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   Prologue
 
    
 
   The Eternal Autumn began in Vaelandria on the day the child of three Goddesses was born. And the world will burn before her, as the prophecy went.
 
   The doula, midwives, and priestesses all agreed that Calista would not give birth until the first month of winter. Calista was growing increasingly unhappy with the lot of them. There were women who enjoyed pregnancy, who felt right, natural, beautiful, transcendent, comfortable, and Calista came to hate these women too. Calista’s personal doula, a dignified matron of sixty years from Harper’s home fishing village, stated that Calista might have more than a month left as first children were often late. Calista nearly slapped the woman at the mention of ‘first children.’ The daughter she was carrying was to be her only child—any future children their Goddesses planned to accost them with would have to be carried by Harper.
 
   Pregnancy was a blight for Calista. She was sick for months at the outset. Allegedly, the stomach upset was to focus mainly on the dawn hours, taper off in the day, and evaporate entirely after the first few months. Calista’s pregnancy involved stomach disquiet throughout, anchored to no particular time of day. Her ankles were swollen. Her back ached. Her feet were a constant source of discomfort. She couldn’t sleep for more than a few hours at a time. The baby, her beloved, bedeviling daughter of divine origin, kicked her almost constantly. She had to pee every ten breaths it would seem. Her moods swung like a pendulum batted by a cat to the point where she didn’t know what she would be feeling from one moment to the next, but she knew she would feel it with an intensity completely inappropriate to the situation even if the emotion matched, which it seldom did. All the women surrounding her who had collected their knowledge of childbirth over decades of experience said it was one of the toughest pregnancies they’d seen.
 
   Calista walked the cold, narrow hallways of the keep they were staying at on the furthest eastern edge of the duchy of Ovid. She was wrapped in a giant set of wool and satin robes colored royal blue and black. Her feet were left bare to absorb a soothing chill from the stones she walked upon. More than the pain, discomfort, and dawn stomach illnesses, which had only recently subsided, she was most irritated that her body no longer did as she commanded. Once upon a time, she was fast of hand, swift of foot, strong, agile, and able to do back flips while fighting. Now she struggled to simply walk down the hall without holding her back with one hand and her protruding belly with the other.
 
   Harper meant well throughout and fawned over Calista with a devotion that was increasingly irritating. Since most things irritated Calista as of late, she’d banished Harper from the keep for the day along with all the entourage who came from the four corners of Vaelandria to attend upon the unborn fated child. Calista loved Harper, but she wished truly that her Goddess had chosen the Sword Maiden to carry the child rather than her. Calista expected Harper’s natural sweetness and caring to blossom, and it had, but she hadn’t expected the amorousness that accompanied it. Harper was tender, loving, and took remarkable care of Calista during her pregnancy, but seeing her beloved wife heavy with child also sparked a nearly insatiable lust in the Sword Maiden. Calista enjoyed the romantic wishes of her wife at first, especially since she felt like a waddling, griping, mess most of the time and greatly desired anyone telling her she wasn’t actually the waddling, griping, mess she thought she was. After a time, Calista’s own sexual needs grew, as was common during phases of pregnancy, she was told, until she and Harper did little more than make love. With around three weeks until her due date, Calista was still amorously inclined and Harper seemed even more so, but Calista simply couldn’t stand anything anymore. Warm baths were interrupted by the need to pee. Sexual contact was often spoiled by the distraction of her child kicking and rolling about in off-putting ways. Even the foot massages Harper gave weren’t tolerable anymore as Calista couldn’t find a comfortable position to sit in long enough to truly savor them. She dreamed of a time when the child would be out of her, and she could turn her body back into what it was before.
 
   Her constant inner monologue of desiring the end of her accursed pregnancy was interrupted by the faint scent of something old and familiar. She was still an assassin trained in the lowlands and any assassin from the south could identify the faint aroma of the systemic poison known as Belly Rot. It was a sickeningly sweet fragrance like a rotting corpse, but with a peculiar undertone of cinnamon. The stone keep they inhabited on loan from a lesser noble smelled of wet stones, rain, and moldering cloth most of the time. The intrusion of Belly Rot was subtle, yet well within Calista’s powers of perception.
 
   Calista froze and listened. As if to follow her mother’s lead, the baby within her belly ceased her kicking to listen as well. Strangled breathing trying to pass through a mangled nasal passage sounded from around the corner ahead. Calista took a soft step back and then another. She pressed her back to the wall, glanced down the corridor in the direction she’d just come, finding it dimly lit by the gray light filtering in through the arrow slit windows, but otherwise empty. She was unarmed and no longer able to run or fight as she once did. She regretted banishing Harper and everyone attending on her from the keep. Calista was several stealthy steps back down the hall before the ambusher apparently realized she wasn’t completing the circuit to the window that she’d been walking most of the morning. The assassin stepped around the corner, apparently a little surprised to find Calista staring at him even while she was sneaking in the other direction.
 
   The assassin was tall, powerfully built, and wrapped in the muffling black wool clothing common to many orders of hired killers. His face was obscured by a black shroud. A large knife, coated in soot and poison, rested casually in his left hand.
 
   Calista turned and ran for the end of the hall. She couldn’t hear the assassin give chase above the sound of her own robes swishing and her bare feet slapping against the stones, but she didn’t doubt for a second that he was behind her and closing fast. She cursed how slow she was and how awkward her gait had become. Before turning the corner, she snatched the lone torch from the sconce at the darkened end of the hallway. She tucked into a slide on her side, gripped the edge of the wall to pull herself around the turn, and pointed her feet at knee level. Her suspicions were immediately confirmed when her foot struck the leg of another assassin waiting around the corner. The man’s knee buckled backward under her attack, and he crumpled sideways into the wall. She sprung to her feet as sprightly as an almost nine-month pregnant woman could manage, and swung the torch at the man’s face. The burning wood and pitch made perfect contact with his black shroud at what turned out to be eye level. The man shrieked, gripped his face, and began wailing about being blinded.
 
   She scooped up the knife the assassin dropped and began running again. The second man was an insurance policy, smaller and likely less skilled than the one still chasing her. Were she still herself, she would have used the knife she’d collected to gut the much larger assassin on her heels; pregnant and clumsy as she was, she chose fleeing.
 
   Calista ducked into a room rather than continuing on to the next corner. No sooner was she across the threshold than a sharp, stabbing pain shot through her from groin to sternum. The harbinger pain wasn’t precisely like a knife wound, but she could see the similarities. Her labor was upon her and at the worst possible time.
 
   “Curse you, you little shit, not now,” Calista hissed at her unborn daughter.
 
   She collected herself after the pain subsided and ran for the window. The outer windows were arrow slits meant to defend the keep while the inner windows were more provincial glass and large enough to let in an ample amount of light as they looked in on a well fortified courtyard. She pushed open the window and hauled herself up to the sill even as the large assassin warily stepped into the room.
 
   There was a narrow ledge running around the outside wall, no more than a couple hand-widths of stonework made slick from autumn rain. Before she was heavy with a Goddess inflicted child, Calista would have looked upon the ledge as being miles wide and more than enough to run across. In her current state, the slippery stone ledge that wasn’t long enough to accommodate her entire foot from heel to toe when placed from wall to edge, looked entirely too narrow to even stand upon. She willed herself out the window onto the ledge and pressed her back against the wall.
 
   She was a solid dozen steps down the ledge when the next labor pain shot through her. When it became a matter of keeping her knife or keeping her grip on the wall, she relinquished the assassin’s weapon to hold on to the inner face of the keep. The blade clattered into the courtyard, but she blessedly didn’t follow it.
 
   “You do realize if I die, you’re likely to die with me,” Calista growled at her unborn daughter.
 
