If he had no regard for human life, why would her crew members matter? If he found out about them, what was to stop him from killing everyone to get to Rasha?
She’d done this. The snake followed her footsteps and when it caught up, it would strike at everyone surrounding her.
***
The next morning, she was a wreck. Unable to sleep much the night before and unable to stomach food, Rasha sat alone until it was time to ride. Then, seeing her frazzled state, the crew had her ride with Roderick. The gentle giant could stay silent but not have the intense pressure that everyone else carried. His presence was such a gift and normally comforted Rasha. But it did little to soothe her thoughts.
Was she leading them to their deaths?
The baron wouldn’t be a problem. If he had done something to Kamari, Rasha could kill him. The crew could help. But after that, if she stayed with them and the duke really was an unfeeling and dangerous man… He wouldn’t hurt them, would he? If he was lovesick, as Senkin claimed, he wouldn’t kill her friends. Besides, if he wanted her the duke could have someone grab her.
By lunch, Rasha had worn herself out. They stopped to rest, and she curled up on her side under a tree.
“Rasha?” They’d sent Heston again.
“Here to shower me with wisdom, old man?” she teased, hoping he’d take the bait. She needed the distraction.
“I only dispense wisdom for coin,” he laughed as he sat beside her. “I doubt you could afford me.” He placed a tender hand on hers. “I was thinking, since you’re good with solo missions, maybe we could do some ourselves. We could go off on our own.”
Rasha stiffened. She’d been thinking the same thing only days ago.
“I think I handle myself better with you around,” he went on. “You can yell at me when I screw up. Could be nice to take a break from everyone.”
“Does Dyis want that?” The group wanted to be rid of her, but would Dyis sacrifice his father to have that?
“No,” Hes snorted. “I can come up with plans all on my own.” Rasha drew in a trembling breath and pulled her hand from his.
“I came up with it,” he insisted. “They could use a break from me.”
“Are you trying to save them? Putting yourself in harm’s way to go along with me?” He didn’t respond and she laughed bitterly. “I don’t think I like the adult Heston.”
“No one wants to get rid of you,” he said. “Senkin, maybe a little, but no one wants to abandon you. If the duke is on our trail, it would be best to split up. Obviously I’d be going with you. If it weren’t for the baron, Cal would too.”
Dyis and Roderick had to stay together and Senkin clearly didn’t want to be around her. Rasha shifted slightly and Heston pulled her shoulders till her head was in his lap. He pet her capped head absently.
“Thinking I’ll replace Tilly?” Rasha asked.
“Depends. Do you know any tricks?”
It was the calmest she’d been for over a day. If she could have, Rasha would’ve stayed in Heston’s lap and let him pet her bald head for days. But they were so close to Kamari.
“Hes,” she said after a few minutes watching everyone eat their food. “I don’t think the duke is dangerous. I don’t think he’d hurt any of you.”
“I hope you’re right,” Heston whispered. “But if he tries to take you, I won’t stand to the side, no matter how dangerous he is.”
That was what she was afraid of. 




Chapter Twenty-Five



After that conversation, Rasha stopped talking. They returned to their horses and continued their journey with Heston at her side, but no one talked to her. They hadn’t abandoned her on the side of the road, which was a good sign. They’d want her to speak to them eventually, though, to explain herself and what she knew about the duke. Only she didn’t know a damn thing. If the duke wasn’t actually dangerous, then this wouldn’t be a problem. There was a chance he didn’t understand what the baron was capable of.
“I’ll keep watch,” she volunteered that night. It was the least she could do. Senkin almost fumed at the suggestion.
“I’ll watch,” he said coldly. “All night.” No one argued. Rasha half expected him to kill her right then. She needed to have a serious conversation with him in the morning.
Curling up in her bedroll and drifting off, Rasha tried to figure out what she would say. If the crew was going to help her when they reached Kamari in four days, she’d have to apologize and play nice with the assassin.
“Embry.”
Stirring from her dreams, Rasha rolled onto her back and blinked up at the moon. The sounds of the men around her were only breathes and snores. 
“Lady Embry.”
The jolt that shot up Rasha’s body was equivalent to lightning. She was on her feet in an instant, panting as she drew her blade from the boots beside her bedroll.
“Darling. I would never harm you.”
The duke sat at the fire. It had died down in the night, but he’d stoked the flames to life, warming his hands near them. He looked up at her, arching a delicate brow. “My love, you’ve changed.”
“I am not your love,” she muttered. “My lord.” It was better to play nice with her friends helplessly sleeping. Sleeping. She looked around for Senkin and found him lying under a tree, also breathing deeply. “Did you do something to my crew?”
“Only a light sleeping spell.” Vovin stood, brushing his hands on his trousers as he approached. The coat he wore was a deep red, trimmed with dark brown fur. The clothing beneath that was dark, which made his pale skin shine in the night. “Dear Creator. What have they done to you?” He reached a hand up to her face as he neared, but Rasha stepped away, still gripping her knife.
“How did you find me?”
Tilting his head, he grinned. “I’d find you anywhere.” When she didn’t respond, he sighed and crossed his arms. “When I saw you at the viscount’s manor, I kissed your hand and left a mark. An unseen mark but one I could use to find you.”
“And you didn’t use it until now?” It had been days since the party. If he’d been looking for her, he would have found her easily enough.
“I had hoped you’d hear that I was searching for you and you’d reveal yourself,” he admitted. “There was a small part of me that also wondered if it really was my Embry.”
Wincing at that name, she lowered her blade a fraction. If he wanted to harm her friends, it would have been easy enough.
“You know magic?”
“Your skills of deception were well done,” he said, ignoring her question. “I barely recognized you at the party. Those eyes are unforgettable though.”
“Why are you here?” Damn the compliments. She had to get him away from camp as soon as possible. If the crew knew he’d found her, it would prove Senkin right.
“Is it not clear?” he wondered. “I need you to marry me.”
Rasha choked on her laughter, though what he’d said was not humorous. He clearly didn’t know what he’d done to her.
“Why is that amusing? We were to be married before.”
Duke Vovin’s courtship had been grand. That the duke wanted her as his wife had shocked everyone. He supported her family, as had his father, but to take a baron’s daughter as his wife? Her father had agreed straight away, but the duke wanted to capture Rasha’s heart. He dedicated so much time and money to make her happy, to make her fall in love with him. That made his betrayal worse than that of her own family; he acted like he cared.