   A quick glance back revealed the assassin had already crawled onto the ledge and was following her at a pace quicker than she thought such a large man could manage. The assassin had to be divine touched. He wouldn’t have been sent otherwise, and he certainly wouldn’t have been as cavalier about killing her if he didn’t have a deity’s blessing in the world. Even if he were just a standard assassin, she would have struggled against him since her own stores of power were completely depleted as she hadn’t killed anyone since becoming pregnant.
 
   She continued on along the ledge and around the corner. Getting her pregnant body around the outside curve of the building was enormously difficult and she didn’t want to admit, even to herself, how close she came to falling. Her balance was all off. Her center of gravity was way out in front of where it should be, and her spine wasn’t nearly as spry.
 
   There was one window left before she rounded to the outside of the tower where there would only be arrow slits. The large man pursuing her struggled around the corner that nearly knocked her from the tower’s ledge, though not nearly as badly as she had. Her head start was spent, and she was quickly running out of options.
 
   Before she could duck into the window, a brief waft of burned flesh, hair, and clothing carried on the wind to her. She plunged a hand into the window and pulled hard at what she found. The backup assassin she thought she’d blinded came stumbling toward the window and fell out with her aid. She ducked into the window, stumbling about in the weaving room while trying to right the wobbly ship that was her body. She barked her leg against a spinning wheel and cursed loudly. The other assassin died on the stones of the courtyard below. She felt a sudden rush of his life energy flowing to her.
 
   The large assassin filled the window, knife not yet at the ready. She gathered the scant scraps of power she’d just received and put them behind a single strike. A labor pain shot through her mid punch, but she only let the agony fuel her attack further. The assassin braced to take the hit, clearly not expecting the added force of a Goddess’s might behind it. Her knuckles made solid contact with the bridge of his nose. The bone shattered, his neck snapped backward, and the assassin was flung from the window as if fired from a catapult.
 
   She flexed her sore hand and began her slow, painful waddle out of the room. She’d have to search their bodies in the courtyard to find out who they were—that was the only major flaw in her plan of survival: making her way down the narrow stairwell while in the midst of labor. By the time she reached the bottom floor of the keep’s tower, she was breathing hard, gritting her teeth through every fresh grind of pain through her body, and ready to kill a few more people to vent her frustration. Her daughter was a month early and charging hard to be born far faster than expected.
 
   Rain fell in earnest by the time she stepped into the gray courtyard. She made it several steps toward the crumpled body of the first assassin she’d pulled out of the window. Hoof beats interrupted her focus. Riders were coming toward the keep’s open gates, although they didn’t sound entirely like horses. She had the life force of the second assassin she’d killed at the ready, but from the increasing intensity of the thundering riders she assumed the force was far too formidable for her to fight. Instead, she began looking for a place to hide in the largely empty courtyard.
 
   A labor pain ceased any further thoughts of hiding. She ended up facing the approaching riders doubled over, cursing the Goddess and her unborn child. A familiar voice bellowed across the keep as he rode through the open gates on a mighty draft horse. Calista looked up to find Athol and Caleb leading a group of a dozen Sylvan riders upon dire elk.
 
   “What in the name of the pantheon are you doing out in the rain?” Athol demanded, reining in his horse next to the body of one of the assassins she’d killed.
 
   The Sylvan riders spread out into the keep, never dismounting their dire elk. They were of middling height, muscular, and all had hair the color of autumn leaves in golds, reds, oranges, and browns. Their otherworldly green eyes glowed faintly in the gloom of the overcast day. Calista knew the Sylvans’ hair changed with the season, becoming black or white in the winter, pale green in the spring, dark green in the summer, and then every shade of autumn leaf in the fall. The deeper woods Sylvans’ skin also changed throughout the year to match the forest around them. The riders in the keep looked to be of a tribe from the darkest boreal forests in the northeast.
 
   Athol rushed over to help her stand fully. She accepted his hand and powerful arm around her waist. They walked toward the household entrance on the side of the castle, passing by the assassin body in the courtyard.
 
   “You killed a Dark Stalker while in the midst of labor pains?” Athol asked. “It would seem the rumors of pregnancy difficulties are overblown if you managed such a feat.”
 
   Calista gripped his massive hand tightly as the next wave of contractions overtook her. She bent his thick thumb back, knocking him to his knees at her side. “Let me share the pain I’m enduring, and you tell me how bad it is,” Calista snarled.
 
   “I’ll take your word for it if you allow me to keep my thumb,” Athol complained.
 
   “This is the mother of the prophesized daughter?” one of the Sylvan riders asked of Caleb.
 
   “One of them,” the Ranger replied. “The other mother is the one with the Sylvan blood.”
 
   “Speaking of, where is Harper?” Athol asked after Calista relinquished her death-grip on his thumb.
 
   “I sent her away to gain a moment’s peace,” Calista said.
 
   “We will remain in the courtyard until she returns,” the Sylvan rider said.
 
   “I’ll remain outside as well,” Caleb said.
 
   “Perhaps I should too then,” Athol agreed.
 
   “You’ll all come inside or there will be several more dead bodies in the courtyard to worry my wife upon her return.” Calista was pregnant, irritated, a little frightened about a second squad of assassins coming when she was even further into her labor, and she wasn’t remotely in the mood to tolerate male fear of the birthing process.
 
   “Have you thought of a name for her yet?” Athol asked.
 
   “Pain-in-the-ass,” Calista replied.
 
   “That was my nickname as a child,” Athol said.
 
   “Bianca then.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 1
 
   Unlikely Agents
 
    
 
   Sofea strolled alongside Wizardly Willard into the Thundering Dawn Inn. The old Sorcerer had slowed immensely over the past two adventuring seasons. He leaned heavily upon his walking stick and struggled to keep his head up burdened by the ponderous hat he’d stolen from Michael the Magician. They were a motley duo. Wizardly Willard was short, corpulent, and bedecked in bright red robes while Sofea was long and slender in everyway including her face, her nose, and the twin, red braids she wore her hair in. Her hide and wool clothing was terribly drab of color in comparison to her scarlet companion.
 
   By the calendar, the adventuring season was already over, but the Eternal Autumn cared nothing for calendars. The Thundering Dawn Inn stood largely empty. Even if winter did come, which it showed no signs of doing, the inn likely wouldn’t have filled. The Winter War decimated the ranks of the mercenary companies that took their rest at the Thundering Dawn, and those that remained were wary of setting foot in Griffon’s Rock after so many perished within the former safe haven. It hardly mattered with the Eternal Autumn dragging on. Heartier mercenary companies were free to adventure year round so long as they didn’t mind a little frost when they camped.
 
   Sven sat alone at the booth reserved for the Dagger Falls Company. His time as benefactor aged him quickly. Despite being the younger brother, his hair and beard were already sprinkled with gray while Athol’s remained thick and brown. He pored over books, scrolls, and ledgers even after Sofea and Willard sat.
 
   “Where are your children?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Out of sight and out of mind,” Sven said without looking up.
 
   Part of Sven’s duties after retiring from adventuring was to watch the children two days of the week to give his wife a break from the lot of them. Sofea knew Sven had children, knew the children were around often during their meetings, but she did not know how many there were, their genders, their ages, or their names as they rarely all came out at once and never stood still enough to be catalogued.
 
   “You aren’t concerned with them getting hurt or lost?” Sofea asked.
 
   “It’d be a blessing if they did, but they always seem to come back and usually have gathered a street urchin friend or a mongrel dog that I have to deal with,” Sven said.
 
   “Children are a blessing,” Willard said. “I hope to have some of my own to ignore someday.”
 
   Sofea glanced to Willard out of the corner of her eye. It was difficult to tell when he was joking anymore.
 
   She reached for the cold ham plate in the center of the table, but drew her hand back in a quick snap when Sven lashed out at her with his walking stick. He was getting faster and more accurate with the cane. When she first joined the company, he couldn’t get her before she took his food, but with the practice of chasing his children, he’d become so adept with the walking stick that he got her more often than not.
 
   “We have a job,” Sven said.
 
   “That only two of us can handle?” Sofea asked.
 
   Athol and Caleb were still in the south attending upon Harper, Calista, and baby Bianca. Wizardly Willard’s former apprentice had quit the company after he grew tired of the adventuring life and lack of magic being learned at Willard’s side. Their ranks were thin and not likely to gather new members anytime soon as no mercenary companies were due to arrive in Griffon’s Rock, and even if some did, they would guard their members fiercely against poaching.
 
   “The Duke wishes to know what is causing the Eternal Autumn,” Sven said.
 
   “That’s an easy job,” Sofea replied. “We already know it is Bianca.”
 
   “We think we know,” Willard said. “The Eternal Autumn began when Bianca was born, but that does not mean the child of three Goddesses caused it. Stranger coincidences have happened, my dear girl.”
 
   “That’s exactly the sort of thinking we need to embrace,” Sven said. “Paying work is hard to come by this far north, and a simple information gathering job is something you two can handle while the others are away. Even if it is Bianca, we would do well to drag our feet in telling the Duke.”
 
   “I am a Valkyrie,” Sofea objected. “I know sailing of ships and fighting on the shore. I am not an information broker meant to scribble notes and ask clever questions of local farmers.”
 
   “You were a Valkyrie,” Sven corrected her. “Now you’re one of the remaining four members of a faltering mercenary group that desperately needs the work. Besides, you have Willard to help you with note scribbling and farmer interrogating.”
 
   “Okay, fine, where do we even start?” Sofea huffed.
 
   “As luck would have it, the Thief Queen of Griffon’s Rock happens to be an old…not friend exactly, but someone I once tolerated the company of,” Sven said. “She’s expecting you at the Dwarven statue garden in the noble district. She says she has information that might help.”
 
   “An excellent place to begin,” Wizardly Willard declared. “I will rest up to gather my strength for the arduous second or maybe even third step of the plan. I trust that you can handle a simple conversation, Sofea.” Before Sofea could object, Willard was up from the table and walking slowly toward the stairs. Several of Sven’s children flew out of the shadows and began walking behind him, mocking his hunched posture and slow steps by doing an exaggerated pantomime of the Sorcerer’s gait.
 
   Sofea seized upon the distraction and reached for the ham again. This time the pommel on Sven’s cane did catch her fingers. She drew back her bruised hand.
 
   “This just isn’t your day,” Sven said. 
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Sofea dressed warmly against the perpetual late autumn weather in heavy, fur-lined boots, woolen breeches, and a mid-length bearskin coat. The streets of Griffon’s Rock were nearly abandoned as she walked up the narrow lanes toward the nobles’ district at the foot of the mountain. Despite her misgivings about a meeting with a Thief Queen, Sofea followed the instructions to go without arms or armor. All the rumors about the mysterious Thief Queen said she was a bit of a weirdo, but not in the overtly dangerous sort of way.
 
   When Sofea abandoned the warm embrace of the North Wind Valkyries, she hadn’t expected to do so much wandering around talking to people. She was a warrior from a warrior tribe; she desired blood, battle, adventure upon the frigid seas, and treasure, lots and lots of treasure. For a time, the Dagger Falls Company cleared the stone berry orchards of the giant spiders that escaped the Fir’bolg camp. The Eternal Autumn prevented the winter snows, no spring followed, and by the time summer should have rolled around, the orchards, still bedecked in their autumn leaves, were clear of spiders. That was the last real work the company found.
 
   The city of Griffon’s Rock wasn’t recovering well almost two years after the Winter War. Indeed, the only district that flourished was the new Havvish quarter. The war had taken its toll on the city’s infrastructure, and the economy couldn’t rebound without the trade of housing mercenary companies or a stone berry harvest. If Havvish people hadn’t flooded into the derelict districts of the city on the eastern edge, the war torn regions likely would have remained in ruins. As it stood, the Havvish replaced the buildings with their strange tree houses. They brought in giant poles, built homes atop them, and ran rope networks between. It was difficult to tell what, if anything, the new Havvish inhabitants of the city were contributing aside from their bizarre architecture.
 
   Sofea reached the statue garden and found a short, hooded man waiting for her. He wasn’t short enough to be Havvish or stout enough for a Dwarf. His cowl was tugged low over his face, leaving visible only the gray end of his beard. He wore battered studded-leather armor, but carried no weapons. The man motioned for her to follow, which she did. He guided her to a statue that slid away to open a passage into the earth. She thought to tell him that he could skip the clandestine theatrics as she already knew about the entrance to the catacombs from when she’d fought with her sisters through the spider-filled tunnels to escape the city during the siege.
 
   Torches awaited them in the narrow hallway beneath the city. They each took one and walked in silence into the bowels of the old Dwarven stronghold under the Screeching Peak. Unlike the incredibly complex and lengthy journey of her first trip into the catacombs, the path selected by the small, bearded man was swift and decisive. They arrived in a grand hall, not nearly as large as the one she was ambushed in on her first trip, but large enough to contain a small, subterranean Havvish neighborhood.
 
   Her guide leapt from the bottoms of his own legs, shed his beard in a flash, and shimmied out of his armor to reveal a Havvish woman with purple eyes and curly, black hair. The transformation from a hooded man to a Havvish woman was so quick and complete that Sofea’s mind struggled to keep up.
 
   “Brandinne?” Sofea said.
 
   “In the flesh,” the diminutive Thief Queen announced, smoothing out her luxurious purple suit. “Sorry for the weird subterfuge of the costume, but I’ve pretty much lost all sources of fun lately. Zero challenges remain in this city for me. I’m bored to tears. Messing with you for five minutes is literally the most fun I’ve had in weeks and even that had a tiny payoff as you barely reacted.”
 
   “Sorry,” Sofea said.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” Brandinne assured her. “I’ve stopped even pretending I’m the former Thief King Randolph because nobody cares. There’s so little loot to be had in the city that no rival guilds have bothered to encroach on my territory. My smuggling operations are the primary source of income for Griffon’s Rock now, so the Duke’s men don’t even hassle me as long as they’re paid to look the other way. I attended a ball at the Duke’s house last week. Lords and Ladies actually asked me how my skunk weed imports were coming. It’s freaking ridiculous how legitimate it all is.”
 
   Brandinne led her deeper into the hall filled with Havvish homes lit by cooking fires and lanterns. In the midst of the tangle of rope ladders and swings, they came upon an opulent den of vice. At least two dozen women of all shapes, sizes, and races sat amongst pillows and couches, eating delicacies, smoking skunk weed, and drinking wine. Each was more beautiful than the last and none were dressed beyond the bare minimum.
 
   “That’s a harem,” Sofea said.
 
   “Yep! I built a harem,” Brandinne said. “This is how bored I’ve been. I don’t even know what I would want with a harem, but it killed a couple months to build it and now they just kind of sit here.”
 
   Sofea didn’t know much about harems since they weren’t common in the snowy north, but she thought Brandinne had done a fine job. The women were eclectic, gorgeous, and inviting. They did look as bored as Brandinne said she was, so Sofea doubted Brandinne was using them in the way most harems were used.
 
   “I’ve come to the conclusion that my people are fairly worthless.” Brandinne climbed into the midst of the harem, stepping daintily over arms and legs to reach the tiny gilded throne in the center. “We don’t build anything of value, we don’t grow anything besides skunk weed, we don’t have any specialized magic, we’re terrible at waging war, and we barely tolerate each other. How there are so many of us is a complete mystery to me.” Brandinne’s harem responded lethargically to her return. Several of the scantily clad women moved to attend her, offering a packed pipe of skunk weed and a goblet of wine. The ones who did not have anything physical to offer lounged at her feet or massaged her shoulders. “They’re not slaves, by the way. I pay them to be here.” Brandinne took the offered pipe, sipped the goblet of wine, and relaxed into the full body massage provided by four beautiful women. “I offered to help Sven for free simply to have something to do. One thing Havvish are somewhat good at is secrets. We keep them well and love to collect them. I’ve got a wiz-bang of a secret to give you too.” Brandinne inhaled deeply of the skunk weed pipe and blew out the green smoke through her little button nose.
 