“You want to know why I look like this?” Rasha gestured to her face. “It’s because of you.”
Taken aback, he visibly tensed. “Me?”
“They said I was ruined.” Anger replaced the fear, and Rasha gripped it tightly, raising her eyes to meet his. She wanted to slap the puzzled expression right off his pretty face.
“How did I ruin you?”
He was serious too. Rasha’s blood boiled.
“Unbelievable,” she rasped. “How did you ruin me? Do you not remember bedding me?”
“Of course I do,” he said as he folded his arms. “But you were my betrothed.”
“Then you broke it off,” she snapped. “You lost interest as soon as you slept with me, throwing me aside like trash. It wouldn’t have mattered if you stayed with me, but you didn’t. My father… He said if I had kept my legs closed, I’d be a duchess. Who would want me after what you did?”
The duke’s jaw dropped, his long lashes fluttered as he blinked repeatedly. “I didn’t mean anything by it. You don’t understand. I didn’t explain the full story to you.”
“Save it, Vovin. I don’t care about your explanations.”
“Percy,” he whispered. “You called me Percy. And if I knew they did this to you, I would have made them pay. Your father said you were so grief stricken, that you’d married the first man who asked and he hadn’t heard from you since.”
Unwanted memories flooded Rasha’s mind. Her father and brother yelling at her, the men holding her down as the torch drew near. The heat from the flame was so real, she could feel it on her skin even now.
“I suppose after what they did you ran away?” The duke looked around the camp. “To live with outlaws?”
“I didn’t run away.” Rasha wanted to draw his attention away from the crew. “My father and brother thought I was dead and tossed my body in the river. I only joined these men recently.”
Duke Vovin glanced at the crew and wrinkled his nose. “For Creator’s sake, why? These ruffians are not acceptable company for a lady.”
“I’m not a lady,” Rasha sighed. She placed her knife back in her boot. “I’m an outlaw now, I suppose. And an assassin.” His gaze flashed to her.
“The viscount?”
She nodded. Should she be telling him this?
“Interesting,” he murmured as he ran a hand along his jaw. “I had thought to take action to please you, but I suppose you should have helped with the matter.” 
“What action?”
“I hadn’t come for you yet because I wanted to find information,” he said. “See, if I had known what your family did to you, I wouldn’t have allowed them to live so long. I certainly wouldn’t have supported them.”
The breeze ruffled his hair, which almost glowed in the moonlight. It would have been such a beautiful scene, if the mood had been different.
“To live so long?” she repeated. “What did you do?” He closed his eyes, drawing in a deep breath.
“Only what they tried to do to you. I burned them alive. It was what they deserved.”
Rasha sat down with a hard thud on her bedroll.
“You killed my family?” Her father and brother... Rasha had known they were still alive. Why wouldn’t they be? Revenge had never been part of her plan, but she kept her ears open for any news from up the mountain.
“Family,” Vovin sniffed. “I wouldn’t call them that after what they did to you.”
“What you did to me,” Rasha said. “They did those things because of you.” What wasn’t he seeing about that?
“I would never have hurt you,” he said as he stepped closer. “I had my reasons for what I did, but if I’d known how your family would react… Embry, I would have taken you away.”
Her skin crawled. Her skin burned. The flames held close, her hair singed and then her skin. The pain from the fire had been so much. Now, she didn’t even sleep too close to the fire if she could help it. Rasha had been lucky her family thought she was dead and threw her in the river. To actually be killed by the flames… The pain would have been unimaginable.
“That wasn’t something you should have done,” she said as she stared hard into his amber eyes. “That revenge wasn’t yours to take.” He smiled sadly. Kneeling by her side, he placed a hand on her scarred cheek. Rasha was too shocked to flinch.
“Who else would have done it? I got revenge for you.”
Rasha jerked away from his touch. “For me? If I wanted revenge, I could’ve taken it. You know nothing about me, Vovin. You don’t know what I’m capable of.”
“Percy,” he cried. “You call me Percy.”
Rasha screamed, turning from him before he could see her tears. Had she wanted her family to die? Of course not. She didn’t consider them family but they really were all she had. They had been hers to do with as she pleased and he took that from her.
“I would have done it,” she whispered. “If I wanted to, I would have gone back up the mountain and killed them myself. I’ve killed before.”
“Seeing you now, knowing what you’ve done, I don’t doubt it.”
“Does that ruin your image of me, Duke? Do you see that I’m not your precious Embry anymore?” If she was lucky, she disgusted him and he’d leave her alone. The girl he loved wasn’t a scarred murderer.
“You are still my precious Embry.”
When she looked at him, those stunning eyes flared with emotion. How could he look at her with such love while talking about burning her family alive? Rasha wanted to hate him; she didn’t understand the man at all, but she feared that making him angry might be a poor decision.
“I’m sorry about what you have gone through and who you had to become to survive, but that doesn’t change how important you are to me. It doesn’t change that I did what was right, killing the people who hurt you.”
The man was insane. He had too much power. When the rich and powerful wanted something, they took it. Vovin wanted her. In his messed up mind, the first step was taking care of those who’d hurt her. He hadn’t even thought of asking her about it. What did it matter how Rasha felt?
“How can you talk like that?” she whispered. “How can you act so tender with me while supporting monsters?” If he’d found out what her family had done so easily, surely he knew the men he supported.
“Monsters? You mean the viscount?”
“And others. You support Baron Larkin.”
He didn’t even flinch. “Yes. Why is that important?”
“Are you thick?” Rasha asked, getting up and stepping away from him again. “He hurts women. He’s killed women before. The baron is a monster and you support him.”
If he hadn’t interfered and given the baron wind steeds, Rasha’s life would be completely different. She and the crew would have found him in the woods. They would have rescued Kamari, taken her back home, and Rasha would have returned to her normal life. She wouldn’t have learned how horrible the world really was. Back in Weslington, she would have kept fighting her own war and flourished.
“The baron,” Vovin whispered. Rising, his eyes searched Rasha’s face, seeing the fury and pain. “He hurt you.”
“No,” Rasha groaned. Why did it take him so long to grasp things?
“I’ll kill him.” Duke Vovin’s eyes flashed, the amber sparking again. “I’ll burn him alive in that stupid manor.”
Creator, the duke wanted to take her vengeance again. It was like he hadn’t heard a word she said.
“No,” she snapped. “My friend…”
“Sleep now,” he ordered. “I’ll take care of this and return for you in a few days.”