   Sofea was having an inordinately difficult time concentrating. The haze of skunk weed smoke hanging in the room was dulling her senses, and a few of the women in the harem had made their way to her. The exotic women practically looked through her with their sparkling eyes. She shied away from one who tried to help her remove her coat only to run into another who succeeded in pulling her bearskin jacket off.
 
   “Wow, calm down already, Sofea,” Brandinne said. “You’re all jumpy and weird. If you don’t like girls, just say so and they’ll leave you alone.” When Sofea couldn’t find the words to say so, Brandinne giggled hysterically. “By the pantheon, you do like girls!” She took another long pull of her skunk weed pipe and giggled out the green smoke through her nose and mouth. “You’ve got the timid stare of a maiden too.”
 
   “I am a maiden,” Sofea said.
 
   “Leave her alone, you goofy tarts,” Brandinne ordered of the women in her harem. For good measure she hurled a sweet roll at the aforementioned tarts, striking one of the women on the buttocks. “A night with the three of you would blow up her poor brain and we need it intact to carry the secret out of here.”
 
   Reluctantly the women gave back Sofea’s coat and wandered away. Sofea couldn’t believe there had only been three of them accosting her. The intoxicating scents of their perfumes, the taunting caresses of their hands, and the seductive smiles they all wore blurred until she was certain a dozen women had surrounded her. She quickly put back on her coat, which brought a muted chorus of giggles from the harem.
 
   “Please, just tell me what you know about the Eternal Autumn.” Sofea’s face was warm. In fact, all of her was uncomfortably warm. Try as she might to focus on Brandinne, the women of the harem kept capturing her attention.
 
   “The Eternal Autumn? Not a damn thing,” Brandinne said. “It’s screwing up farming, I guess, which is bad. I’ve been thinking about building a zoo next.”
 
   “That’s your secret? You’re going to build a zoo?”
 
   “No, well, yes, that’s one of my secrets, but it’s not the one I brought you here for,” Brandinne said. “I know where a dragon is.”
 
   “Okay, and…?” Sofea said.
 
   “Dragons know things,” Brandinne explained.
 
   “Dragons also don’t talk to people,” Sofea countered. “They eat us and pick their teeth with our bones.”
 
   “The living ones do.” Brandinne grinned almost literally ear to ear. “This one is dead. Has been for awhile.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Sofea said.
 
   “Don’t worry your cute, red pigtails about that. Wizardly Willard will know what I mean, and you’ll need his help anyway to get to the dragon. The dragon’s roommate is kind of stinky,” Brandinne said. “Remember the Ogre that helped us out of the tunnel? You need to go ask him about his dragon friend.”
 
   “Thank you,” Sofea said. “I’ll do that.” She was so eager to get out of the Havvish den that she didn’t care to ask any follow up questions about the vague information.
 
   “Hey, wait a second,” Brandinne said. “Which one of you ladies would be interested in taking Sofea’s virginity?” She asked of her harem. Every hand shot up.
 
   Sofea glanced around the room to notice all eyes were on her, hungry, predatory, female eyes. She looked to Brandinne who held up her own hand sheepishly. Sofea turned and fled from the room to the giggles of the Thief Queen and her gaggle of scantily clad attendants.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 2
 
   Maternal Challenges
 
    
 
   Calista watched Bianca playing on the floor. Her daughter was working her way through a marble chess set, sorting the pieces, questioning each of them in her gibberish language, and then cataloging them into different areas in the crescent of pieces around her. Calista didn’t know much about babies, but she had gleaned from the extensive help of midwives and doulas that Bianca was different.
 
   Calista assumed babies stuck everything in their mouths and lacked the fine manipulation to set chess pieces up so expertly. Her daughter rarely mouthed anything and seemed inordinately careful with how things were placed around her. Additionally, she was working on some impressive language skills. Bianca had a few words in the common tongue, but at a year old, she was adept at understanding and responding in meaningful ways when one of the Sylvans spoke to her in their language. To test Bianca, Calista tried speaking the few words she knew in obscure languages like Mammoth Tusk Tribe Cyclops and River Dwarf Pidgin; these too were learned and incorporated into the babbling language Bianca was honing.
 
   Harper came up behind Calista and leaned against the same banister she was relying upon for support. Calista’s exhaustion seeped into her very bones, and she could not shake it. The first year of Bianca’s life was an endless source of stress, joy, sleepless nights, and assassins. Bianca was a light sleeper, like Calista, and they had Athol blundering around the keep, so neither of them slept as much as they might have liked. Even when Calista was afforded a moment to sleep between feedings, she struggled to keep her eyes closed for fear of assassins coming for her daughter, combining with the more mundane fears that came with motherhood like whether or not her daughter would grow up to be a weirdo who only spoke a gibberish mix of ten languages.
 
   “She doesn’t seem like a normal baby to me,” Calista said.
 
   “I think she’s organizing her troops,” Harper said of the little scene. “I doubt normal babies do that.”
 
   “How long until she’s beating us both at chess?” Calista rested her head on Harper’s shoulder and let her eyes close. She could take her eyes off Bianca for a few seconds if Harper’s eyes were on her.
 
   “Give it another month or two.”
 
   “Do you speak Sylvan?”
 
   “I know enough to say ‘yes’ and ‘no’ and ‘thank you’ and a few cuss words,” Harper said.
 
   “Cuss words you’d never use.” Calista smiled.
 
   “Obviously,” Harper said.
 
   “So our daughter is going to speak a language neither of us understands,” Calista said. “That’ll be fun when she’s a teenager.”
 
   “When was the last time you slept?” Harper asked.
 
   “Truly slept? Eight months before Bianca was born,” Calista said.
 
   “There is a keep full of Sylvan warriors, a barbarian uncle, and a divine touched mother to watch over her,” Harper said. “I think you can take a break and sleep a little more often.”
 
   “My mind has decided rational thoughts are worthless,” Calista said. It wasn’t the only change in her that seemed to be permanent either. She was forgetful and confused, which were new sensations that could be attributed to lack of sleep, and she certainly hoped that’s all it was. Her hair was a good deal darker than before. And there were a few extra pounds in places that absolutely would not go away. Physically and mentally she wasn’t as sharp or deadly as she used to be even a full year after giving birth.
 
   “There are things that could be done to help you sleep.” Harper rested her hand on Calista’s ample backside and gave her butt a meaningful squeeze as if reading her mind about the changes that hadn’t faded yet. Calista smirked and nuzzled closer to her wife. Harper’s lusty behavior hadn’t diminished after Bianca was born. She seemed to find a whole new source of desire for Calista as the mother of their child and in the more maternal shape of her body.
 
   “How long since we’ve done that?” Calista asked.
 
   “At least twelve hours,” Harper said.
 
   “That’s far too long.” Calista pulled her eyes open to check on Bianca again. Her daughter had finished sorting the troops into proper little regiments around her. One of the Sylvan tribesmen knelt in front of Bianca, asking about her chess pieces. Bianca listened carefully to the questions and answered in fully formed Sylvan words, pointing to each piece as she spoke. Bianca had thick, red hair that matched the color of autumn maple leaves, bright blue eyes that glowed faintly, and slightly pointed ears. If Calista hadn’t been there in person when her daughter came out of her body, she would have questioned if she was even related to the girl. “She doesn’t look like me,” she mused.
 
   “So you’ve claimed before,” Harper said. “She has your darker skin coloring, your solid jaw line, and your deliberate nature.”
 
   “Where did she get red hair, though?”
 
   “That’s Sylvan hair,” Harper said. “It’s only red right now because of the Eternal Autumn.”
 
   Calista hadn’t considered that possibility. Bianca looked a lot like Harper and Harper had Sylvan blood. Harper’s hair didn’t change colors, but it was a trait that might be hidden somewhere in her parentage. Calista’s wonderings on the topic were interrupted by a familiar bellow from the doorway and a trill of excitement from her daughter that always followed the announcement of Athol entering a room. The mighty, bearded barbarian thundered through, scooped a gleeful Bianca from the floor, and kicked his way through her carefully placed chess pieces to begin bouncing her about.
 
   “Invisible parrots have invaded the keep again!” Athol shouted as he stomped around holding Bianca tightly into his beard. She screamed and clapped. “They’ve brought an army of invisible rabbits to bite our ankles. Cling to my beard, young warrior, and we shall defeat them.” Bianca did as she was instructed, gripping tightly to his beard with one hand and accepting the tiny wooden sword he offered with her other hand. “Parrots and rabbits everywhere!”
 
   “We could sneak away to have some fun,” Harper whispered against Calista’s neck.
 
   “We’d need a distraction,” Calista whispered back.
 
   “They’ve combined to become fearsome pabbits!” Athol blundered about, intentionally knocking over furniture before rolling to the ground with Bianca on his barrel chest. “I am beset! Save me from the pabbits, young warrior!” Bianca sat up on his chest and did her level best to slash away at the imaginary pabbits overwhelming Athol.
 
   “That’ll do it.” Harper grabbed Calista’s hand and pulled her from the room.
 
   They fumbled down the hall with hands all over each other. At some point in her pregnancy, Calista started putting the onus on Harper when it came to making love. A year after giving birth, Calista still required Harper to do all the heavy lifting, and she couldn’t even figure out why. When they made love, Calista felt young again even as motherhood made her feel old and tired. She was only twenty-three, but felt ancient after the ordeal of her difficult pregnancy and a year of raising a baby. The doulas and midwives told her this was normal, and she was getting increasingly sick of how normal it all was.
 
   They burst into their room and Harper immediately pressed her against the cold stones of the wall. Calista gripped at the wall ahead and felt Harper press in behind her. Harper’s breath was hot upon her neck, kissing and whispering delightfully naughty things in her ear. Calista let her forehead rest against the stones even as Harper pulled down the top of her robe while pulling up the bottom hem at the same time. The cold air of autumn raised gooseflesh on Calista’s skin only to be warmed by Harper’s caressing hands and urgent kisses. Calista rolled her hips back against Harper’s caressing hands until she felt her wife’s fingers slide inside her.
 
   She felt young and vibrant again when Harper made love to her. It was the only time she could remember she was once a dancing gypsy girl that set fires of desire in whoever saw her, she was once an assassin ordered by the divine to slay Gods, and she was once a seductress capable of charming a beautiful Sword Maiden away from her Goddess. Eventually, she would have to reconcile the fragmented parts of herself to feel whole again; mother, wife, assassin, and seductress would somehow have to fit together. For the moment she was happy just to climax.
 
   Calista rolled her hips against Harper’s fingers, finding the perfect rhythm. Marriage and fidelity to one woman had its advantages—Harper knew exactly how Calista liked to be touched, sensed her pleasure well, and had learned several ways to prolong the anticipation. She was slowing Calista down to let her savor the sensation rather than racing toward the end, and it was making Calista almost literally climb the wall before her.
 
   The delicious, slow lovemaking came to an abrupt end when a meaty fist pounded against the bedroom door. Calista managed to growl at the interruption through her quickened breathing.
 
   “Unless the keep is on fire or surrounded by ice giants, it can wait,” Calista shouted at the door.
 
   “It most certainly cannot,” the lord of the keep roared at the door before resuming his knocking.
 
   Calista slapped her palm against the stone wall ahead of her in a petulant mini-tantrum when she felt Harper’s fingers slide out of her. The lord of the keep, Baron Ungerston, viewed Calista as the southern strumpet knocked up by the Knight of the Faithful Heart to give birth to a fated child. The child, and the woman that he viewed as the sire of the child, were the important guests in his keep. It was clear from the way the man treated his own wife that the sacred chalice of motherhood was meant to provide heirs and little else. Calista despised the snuffling pig of a Baron, but she was hardly in a position to tell him so, especially since Harper got along well with him. She pulled up the front of her robe and pulled down the back that Harper had settled on the shelf of her ass.
 
   “We will be just a moment,” Harper called in her sweetest voice.
 
   Calista leaned in close to Harper, feeling a bit of her old, impish self rising to the surface. She caressed the muscular lines of Harper’s arm and whispered huskily to her, “Think you can take care of whatever it is the Baron is complaining about while I take of myself to finish what you started?” Before Harper could respond, Calista lifted her wife’s fingers to her mouth and licked herself from them.
 
   “That’s hardly fair,” Harper stammered.
 
   “If you hurry back, I’ll let you watch me finish,” Calista whispered. “You could even tell me what to do. I take direction very well.”
 
   “We both know that’s not true.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll take direction well for you in this if you hurry, which makes the offer even more generous.”
 
   “Whatever has gotten into you is…amazing, and I need to…” Harper started. The Baron’s pounding upon the door intensified. Harper whimpered and pulled herself from Calista’s embrace. “Please hold onto this naughtiness for a little longer, I beg of you.”
 
   Harper gathered herself and answered the door. Baron Ungerston immediately pushed his way into the room. The Baron was around the same height as Calista and Harper, but likely as wide as both of them together. He might have been a powerful knight or warrior in his younger years, but age had padded his formerly stocky physique with a good deal of fat. He had a round head and face, bow legs, and shrewd green eyes to go with his graying black hair.
 
   “This is getting intolerable,” Baron Ungerston complained.
 
   “What is, my lord?” Harper asked.
 
   “They’re at it again!” Baron Ungerston shouted.
 
   “Who is at what again?” Calista demanded.
 
   The Baron motioned for them to follow with a quick jerk of his hand. Without waiting to see if they actually did fall in behind him, he stormed from the room and down the hall in his trundling gait. Harper and Calista followed—Harper out of a sense of duty and Calista out of curiosity. The Baron led them down the hall, around two corners, and into a room with a large window overlooking the interior courtyard of the keep. Drag marks disturbed the morning frost on the flagstones of the sanctum’s floor. A handful of Sylvan hunters hauled a trio of black-clad bodies toward a pyre that two other Sylvans tended. The corpses looked like assassins peppered with Sylvan arrows.
 
   “They’re burning the assassins because we’ve run out of room to bury them all,” the Baron explained.
 
   “I guess we should have been burning them all along,” Calista mused.
 
   “Do you know what they are saying of me in Ovid?” the Baron demanded.
 
   “That your keep is assassination proof?” Calista offered.
 
   “No, that I harbor a curse to the land within my walls,” the Baron said.
 
   “Our daughter is not a curse,” Harper said in a steely tone.
 
   “The fields hold the same scraps of the harvest from last year and the cold prevents any future planting or growing from taking place. It is a year since her birth and a year since the seasons changed,” the Baron said. “Are we meant to think these events are coincidental?”
 
   “She’s a baby,” Calista objected. “How could she prevent the seasons from changing?”
 
   “And the world shall burn before her,” the Baron said. “Or have you forgotten the prophecy?”
 
   “Look outside,” Calista argued. “It’s hardly burning out there.”
 
   “She’s the offspring of two women created by the magic of three Goddesses,” the Baron said. “Who knows what she is capable of?”
 