As soon as he spoke, Rasha’s tongue became immobile. Her eyes drifted shut, and she fell into darkness, having accidentally directed the duke to burn the manor her friend resided in.




Chapter Twenty-Six



Rasha gasped awake, thrust out of a dream. The sun had barely risen, the remains of the fire still smoldered.
Fire.
The duke didn’t know about Kamari.
“Get up,” she shrieked. “Please, get up!” She hurried to tug on her boots and throw supplies into her bag.
“Rasha?” Senkin asked, stepping out from behind a tree. The men woke up, looking around as Rasha tried to get her horse saddled.
“Kamari is in danger,” Rasha explained. “We have to go now.”
“She’s been in danger this whole time,” Cal yawned as he approached her. “We’ll be there in three or four days.”
“Now, we need to be there now.” Rasha finished saddling her horse and tied on her bag.
“Stop,” Dyis snapped as he grabbed her arm. She tried to tug free but Roderick stepped up beside her. “Rasha, calm down and talk. Did you have a nightmare?” Heston peered over his son’s shoulder, eyes full of concern.
“It wasn’t a nightmare,” she said, trying again to pull from Dy’s grasp. “The duke. Duke Vovin found us last night.”
Senkin went into an uproar immediately. “You did put us in danger. I knew it.”
“No,” Rasha started. She still tried to break free of Dy’s grasp but Roderick’s hands descended on her shoulders.
“You’re still alive,” she pointed out desperately. “He cast some sort of tracker on me and only just now came. But he only put you all to sleep. He won’t hurt you.”
“You knew he had magic,” Senkin accused. “You knew he was powerful and looking for you, and you ignored it. You knew he could find us.” The assassin pulled a blade.
Heston stepped in front of the blade. “Stop. Rasha didn’t want to hurt us. I’m sure she had reasons for hiding the truth. But can’t you see she’s panicked?”
This was not the time to sit and discuss feelings. “We have to go,” she pleaded again.
“Hush now,” Rod said softly as he squeezed her shoulders. “We need you to explain.”
Even if she could break from the man’s grasp, she needed the crew’s help to even find the baron’s manor. Then, depending on the situation she found, she would need their help again.
“The duke found me last night and asked me to marry him,” Rasha rushed to say. “I guess he’s been able to find me since the viscount’s death, but he held off. I didn’t know he had magic, I swear.” Senkin snorted, hand still gripping his blade.
“Why did he hold off?” Hes asked as he turned his back to the assassin.
“He was looking for information. He wanted to find out what happened to me so he looked into my past.”
“He didn’t know your family tried to kill you?” Cal stepped forward, his eyes on Senkin’s knife. If the man made a move, the child might interfere and accidentally pay the price.
“My father told him I married someone else. But when he heard what had happened, the duke got revenge for me. Thinking to make me happy, he burned my family alive in their manor.”
Heston chuckled. “I might have to buy the duke a drink.”
Tears filled Rasha’s eyes. He’d killed her family. There was nothing to be done about that. But that wasn’t an urgent matter.
“He did it because they hurt me. Last night, I tried to explain my situation. I only told him about the baron and didn’t get to the part about Kamari. All he heard was that the baron hurt me. He’s going to burn down the manor and she’ll be inside.”
Everyone paused at that; even Senkin’s jaw clenched at the thought. When Roderick’s hands loosened, Rasha stepped out of his hold and grabbed her horse’s reins again.
“I know you think I’ve betrayed you,” Rasha said as she glanced over the men. “And you may be right that I didn’t take everything into consideration. But I never would have purposefully put you in danger. I understand if you don’t want to come with me, but I must go.” Without a rock to help her mount, Rasha struggled to pull herself onto the horse’s back. When she was finally in the saddle, winded, Heston and Callum sat in their saddles as well.
“The duke has magic?” Hes asked, directing his horse to her. “How do you know he isn’t already at the manor?”
“I don’t. I’m not certain of the amount of magic he has but he gave Baron Larkin wind steeds, so it’s possible he has one as well.” No matter what they did, they could already be too late.
“We can’t ride straight through,” Cal said. “The horses can’t take it. But we might get there in two days.”
Dread filled Rasha’s soul until Dyis threw a saddle on his horse. “I can cast an endurance spell,” he explained as he packed up. Roderick went about putting everything away. Only Senkin stayed in place, looking at everyone like they were insane.
“Will the endurance spell make the horses run straight through?” Rasha asked.
“Almost. I haven’t used the spell much, but at the most we’ll only have to stop once. It’s better than nothing.” Dyis went to each horse, placing a hand on their muzzles and whispering under his breath.
“You could be too late.” Senkin stepped toward her. There was an icy anger in his eyes. “If the duke has magic, he could already be at the manor.” There were too many unknowns. Rasha looked down at the assassin, meeting his eyes even though it scared her.
“I’ve been traveling this whole time to reach my friend. The baron was far ahead of us, and I knew that if she was in danger, I might be too late to save her. While I don’t know for sure if she is gone or if I have time, nothing will stop me. I must know for myself and if there is a way to save her, I will. She is my friend.”
The assassin’s eyes remained cold, but he nodded and saddled his horse. “We’ll have to think of a plan on the way,” he muttered. “No one accounted for a magic user.”
“Done,” Dyis yelled before jumping onto his horse. “If we ride hard, we’ll make good time. When it gets dark, we may have to take it at a slower pace. Senkin, with me. Roderick and Hes in the back. Rasha and Cal in the middle.” Spurring his horse into motion, he took off down the road.
Dy’s spell held up; the horses didn’t tire at all. No one could talk at the pace they were going, which meant Rasha had plenty of time to think. There were too many variables to consider. Sneaking in to kill the baron had been the nearest thing she had to a plan before the duke inserted himself. With his sudden appearance, things would get messy.
If she got there in time, perhaps spoke with him again, he could help her save Kamari. But it was possible for him to burn the building down before she got there, killing Kamari and the baron so Rasha didn’t get her revenge or help her friend.
Then Vovin could simply kill the crew and take her. She didn’t see that part happening, but Rasha hadn’t expected Duke Vovin to be violent at all. But now she knew he supported evil men, and he had easily killed her family, thinking of it as justice.
The crew attempted to ride most of the night, but when the pace got too slow, Dy suggested resting for a few hours.
“The horses could use it,” he murmured to her. “And so could we. Turning up tired to an unknown dangerous situation would not be wise.” That he was attempting to help her at all after what she’d done was incredible. Senkin still glared at her, but concern lined Dy’s face.