   Athol and Bianca rumbled past just outside the door. Bianca was firmly planted on his shoulders, holding tight to his hair with one hand and leading a charge with her wooden sword in the other.
 
   “Pabbits!” Bianca cried as they passed by.
 
   “Fine, I admit she does not appear to be a curse,” the Baron said. “However, my opinion is the minority. The fact remains, the other Barons of the duchy do not know her as I do and are threatening to march upon my keep if she is not expelled from the region.”
 
   “They wouldn’t dare,” Harper said.
 
   “The Duke of Ovid seems willing to turn his attention elsewhere while they do, such is the disquiet caused by the Eternal Autumn,” the Baron said.
 
   “But the Eternal Autumn is everywhere,” Calista argued. “It’d be one thing if only the Duchy of Ovid was being affected, but it’s happening all over Vaelandria.”
 
   The Baron shrugged dramatically and held up his hands in a futile offering. “I have said as much until my throat is raw from the effort. They do not care.”
 
   “Are you sending us away?” Harper asked, her voice softened with concern.
 
   “Assassins are one thing, but the other Barons can raise one of the largest armies in Vaelandria if they so choose,” Baron Ungerson said. “I would not be able to protect you or Bianca, and I don’t think the dozen Sylvans and two mercenaries will be able to either if you stay here.”
 
   “Where are we supposed to go?” Calista asked. There was the option of going north to Griffon’s Rock, but the city was vulnerable after the Winter War and hit just as hard by the Eternal Autumn as everywhere else. They could go south to the lowlands, but a region full of assassins that relied upon spring and summer flowers for half their economy likely wouldn’t be welcoming or safe.
 
   “There is an innkeeper in the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest that has sent a good deal of correspondence to me over the last year or so,” the Baron said. “He asked repeatedly to allow the child of the three Goddesses to make a pilgrimage to his inn. I ignored his letters at first, but when the Eternal Autumn diminished the fervor and hope around Bianca’s birth, his letters were the only ones that continued.”
 
   “The people of the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest worship Mycetes the God of decay and rot,” Harper said.
 
   “Also Faellan the Lady of the Harvest,” the Baron said. “It is the only region of Vaelandria where anyone is celebrating the Eternal Autumn. If Bianca would be safe and revered anywhere, it would be there.”
 
   “We will study the maps, check the correspondence you’ve mentioned, and consult with our companions,” Calista said.
 
   “We thank you for the hospitality and your warning in this,” Harper added.
 
   “I can delay the other Barons for another week or two at most,” Baron Ungerston said. “Make haste, and I will do whatever I can to ease your journey.”
 
   Harper and Calista took their leave of the Baron and walked back toward their room. A heavy cloud of apprehension weighed upon the keep with the news of an impending invasion, and Calista wondered if she’d been too tired or distracted to notice it before the Baron laid out the truth for them so clearly.
 
   “We have other options,” Harper said. “Sven is the primary owner of The Thundering Dawn Inn now…”
 
   “…and it is in the midst of an agricultural region starving from a year without a harvest,” Calista said. “The Valley of the Hallowed Harvest is a tiny circular basin nestled at the crux of the costal mountain range to the southwest of here. Their late autumns might be temperate enough to allow for some winter crops to be grown through the Eternal Autumn, which would explain why they’re celebrating rather than starving.”
 
   “We should seek to find out what is causing the Eternal Autumn so we might clear Bianca of suspicion,” Harper said.
 
   “We’re mothers now. We cannot afford to go off adventuring while our child is in imminent danger. Besides, what would we do if we discovered she was the cause?”
 
   “You’re right, of course. But who can we send in our stead and where would we even send them? The Sylvans won’t leave Bianca’s side as their own prophecies say she is destined to be the savior of their people.”
 
   “I wasn’t aware their people needed saving.”
 
   “They didn’t specify when they would need a savior.” Harper shrugged. “They talk to Bianca more than they talk to me. Only she would know exactly what kind of trouble they might be in or when it might happen.”
 
   “We could send Caleb and Athol, but I’m unsure what those two could discover on their own.”
 
   “We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Harper said. “We must get Bianca to safety first. Then we can decide who to send to investigate the source of the Eternal Autumn and where they might be sent.”
 
   “Our agents won’t be the only ones looking into the matter,” Calista said. “If the number of dead assassins is any indication, there are plenty of people actively working on the problem.” Calista paused in their walk, instinctively reaching out to grasp Harper’s forearm. “But the assassins started before the Eternal Autumn.” Her fuzzy, confused, sleep-deprived mind should have seen it earlier.
 
   “What does that mean then?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but whoever is sending them must know something we don’t or the assassins aren’t related to the Eternal Autumn at all,” Calista said. “We should also find out who is hiring the assassins.”
 
   “That seems like a more reasonable assignment for the Dagger Falls Company,” Harper said. “We can dispatch Caleb with a message to Sven as soon as we know where we’re heading.”
 
   Something stirred within Calista, and she recaptured a piece of herself that she’d thought was lost. There was a problem to be solved now, a potential assassination job in the future, and a course of action needing to be taken. She wasn’t simply sitting about focusing on changing dirty nappies and breast feeding while everyone around her saw to her safety—she was taking an active hand in the protection of her daughter. It felt good to sharpen the edge of her wits against a real problem again.
 
   “While Baron Ungerston gathers the correspondence and maps for us to study, I owe you a show and taking of your direction,” Calista said.
 
   “Are you still in the mood for that?”
 
   “Yes, more even than when I first suggested it,” Calista said. Perhaps there was some excitement in being a mother that she hadn’t anticipated. Travel, adventure, and clandestine dealings could still be a part of her life, and that was a turn on.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 3
 
   The Edge of Death
 
    
 
   Sofea mounted her black charger beside Willard upon his fat, old mule. She would have to keep her horse in check not to abandon the Sorcerer within the stone berry groves since his mule moved at a plodding, leisurely pace and her horse was always eager to gallop.
 
   Willard puffed away on his pipe, changing the smoke exhaled through his nose with a twinkle of his eye that spoke of magic that had seeped deep down into his very bones over the decades. Geometric patterns, animals, and crazy spirals formed in the smoke as it drifted up from the wide brim of his hat into the cool, crisp autumn morning.
 
   “I believe this may be my last adventure,” Willard mumbled around the mouthpiece of his stout, briar pipe. “I’m old and fat, and I’m only going to get older and fatter with each passing day.”
 
   Sofea slid her shiny, winged helmet on over her red braids. Her Valkyrie helmet had a nose plate to protect her nose and guards along the cheeks, but left her mouth exposed that she might taste the salt spray of the waves when landing on a distant shore and the blood of her enemies when it splashed upon her face. Aside from her steel helmet, bracers, girdle, and greaves, her armor was thick leather, boiled until it hardened. Despite heading in the opposite direction from the ocean that morning, she was armored as a seafarer departing for raiding. That was how she felt—on the cusp of a grand adventure. She was barely eighteen and eager to carve her own warrior legend into the world even if her traveling companion was eyeing the end of his adventuring days.
 
   “You’ve done well with the time you’ve had,” Sofea replied. “Your involvement in the Winter War secured your legend. Retiring now, before you meet an ignominious end at the hands of an unworthy foe, is a wise choice.”
 
   “My legend is not my concern,” Willard said. “I’ve crested the mountain of caring about my legacy, and now I simply yearn for comfort and quiet.”
 
   They nudged their mounts out from the Thundering Dawn stables and rounded the front of the inn to head toward the eastern road. The streets were quiet at the early hour and very little smoke rose from the chimneys throughout the remains of the eastern quarter. Most the houses were abandoned, structurally unsound, or filled with people too poor to afford the increasingly expensive wood, coal, and peat to heat their homes. At the eastern gate, two guards stood watch upon the ground and another two on the parapet above.
 
   Beyond the opened gate, a lone figure sat at the edge of the stone bridge covering the defensive ravine. She was dressed all in black and lounging like a sinister crow upon the railing of the bridge. Brandinne looked like a Thief Queen of legend in the finest set of studded leather armor Sofea had ever seen. The metal studs and reinforcements were made from muted obsidian steel; the leather was from a basilisk no doubt as the ashen, black pelt had been worked until it positively absorbed the light around the wearer.
 
   “Consider me bored enough to come along,” Brandinne said upon their approach. She drew her tan pony from beside the gate and leapt nimbly into the saddle. Her curly, black hair bounced around her round face with cheeks colored pink by the cold, morning air.
 
   “We’d welcome any kind of royalty on our journey,” Willard said, “even the nefarious types.”
 
   Brandinne seemed oblivious to the nervousness she aroused in Sofea. Perhaps she’d forgotten about the strange conversation the day before and how it had ended with Brandinne including herself in the informal poll of those who might enjoy bedding Sofea for the first time. Or perhaps it had all been a Havvish jest meant only to make Sofea blush. Sofea didn’t know enough about Brandinne to know what her intentions were.
 
   “I also needed to get out of my den for a few reasons, not the least of which is a new fear of developing rickets from being underground so damned much,” Brandinne said. “Additionally, did you know you’re supposed to have sex with a harem? I was aware a person could have sex with their harem, but I didn’t know it was expected of the owner to routinely service them sexually.”
 
   “I believe the intention of a harem is to service the owner,” Willard said.
 
   “That makes even less sense!” Brandinne objected. “There are twelve of them, and I’m supposed to learn all their likes and dislikes, personal kinks, and then perform in such a way that would justify having a harem? It’s ridiculous! I feel like I have twelve needy wives, and if they aren’t after me for seduction and romance, they’re in my pocket for money. Now, they’ve got it in their head that I need to take them someplace warm for a vacation. It’s the Eternal freaking Autumn! Nowhere is particularly warm right now.”
 
   “You sleep with all of them?” Sofea asked, trying not to imagine the tangle of the twelve beautiful concubines wrapped around Brandinne—as appealing of a thought as it was, it was entirely distracting, and fairly taboo.
 
   “I’m pretty sure I have,” Brandinne said. “It all kind of runs together after awhile. Not in that way…but also in that way. The thing about it is I wouldn’t even consider myself all that sexual of a person. I built the harem out of boredom, not desire, and I’d feel kind of bad sending them back to their other jobs since they’ve all expressed their happiness with the current arrangement.”
 
   “I know of a few books on the subject that you might read,” Willard said.
 
   “There are books about how to tend a harem?” Sofea asked incredulously.
 
   “Oh my, yes,” Willard said. “Mostly written by eastern princes who are famous for their collections of concubines. Why, one of them boasted a harem of a thousand and would recite all their names, one after the other, to entertain his court.”
 
   “Books are strange and pointless,” Sofea decided.
 
   “Strange, perhaps, but certainly not pointless,” Willard corrected her.
 
   “Diana, Sapphire, Kiffany, Robinette…I think there are two named after flowers, maybe Rosalie? How many was that?” Brandinne asked.
 
   “Four and one maybe,” Willard said.
 
   “The other seven or eight are going to need name tattoos,” Brandinne decided.
 
   “Do they cook your meals, clean your home, tend your armor, sharpen your weapons, and manage your livestock?” Sofea asked. The concept of a harem was foreign in the north, although Brandinne likened them to wives, and those were the normal duties of a northland wife. Having a dozen seemed to her like overkill for the tasks her mother had accomplished easily by herself.
 
   Brandinne laughed so hard she nearly fell out of her saddle. “None of it,” she said when she regained an iota of her composure. “They sing, recite poetry, fetch me things, lick, nibble, suck, and rub pretty much anything, but they flatly refuse any other domestic duties. That’s fairly standard for Havvish wives. Even though only one of them is Havvish, their behavior matches nicely with my lack of expectations of them.”
 
   “In the north, a wife manages the home in all ways and even keeps accounts if she has the learning for numbers and reading,” Sofea said.
 
   “You don’t seem the type to mend shirts, cook stews, and sweep floors,” Brandinne argued. “Maybe that’s why you left. Wait a second. I recall you mentioned liking girls. You’ve got some strange gender lines drawn in your head for what I’m guessing is an unquenchable desire to lick breasts and other womanly bits.”
 
   “No, I…would like to one day find a wife of my own who might tend a house for me while I raid,” Sofea said, feeling immensely foolish for sharing her impossible dream. Women in the north did not raid often and marriages between two women were not recognized or respected within any northland tribe.
 
   “Ah, the dream of domestic bliss,” Brandinne said. “In all my years, I’ve never known the pleasure of wishing to settle down and grow fat. This is as close as I’ve come to the simple life, and I’ve needlessly complicated it by hitching myself to a harem rather than a single woman. I’m thinking I should have built the zoo first and the harem second. Of course, without a stone berry harvest, I’d have a bunch of starving elephants now instead of a gaggle of sex-starved trollops.”
 
   “How old are you anyway?” Sofea always thought of Brandinne as a strange teenager or even younger. Perhaps it was a height concern as Sofea imagined herself a good deal older than the Thief Queen.
 
   “Eighty-two,” Brandinne said. “Don’t be too surprised. Havvish can hope for three centuries, although that hope is seldom met.”
 
   “Most meet with accidents or murder long before then,” Willard explained.
 
   Brandinne tapped the side of her nose with her index finger. “Realistic life expectancy is closer to one and a half centuries before we smoke ourselves to death, get poisoned by a relative, or fall off something very high. We tend to die young and leave lovely little corpses.”
 
   A hundred and fifty didn’t sound young to Sofea, but she could certainly understand why most Havvish didn’t live to old age. The extravagance and eccentricity of Brandinne spoke of a life lived at a breakneck speed toward some sort of catastrophe. Any race bored by unmitigated success was likely to court ruin sooner rather than later.
 
   They rode in silence for a time, following much the same path into the east taken by the original Dagger Falls Company; the difference being, the first squad was seeking easy dragon treasure while the second was seeking the dragon itself. Brandinne interrupted the silence occasionally with attempts to remember the names of her harem, commentary on their mundane surroundings, and plans for what animals she would like in her zoo that increasingly sounded like a fantasy beyond a possible scope. Brandinne was in the middle of a debate with herself over whether or not she should have rhinos or peacocks in her zoo when a bear’s injured roar echoed through the barren limbs of the stone berry orchards.
 
   “What in the name of…” Sofea muttered as she spurred her horse toward the sound. She slid her shield from her back and across her left forearm. Wizardly Willard and Brandinne followed, clearly less curious about the noise than Sofea, but still interested in keeping their group together.
 
   Sofea broke into a clearing around a dried pond even as she was sliding her axe from its sheath on her saddle. An enormous, gray bear was cornered in a dug-out section of the pond’s bank, fighting against a handful of the ice widow spiders that Sofea thought had all been cleared out months ago. The bear had suffered a bite and the enormous spiders were closing in on it.
 
   “It’s one of the escaped Cyclops mounts that fled up the Screeching Peak,” Willard surmised. “See the scraps of barding still clinging to it in places? It must have come down out of the mountains when food became scarce.”
 
   “I thought we killed all the ice widows,” Sofea said.
 
   “Goodness, no,” Willard said. “The nobles and merchants who own the orchards simply ran out of money to hire mercenaries. Rather than admit they couldn’t afford to finish the job, they declared the orchards free of spiders since no workers would be returning to the trees while the Eternal Autumn persisted.”
 
   “This seems like a problem that will sort itself out,” Brandinne said. “Let’s go.”
 