“That sounds like the best plan,” she agreed. They pulled off the road. Roderick set about caring for the horses, watering them and taking off their saddles. It was too dark for Cal to hunt, but they built a fire and ate dried meat and bread. Senkin kept his distance and Dyis sat close to Rod. Cal and Hes sat on either side of Rasha.
“You’re shivering,” Hes pointed out quietly.
“I’m nervous,” she admitted. “A little scared, maybe.”
Cal snorted and shifted closer. “And cold, idiot.” He moved against her side, putting his head on her shoulder. “We need to get ya the right gear.” Heston placed two fingers against her cheek, recoiling quickly.
“Creator! Why didn’t you say you were cold?” Pulling his cloak around her shoulders, he also moved closer. The body heat from both seeped into her skin and her shivering decreased. It had been partially from the cold.
“I won’t let anything happen to you,” she whispered. The other three could likely hear, but there was no harm in that. “If the duke presents a danger, I’ll go with him.” Callum snaked an arm around her waist and hugged tightly.
“Don’t think about it,” he said firmly. “I won’t let ya.”
“Nor will I,” Heston said, placing his head on her other shoulder. “I’ll be at your side, no matter what.”
So kind and so foolish.
“The duke has magic,” she reminded them.
Cal sniffed. “What of it? So do I. I’ll just fill his lungs with water. Problem solved.”
Everyone chuckled at that, even Senkin. If only it could be that simple. They didn’t know what magic the duke had; they were rushing in blindly. She really was stupid for letting them do this, but how could she do anything without them? Her skills in fighting were at a beginner level at best. Poisons needed close contact. She had no magic. Without them, her best bet would be to give in to the duke.
The breathing of the men on either side of her slowed, their weight growing heavy. Rasha put her own arms around them to hold them in place. Sitting straighter, she tried to keep them up. Roderick slept on the other side of the fire. Senkin had vanished into the trees. Dyis sat awake and Rasha met his eyes over the flames.
“I really won’t let them be hurt,” she said honestly. Dy’s lips thinned. “I know you care for everyone in this crew, but Hes is your blood and Cal is a child. You want to protect them as much as possible.”
“They aren’t defenseless,” Dy sighed. “I know they hate when I’m overprotective. But they are both foolish. Dying while saving you probably seems like a great sacrifice in their eyes.”
Of course it did. Who wouldn’t want to go down fighting to save a life? That was the way Rasha would like to go. Instead, she’d have to sacrifice herself without a fight. Would living as the duke’s wife be that bad if it meant the crew lived? Fear tightened her throat. She couldn’t love him, not after everything she’d gone through. With her newfound freedom, living with him would be another prison. How long could she last?
“We’ll figure this out, Rasha.” Dyis sounded firm. “I care for everyone in the crew and that includes you. We won’t give you up to a monster to save our own lives.”
Slowly, her eyes filled with tears. She lowered her head to keep them from glistening in the light. How had she come to love these men so easily?
***
 
They set off again just as the sun rose, falling into the same formation. Everyone was stiff and only partially rested, but in better shape than if they’d ridden all night. Senkin and Dy had come up with a plan. If the duke wasn’t expecting them, it was better to keep the element of surprise. Senkin would be a distance away, ready with a bow should they need him. If the duke wasn’t a problem, they’d focus on getting Kamari out and taking care of the baron and the duke if they became threats. Keeping the possible threats in mind would increase their chances of survival.
That the chances of survival were even being weighed made Rasha’s gut twist. How could she do this? This was selfish, expecting them to fight her battles. Heston was the only one who smiled at her that morning. Cal tried, but his face had paled. Senkin still looked at her coldly. If it was her life or theirs, she would choose to save them. No one had to know of her plan, it wasn’t their choice. Going in, knowing she was willing to make that sacrifice, was the only thing that gave her the strength to ride on.
They passed people on the road as the sun began to set, signaling that they approached civilization. Callum and Dyis took the lead, knowing where the manor was.
“How do you want to approach this?” Dyis asked her over his shoulder.
“If the baron’s house stands and the duke isn’t present, I’ll go in to see how Kamari is.”
“And if the duke is there?” Dyis asked, cocking a brow.
“No matter what, if the duke is there, I will handle him.”
Heston moved his horse to her side. “Alone?”
“He won’t hurt me,” she assured him.
“But are you certain?” Heston asked. “You don’t know him anymore. You hardly knew him then.”
“He’s trying to hurt people who hurt me. The duke wouldn’t hurt me himself.”
They made their way through town, slowing to an appropriate speed, and she wondered how far they were from the manor until they heard the whispers.
Fire.
“Wait,” Rasha cried, pulling her horse to stop beside a gaggle of women. They all stared up at her, shocked by her scars. “Did you say there was a fire?” The crew gathered around her and eyed the women.
“Yes,” the youngest girl squeaked. “The baron’s manor was set ablaze this afternoon.” Lightheaded, Rasha swayed in her saddle. Heston moved closer and placed a hand on her arm to keep her upright.
“Did anyone get hurt?” he asked the women.
“No one has got to the manor,” the girl volunteered. “But I think the servants managed to escape.”
That was good news. If there had been enough time for people to get out, then Kamari could have escaped as well. Maybe the crew wouldn’t even have to deal with the baron or the duke.
“Where are the servants?” Rasha asked.
“Center of town, near the well.”
Rasha rushed on, the crew following. Ash covered servants huddled around the well. Even with the ash, Rasha could tell there wasn’t a blond-haired girl among them. The group looked up as she approached and swung down from her horse.
“You are all from the manor?”
An older gentleman stepped forward and coughed into his sleeve. “Who wants to know?” he rasped. “We didn’t set the fire, if that’s what you’re implying.”
“Who said anything about that?” Heston asked. He dismounted to stand beside her. The older man narrowed his eyes.
“Most would accuse the servants of foul play,” he said. “Especially servants of the baron. He is not the kindest man.”
“No shit.” Cal’s mutter was louder than intended, and though he remained on his horse, the old man’s gaze shot directly to the boy. The man’s jaw dropped open and he stepped closer.
“Young master?” the old man asked. Rasha glanced back at Cal, whose skin turned a sickly green.
“Don’t know ya, old man.”
“I’m the steward at the manor,” the man said breathlessly. “Gravlik. I’ve been there for the past twenty years.” Cal pulled his horse back a few steps.
“Doesn’t ring a bell,” he snapped. Gravlik’s frown deepened.
“But the eyes…”
“You managed the household?” Dyis interrupted, moving his horse forward to block Cal from view. “Do you know everyone who lived there?”
The steward’s gaze shifted to Dyis. “I knew everyone who lived and worked under that roof. Which is why I know that none of us started the fire.” Dyis looked at Rasha pointedly. The steward knew everyone.
“Sir.” Rasha moved forward, hands clenched to keep them from shaking. The steward looked at her, taking in her scars, and his face softened a little. “I have journeyed to inquire of the well-being of someone in the baron’s household.”
He blinked, taken aback. “You know one of us?”
“She doesn’t appear to be here,” Rasha explained. “She would have arrived about a month ago. Her name is Kamari.” The steward clamped his mouth shut and his nostrils flared. Rasha’s heart plummeted. Had Kamari been killed in the fire after all?
“Answer the question,” Cal called out. “I’m sure Gravlik knows all.” The steward looked at Cal again before taking a breath and meeting Rasha’s eyes.
“I hate to tell you this,” he said gently. “That girl is dead.”
The world tilted and Rasha would have surely fallen down if Heston wasn’t there to wrap an arm around her waist. He walked them toward the well, asking for people to move aside so she could sit. Gravlik followed them, asking the remaining servants to go elsewhere.
“She’s dead?” Rasha repeated. “Was it the fire?”
“No. The baron did it.” The old man’s face fell. “He was never one for kindness.”
“When?” Had she been only just too late? If she’d pushed herself harder, maybe she could have gotten to Kamari in time.
“A week after her arrival,” Gravlik admitted. Rasha gasped. Heston cursed. There had been no chance. No matter how fast they traveled, they wouldn’t have been able to save Kamari.
“But the baron paid for her,” Dyis argued. He dismounted too, leaving Cal, Rod and Senkin on their horses. “A sizable sum, if I remember correctly.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered,” Gravlik sighed. “He has money and perversions. Recently, he began purchasing girls to do with as he pleases. Girls no one would miss.”
But Kamari had been missed. Only by Rasha, but still. The baron hadn’t thought someone would come looking.
“And you did shit to stop him.” Cal’s hand twitched toward his knife. Gravlik looked back at the boy.
“No one stands against the baron,” the man insisted. “He has money, a title, and friends in high places.”
One of those friends was the duke. Rasha shifted in Heston’s grip and he let her go. “Thank you, Gravlik. That is all we needed to hear.” The steward nodded to Rasha then looked among the crew, eyes lingering on Cal, before he walked away.
“I’m so sorry,” Hes said as he turned to her. “Rasha, you tried so hard.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered,” she sighed. “No matter how fast we rode, we wouldn’t have gotten here in time.”
“I can’t believe they did nothing,” Dyis said. “They knew what the baron was up to, and they let him get away with it.”
“He has friends in high places,” Rasha repeated. “Like the duke.”
“If there was a fire, no doubt the duke already took care of the baron,” Rod surmised.
Rasha met the eyes of the mountain. “Maybe not. Maybe the baron still lives.”
“And if he does?” Senkin asked.
Cal urged his horse forward, cheeks flushed and eyes blazing.
“Then someone should teach him a lesson,” the boy growled.
Someone should. If the baron still lived, he had to pay for his actions.
“The baron’s throat calls for my knife,” Rasha said coldly. “Best not keep him waiting.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven



The plan remained partially the same. Rescuing Kamari was no longer part of it, but they didn’t know who they’d be facing when they reached the manor. Taking care of the baron alone shouldn’t be an issue. If he was even alive, he wasn’t a fighter. Rasha could handle that on her own.
But if Duke Vovin was present, they had to be ready for whatever magic he threw at them. As they neared the manor, Senkin broke off from the group to find a place to hide nearby. Smoke covered the sky the nearer they got and Senkin nodded a farewell as he turned his horse away.
The manor was indeed in flames. The surrounding buildings were not. The stables and a small building which was likely where the servants slept were untouched. But the large manor’s fire roared, as if it had only just started. The sight made Rasha’s breath catch in her throat. This was what had happened to her father and brother. Instantly, she recalled the burning flames against her own skin. Reining in her horse, she sat and stared at the building.
“You ready for this?” Hes asked as he stopped beside her.
“Can you be ready for the unknown?”
Roderick joined them, his face emotionless as he looked at the blaze. “You can only be prepared for the worst thing imaginable,” he said. “Then you can be prepared for anything.”
The worst thing imaginable had been losing Kamari, though that wasn’t entirely true. Rasha had considered the thought that she’d be too late. It hadn’t been something tormenting her night and day, but the possibility had always been there. Perhaps that was why she wasn’t crying. What was the worst thing imaginable now?
Cal and Dy stopped beside them and Rasha looked over her crew; her boys, her brothers. They were her family now and the worst thing imaginable would be to lose them. Seeing the laughter fade from Heston’s eyes, watching Cal’s life cut short and the love between Dyis and Roderick severed. She couldn’t prepare for that.
“Stay back,” she instructed. “I’ll look around.” Moving her horse forward, she was surprised and pleased that the men listened to her. Of course, they weren’t that far off and Senkin was somewhere with a bow and arrow at the ready. Would he actually save her? It was possible that he’d see getting rid of her as a blessing.
When her horse panicked beneath her, she dismounted and continued to the house on foot. The flames encapsulated the manor in a pocket of heat that she couldn’t penetrate, not with her own memories haunting her. Instead, she walked along the front of the house. If the baron was inside, he’d be dead. Maybe he was in one of the other buildings recovering from injuries. She turned back to the crew, ready to have them search for the baron.
“Embry?”
Rasha whirled around to see Duke Vovin step out from behind an unburnt building.
“You,” Rasha snapped. “You did this.”
“I did. But I realize my mistake. I upset you when I took revenge on your family, yet I was going to do the same with the baron. I kept him ready for you.” Going back around the building, the duke emerged, dragging Baron Larkin behind him.
The man was more vile than Rasha remembered. His torn clothing revealed flashes of his pale, flabby skin. Sweat plastered what hair he had flat to his head, his mustache heavy with dirt.
“The baron,” she breathed. There he was, weak and ready for a quick slice across his throat.
“Rasha!”
The crew rode toward them, negating her order to stay back as soon as they saw the duke. They dismounted, drawing their swords and knives as soon as their feet hit the ground. Vovin only blinked awkwardly as the men stalked forward to surround Rasha in a protective wall.
“Are these your outlaws, Embry?”
Larkin yelled through the gag in his mouth, his eyes suddenly filled with anger. Hardly anyone paid attention to him; only Cal kept his eyes focused on the large man.
“My friends,” Rasha snapped. “They have helped me journey far to right a wrong.”
The duke glared at the crew, then tossed Baron Larkin at her feet. “Yes,” he murmured. “Baron Larkin wronged you. I changed my mind and fetched him from the flames so you could kill him. I didn’t expect you to get here so quickly.”
“I had to get here because I thought you were going to kill everyone inside.”
Anger flashed across Vovin’s face. “Why would I do that? They were innocent. The baron is the villain.”
“No shit,” Cal muttered. When Vovin glanced at the boy, panic rose in Rasha’s chest. She quickly stepped in front of him.
“You didn’t give me a chance to explain when you visited me,” she said. “The baron didn’t hurt me. He took my friend. People made him out to be evil, so I was journeying here hoping I could save her. When you said you were going to set fire to the manor, I was concerned for her life.”
The duke looked horrified. “You thought I’d kill innocents? I made certain that no one else was in the manor when I set fire to it. I did the same to your family’s servants as well.”
Hope flared in Rasha’s heart. The duke wasn’t all bad then. He wasn’t murderous, at least.
“That is good to hear,” Dyis drawled. “We’d hate to have to kill you.” Vovin looked at Dy with a dark smirk.
“You could try.”
Why was Dyis making himself a target?
“Leave me the baron,” Rasha said, drawing the duke’s gaze back to her. “There is still a wrong to be righted. He killed my friend.”
It was the baron’s turn to receive a disgusted look from Vovin. “That is unfortunate.” He backed up a step and spread his arms wide. “His fate belongs to you, Embry.”
Heston strode forward and knelt beside the baron to yank his head back. “Gag on or off?” he asked, looking up at Rasha.
“Off.”
Hes sliced through the rag and the baron spat at her feet. Larkin glared at everyone individually, but his eyes halted when they came to Cal. His lips curled. “Look what showed up on my doorstep. Still alive, boy?”
Cal swallowed hard and gripped his knife. “Had to try to stop ya. I’m sorry to see you’re still scum.”
“Are you going to let this whore slice me up?” the baron chuckled. “Or will you do the honors?”
Roderick moved faster than Rasha expected, kicking the baron in the stomach. He bent over, wheezing.
“Call her that once more,” the mountain growled. “Your death does not need to be quick.”
“I doubted it would be,” Larkin gasped. “Not when my son has returned with a knife in hand.”
Rasha’s lips numbed. She blinked down at Heston, who looked everywhere but at her. Roderick also didn’t meet her eyes.
“As long as you die,” Cal said. “It don’t matter how or who does it.”
Cal had grown up in the area. He had a history with the baron and was aware of his cruelty. But Cal had also said his father died. Rasha turned to the boy.
“Sorry,” Cal said, meeting Rasha’s confused gaze. “Guess we all keep some secrets. The baron is my father. Only kept me for a handful of years, mostly for entertainment. But he grew tired of the beatings and tossed me aside. Guess I was the lucky one.”
Baron Larkin had tortured an innocent child; his own son. He wouldn’t have cared about doing the same to others. It was clear why the crew had agreed to take her south; they knew the kind of man Baron Larkin used to be. Rasha’s hand rested on the knife at her belt.
“While this is all interesting,” Duke Vovin interrupted. “Embry, or Rasha, if that is her name now, will kill the baron. No offense, child, but I saved the man so she could kill him.”
Everyone looked at the duke, almost as if they’d forgotten that a potential danger stood before them.
“I also thank you all for escorting Embry and caring for her. After she kills the baron, I’ll take it from here. We have much to discuss.”
“You’ll take what?” Heston said, dropping the baron to the ground in order to step in front of Rasha. “You think you’re taking her from us?”
The duke smirked as he looked Heston over. He then looked at each of the crew, not fazed at all even by Roderick’s size.
“Obviously. Embry’s place is with me.”
“Your place is at the end of my sword,” Heston snapped as he drew his blade.
No. A fight could not break out. Whatever power the duke had might be enough to take the whole crew down. Hopefully Senkin was ready.
“Heston,” Dyis said, stepping forward to block his father. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
“He wants to take her.” Hes gestured toward the duke who just smiled in response.
“We won’t let him.” Roderick stepped forward too. The duke looked up at the mountain, his smile not wavering.
“Can we not do this?” Rasha asked as she stepped beside Cal. “I just found out my friend is dead. I’d very much like some revenge and then a break.” Vovin’s unnatural stare turned to her and he smiled warmly.
“Whatever you wish. Kill the man and then I’ll take you home where I can pamper you in the way you deserve. I suggest you men don’t cross me. I can easily dispatch you.” Before Rasha could argue or dissuade him, the duke’s hand moved toward his belt. There was a sword and a pouch. The pouch could hold something just as potentially dangerous as the sword. She hadn’t thought he’d attack the crew, not really.
Before the duke could choose a weapon, an arrow sank into his throat. He gurgled, hand going to the blade, but before he could grab it, another arrow hit the duke’s chest, piercing his heart.
Vovin’s eyes widened as blood pooled from his neck and chest. He didn’t even try to stem the flow, only glanced at Rasha, then collapsed in a heap on the ground.
Senkin strolled out from behind the barn, slinging his bow over his shoulder.
“What was that?” Hes asked.
“He was going for a weapon,” Senkin explained as he joined them. He bent over the duke’s body to admire his handy work. “Plus, he was going to take Rasha.” The assassin pulled the arrows from the body, cleaning each on the duke’s fancy cloak. When he looked up at her, the anger that he’d felt the past few days was gone. “You can’t leave us, you’re part of the crew now.”
Part of the crew. He finally accepted her.
“Not to mention,” she added. “I know a few people who’d be upset with you if I vanished.” At the threat of the triplets, Senkin’s eyes flashed and he smiled. With that problem out of the way and her place in the crew secure, it was time to rid the world of evil, one bastard at a time.
“Cal,” she said, turning to the boy. “I think you should do the honors.” She nodded her head at the baron. The boy frowned down at the man.
“Like I said. It don’t matter who does it. Take your revenge, Rasha.”
Her hand twitched toward her blade and she glanced back at the baron. “Are you sure? He’s wronged you in more ways than one. As your father, he was supposed to love and protect you.”
Cal grinned at her and rubbed at the back of his neck. “He’s been dead to me for a while. Taking the blow won’t change anythin’.”
“You stupid boy,” the baron growled out. “You’ll let this girl kill me to avenge a whore?”
Drawing her knife and turning back to the baron, Rasha smiled. “If I’m being honest,” she said as she stepped forward. “I’d kill you to avenge a flea. Your life isn’t worth a damn thing.” When she sliced his throat, Rasha didn’t take care to avoid the blood spatter. Instead, she let it stain her clothing, marking her as changed. Baptizing her into a new life.




Chapter Twenty-Eight



“You’re allowed to cry, ya know.” Heston threw his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against his side. After she cleaned her blade, Rasha had walked away from the body for some time alone. Everyone gave her time to process the day, but Heston had come forward first. An understanding had seemed to form that Heston was Rasha’s rock. Thinking back to their first meeting made Rasha smile. He really shouldn’t be anyone’s rock.
“I don’t want to cry,” she sighed, leaning her head on his shoulder. “I just want to be angry.”
“Fet. Nothing wrong with that either.” He squeezed her shoulder and bent to kiss the top of her head.
“Rasha?” Callum inched closer to her other side. She shifted to look at the boy but allowed Heston’s embrace to remain.
“Cal. I’m sorry, I should have let you kill him.”
The boy’s nose crinkled when he glanced at where his father’s body lay. “Nah. Your wounds were fresher.” He looked down at the dirt and scratched the back of his head. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner; that he was my father.”
“Wouldn’t have changed anything,” Rasha admitted. “Your past is your own. If it doesn’t involve the crew, you don’t have to share it.” She glanced at where Senkin stood, talking with Dyis and Rod.
“Senkin,” she called. The man glanced at her and walked forward when she inclined her head. Dy and Rod followed. Rasha stepped out of Heston’s grasp before turning to face the group. “I wanted to apologize to you all. If I’d known Duke Vovin was dangerous, I would have said something. I swear, I didn’t want anything to happen to you.”
“We know,” Rod assured her. “You care about us just as much as we care about you.”
Probably more but she didn’t share the thought.
“Still,” she said, looking directly at Senkin. “I shouldn’t have kept secrets. That isn’t what a crew member does.”
Senkin toyed with one of his knives. “Everyone has secrets. But yes, if it somehow involves the crew, it would be best to tell us.” The rest murmured their agreement, and Rasha drew a deep breath for courage.
“I’d understand if you didn’t want me as part of the crew,” she blurted out. “I mean, we met only because I messed up one of your jobs. I’ve given you nothing but trouble as I made you escort me across the entire kingdom. On top of that, I was no help when Heston was almost killed and I put your lives in danger with the duke. It would be reasonable to toss me aside.”
No one spoke when she finished and Rasha winced. Everything she said was valid. Perhaps it would be better if she went back to Weslington. It was only a small part of the kingdom, not even one of the worst villages, but she could do a small amount of good. Or she could try traveling on her own.
With hardly any training, she’d die within a month.
“Rasha.” Dyis stepped toward her first, then Heston. Father and son each took one of her hands. “You think we don’t want you?” Dy’s warm eyes sought hers.
“I cause nothing but trouble,” she pointed out.
“So do I,” Hes laughed. “We all do stupid things sometimes.”
“You were with me when I pick-pocketed against Dy’s wishes,” Cal reminded her as he stepped closer too. “Not to mention, my lechery almost kept you from joining us in the first place.”
“I’m too emotional,” Roderick said as he stepped next to Dyis. “I don’t show it often, but my anger influences my decisions and my first thought is of helping Dyis whenever I can.” He placed a large hand on Dy’s shoulder and the men shared a look. “Love is a weakness and can lead to trouble.”
They all spoke truths, but their mistakes were few and far between. Within a month, she’d screwed up quite a bit. Surprise flooded her face when Senkin stepped forward next.
“We all know I’m almost perfect,” he began. The men all groaned and he waited for them to finish. “But I am also quick to distrust someone and am not the most friendly of men.” He smirked and looked at her. “However, don’t let that keep you from staying with us. You’re talented and strong willed, Rasha. You want to change the world but you won’t be able to by going back home.”
“You want me to stay?” He’d been so mad at her the past few days. Even before that, he was typically irritated with her.
“Clearly. Why else would I kill that duke? You’re one of us.”
The crew, her crew, smiled at her and Rasha bit back a grin.
“Then we should do something about those two bodies and be on our way,” Rasha said, taking her hands from Dy and Hes. “Don’t want the village to find out the baron didn’t die in the fire.”
She moved past the men, who turned to follow her back to where the bodies lay. But as she approached, Rasha’s eyes watered. She was tearing up, but it wasn’t from her friend’s death, not yet anyway. Fear clung to Rasha’s skin, and she stopped, letting out a strangled cry. Heston stopped beside her too, gasping in surprise.
“Where’s the duke’s body?”
He was right. Baron Larkin’s body lay where they’d left it, but Duke Vovin’s body was gone.
“How?” Rasha whispered. “Where did he go?”
The crew looked around, hands moving to their weapons.
“He couldn’t be alive,” Senkin said softly. “I struck him in the throat and heart. He’d have bled out already.” But in the spot where his body had been, there was hardly any blood. Her knees shook and Heston wrapped his arm around her again.
“Be still,” he soothed. “We’ll find him.”
“I’m not trying to hide.” Duke Vovin walked out from behind the manor again. “I simply wanted to compose myself.” There were spots of dried blood where the arrows had been, but no wounds. He stood perfectly whole, amber eyes flashing with anger. “I also didn’t want to disturb your moment.” Vovin narrowed his gaze on Heston. “You keep touching her. A mongrel like you shouldn’t touch my lady.
The air shifted as Heston stiffened beside her, but he didn’t let go.
“What are you?” Dyis asked as he walked forward and drew his sword.
The duke smiled, staring at Rasha. “You know, don’t you, Embry?”
“What?” she asked breathlessly. “Know what?” He arched a brow.
“I cannot be killed,” he prompted.
“You’re immortal?” It wasn’t possible. No one lived forever.
“The Immortal,” he corrected.
The Immortal from the story; the one who brought balance to the world.
“I thought that was a children’s tale,” Senkin said as he inched toward the duke. “No one is immortal.” The duke sighed, reaching up to smooth his blond curls.
“The Creator made me this way. I alone am the Immortal and help keep the peace in the land.”
“Peace?” Dyis spat. “What peace? The kingdom is going to shit.” Roderick rushed to grab Dy’s arm before he could move closer to the Immortal. “You’ve been supporting the people who are trying to ruin this kingdom.”
It was true. Duke Vovin had socialized with the viscount, he’d been the baron’s patron. If he was supposed to keep the peace, he wasn’t doing a good job.
“There is a poison in this land,” Vovin stated. “It is difficult to keep at bay. For a long while, I have lost the drive to do much of anything but watch. Being alone can make anyone give up for a time.” He focused his eyes on Rasha. “Which is why I need you, Embry.”
Heston pulled Rasha closer to him as her skin grew cold. Senkin and Cal hurried to stand beside her as well, ready to protect their crew mate.
“Me?” she asked. “Why?”
“Endless is the eternity which all others crave. Yet empty is this eternity, as silent as the grave.” Vovin took a step closer, scoffing when Dyis did as well. “Emb... Rasha, you are descended from the human girl who led the rebellion. The woman I loved. The Creator promised me that thanks to her sacrifice, I wouldn’t be alone. That one of her descendants would be born with the ability to become immortal.”
“But I’m not immortal,” Rasha protested. It was her family who had allowed their daughter to go off to war? Her family had blotted the girl’s name from existence?
“Not yet,” Vovin agreed. “But it has to be you. The prophecy’s wording confused me, so I got it wrong the first time. If you come with me, I’ll make you immortal. We’ll be together forever and be able to keep this world at peace.”
It was a trick. None of that sounded plausible. Furthermore, she did not want to go anywhere with the man she’d once known to be human. Rasha moved closer to Heston.
“She doesn’t want to be with you,” Hes said firmly. “Clearly you’ve scared her. Not to mention, a lot of things wrong in her life are because of you. Why would she want to stay with you forever?”
Vovin almost snarled as he stepped forward again. Dyis shifted, bringing his sword up. The duke turned his anger to the leader and Rasha’s gut tightened with fear.
“Don’t.” She stepped away from Heston, but only barely. “If you hurt them, I’ll never go with you.”
“Rasha,” Senkin snapped. “What are you doing?”
“Please, don’t.” Heston’s voice was tense and Rasha looked back at him, at all of them. The crew had fully accepted her and Rasha was sure they wouldn’t let her go without a fight. A fight which they would lose.
“I won’t hurt them,” the duke laughed. “If you’re to be with me forever, I’d rather you come willingly.”
“Blackmailing her isn’t having her come willingly,” Roderick argued. “Threatening our lives unless she surrenders her own won’t make her love you.”
Did the duke even care about love anymore? If what he said was true, he was lonely. If he had a chance to remedy that, her anger wouldn’t mean anything. Duke Vovin stared at Roderick, as if considering. When he looked to Rasha again, his gaze softened.
“Play out your little game,” he said to her as he waved a hand toward the crew. “They want you desperately. I’m the Immortal; I can wait.”
“You’re letting me go?” It was more than she could have hoped for. The crew was safe, and she’d get to stay with them.
“For now,” Vovin agreed. He looked directly at Heston, his smile turning sour. “But if anything happens to my lady, I will track each of you down.” He turned and bowed to Rasha. “See you soon, my love.” Spinning on his heel, the duke strode away.
They watched him until he vanished from sight behind the burning manor. Rasha swayed and Heston caught her, helping her to sit on the ground. The crew descended on her, sheathing weapons and looking her over with concern.
“What the hell?” Her eyes found Dyis. “Is this all possible?”
“Immortals?” Dyis shrugged and looked at their assassin. “Senkin?”
“Few speak of the Immortal who helped the rebellion,” Senkin said slowly. “Even fewer speak of the human girl.” He knelt at Rasha’s side and placed a hand on her knee. “We’ll find out more. Someone out there knows the full story. And no one is truly immortal, we’ll find a way to get rid of him.”
There had to be more to the story. The Immortal had loved that human girl enough for the Creator to gift him with another? If so, how was he supposed to make that girl immortal, and how did he know it was Rasha? There had to be someone who knew more than Senkin’s stories had told them.
For now, Duke Vovin had promised not to hurt the crew. He wouldn’t be stealing her in the night either, if he wanted to keep her happy. He was a threat, but not an immediate one. Rasha drew in a deep breath, then got to her feet. The men gave her space, Heston staying closer than the others.
“Thank you,” she said. “If you’ll still have me, I’d love to be part of the crew. And if you could help me find information on the Immortal during our travels, I’d be grateful.”
“I’m on your side,” Hes quickly said.
“You have me as well,” Dyis agreed.
Rod laughed. “Which means you clearly have me.”
Cal just grinned, like it wasn’t even a question. Senkin rolled his eyes.
“I tried to kill someone for you,” he reminded her. “I also just said we’d help.”
The duke would be a problem for another day. Right now, Rasha had the power to make a difference. With her crew, she’d see the kingdom and kill those who sought to ruin what peace they had.
“Then let’s get rid of the baron’s body and head out,” she suggested. “I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty hungry.”
“We passed a pub in town,” Hes said as they strolled to the corpse. “I could go for gin.”
“Me too,” Cal insisted.
“Not happening,” Dyis sighed as he and Roderick grabbed the baron by the arms and legs. “You’ll only torment the barmaids if you drink.”
“Being sober won’t help that,” Senkin remarked as he ruffled Cal’s hair. “Don’t worry, Cal. Maybe we’ll find a girl who’ll finally bed you.”
Rasha laughed as they watched Dyis and Roderick throw the baron’s body into the still burning manor.
“He’s only thirteen,” she reminded the men. Turning to Cal, she bent to meet his eye. “How about we find some sweets instead?”
“Persimmons and honey,” Heston whooped. “Much better than a woman’s bed.”
“Agreed,” Dyis laughed, taking Roderick’s hand. “Though I’ll admit I’m biased.”
They walked back to where their horses stood, while Senkin and Hes argued about the most important issue of the moment, sex and sweets. Swinging up onto her horse, Rasha grinned as the sun set on the horizon.
They’d take things one day at a time; it was all anyone could do. Dwelling on sex and sweets was easier than thoughts of saving the entire kingdom. So Rasha pushed all thoughts of death and immortals from her mind and instead let her mouth water at the prospect of fruits drizzled with honey. Sugar was always the best solution.
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