   Brandinne and Willard turned their mounts from the scene even as the spiders closed in on the bear that was becoming delirious from the poisonous bite. Its swipes were erratic and nowhere near the encroaching arachnids.
 
   Sofea grumbled, dismounted her horse, and slid down the edge of the dry pond. The first spider she snuck up on did not see or hear her coming. She was quiet for a northerner and moved across frosted ground like a thief over thick carpets. She lashed out with her axe, taking off one of the spider’s rear support limbs. Before it could turn, she cracked its bulbous abdomen with the round edge of her wooden shield. The spider struggled to escape forward and away from her. She placed her foot upon its back, pressed its body to the ground, and bisected its head with her axe.
 
   The remaining two spiders lost their focus. One lunged for the bear while the other came for Sofea. She got her shield up in time to hear its dagger-length fangs scraping along the face of her buckler. She coiled her entire, lanky body behind the shield and pushed up and forward, capsizing the spider backward. She leapt upon her victim before it could flip over. She hacked away with her axe until the limbs flailing to either side of her curled up and laid still.
 
   The bear roared, drawing Sofea’s attention from her kill. The final spider’s rush was cut short by a streaking flash of hot flame that engulfed the giant arachnid in a ball of fire. Both Sofea and the bear seemed a little surprised by the sudden turn of events. Willard trotted his fat mule to the edge of the pond and tipped his hat to Sofea.
 
   “Okay, you’ve killed some spiders and got that gross, yellow crap all over your axe,” Brandinne said, riding up beside Willard. “Can we go now that you’ve satisfied your bloodlust?”
 
   “Not yet.” Sofea set aside her dripping axe and scarred shield. She scrambled up the side of the pond, snatched the reins of her horse when it passed her, and quickly searched through her pack until she found the antivenin mixed to counter the poison of the ice widow. It was a matter of standard preparations for a Valkyrie to carry the antidote, and she was glad she hadn’t passed so far from the training of her sisters to forget. She slid back into the pond and slowly approached the bear.
 
   “You’re not seriously going to try to heal the Cyclops bear, are you?” Brandinne asked.
 
   “Best to put it out of its misery if you’re planning on doing anything,” Willard agreed.
 
   The bear was enormous, big enough to carry a Cyclops captain’s weight easily. If it wasn’t half-starved and spider bitten, it likely could have crushed Sofea with one swipe of a paw. As it stood, she didn’t think she even needed to approach with caution. The bear had retreated to the half-dug den it was working on and rested on its side, breathing in labored gasps. Sofea continued to creep forward, but the bear’s bloodshot yellow eyes did not even seem to see her.
 
   She worked quickly to mix the antivenin. The green poultice smelled of the deep forest and tundra mosses and earth even as she pressed it to the wounds amid the matted gray fur of the mangy beast. The poultice did its work to ease the pain and draw the poison into the muddy mixture. The bear’s breathing normalized and clarity returned to its eyes. She’d done what she could, although she imagined she only prolonged the bear’s life long enough to starve to death.
 
   “There are three spider bodies here,” Sofea whispered to the bear. “One of them is even cooked if you prefer your meat charred.”
 
   She turned and walked away. She retrieved her axe and shield, climbed out of the pond, and pulled herself into the saddle of her antsy charger. Brandinne and Willard looked at her as if she’d gone mad or performed a miracle or both.
 
   “I know what it feels like to be spider bitten,” Sofea said. “I wouldn’t wish the ice widow’s venom on my worst enemy, let alone a brave, loyal mount far from home.” It was a terrible feeling to know your death was already in your veins and life was slipping away to a horrible fate of having flesh dissolved to end up in a spider’s stomach. She’d known the fear, and it still haunted her dreams.
 
   They rode on without another word passing between them. Even Brandinne seemed somber for a time. They reached the river and turned north along the grassy bank. Frost clung to the tall, dead grass that hadn’t seen a spring or summer in more than a year. Steam billowed from their horse’s nostrils. The river flowed slowly across the rocky bed, iced over in many places. The Eternal Autumn carried a dark splendor in the lingering mists clinging to the foothills at the edge of the stone berry groves, and Sofea had to remind herself that if it continued for another year, it would mean starvation for countless people despite its terrible beauty.
 
   The stench of the Ogre lair met them long before they could even see the smoke rising from the Ogre’s endless cooking fire to mingle with the autumn mists drifting among the trees. Willard created a sphere of magical protection around them that calmed the horses and allowed for easy breathing among their tiny troupe.
 
   The Ogre’s lair sat on a finger of land jutting into a wide bend in the river. The Ogre, familiar to two of the three companions, sat in front of the entrance to the den he’d dug from the earth around the foundation of the ruined farmhouse that was centuries old or more. He sat on a low, stone bench with his long limbs draped around him. Beside him was a large, stone berry branch basket. He stood upon their approach and waited for them to come closer.
 
   “Late said the stew you would be,” the Ogre said when they came within conversational range.
 
   “Our Valkyrie felt the urge to save a bear from spiders,” Brandinne said. “Did the stew mention that?”
 
   “The stew need not everything explain,” the Ogre decided. “Come for the dragon have you? Come see then him.” The Ogre beckoned them over to the basket.
 
   Sofea and Brandinne dismounted their horses while Willard stayed on his mule. The fat old, Sorcerer had fallen asleep in the saddle a few times already and looked to be heading in that direction again. Sofea hoped his spell to protect them from the stench would hold up even if he dozed off. Sofea and Brandinne approached the basket. For some reason, Sofea expected it to contain a small dragon, but instead found it was full of ancient, muddy bones.
 
   “It would seem we’re a lot late to have a conversation with this dragon,” Sofea said.
 
   The Ogre shook his massive head, sending his oily black hair to sway limply around his face. He thrust a hand into the basket, fished around in the clattering bones, and pulled out a dragon skull roughly the size of a large oxen’s.
 
   “Die cannot a dragon,” the Ogre explained. “Bones it is, but even as bones is it alive. Speak can it if listen knows how someone.”
 
   “Can you hear it?” Brandinne asked.
 
   The Ogre nodded. “But speak not dragon language do I and refuse it speak the tongue of Ogre.”
 
   “We’d hate to take your mostly dead companion even if you’re not on speaking terms,” Brandinne said.
 
   “Long ago stew did say come for dragon one day would three,” the Ogre said. “Foretold it was dragon would go you with.”
 
   Despite not seeing the purpose in the journey anymore, Sofea participated in splitting the dragon bones among their horses so none of their mounts would bog down under the weight. The bones were heavier than she expected and what she’d thought was mud at first glance actually looked like dried blood upon closer inspection. After decades of decaying, any blood should have been long gone, but it still clung to the dragon’s disassembled skeleton in several places. Willard awoke when they started loading bones onto his mule. He nodded his understanding of their new, skeletal companion, and informed them he did not speak dragon before dozing off again.
 
   “Does the stew say anything else that might help us?” Sofea asked of the Ogre once the basket was empty and the dragon was split between the sacks on their three mounts.
 
   “Powerful for a time the stew was. Giant bones and meat did feed it. Empty now is pot and says no stew more until Autumn of the Eternal end comes.” The Ogre sat back down on the stone bench and resumed his gangly meditation.
 
   Sofea couldn’t be sure, but she thought the Ogre looked thinner than he had when she briefly met him almost two years before. At the very least, he seemed sad. Only when they were well away from the den, out of the range of the stench, did she realize why. The Ogre was divine touched and the stew was his connection to his God. Without food enough to fill the pot to create the stew, the Ogre’s lifeline to his deity was severed. Sofea was not divine touched, but she’d heard the breaking of the bond between a mortal and an immortal was astoundingly painful for the mortal. The Ogre was a hermit, but he hadn’t truly been alone until the stew pot sat empty.
 
   “I hope this dragon knows something useful,” Sofea muttered.
 
   “I hope we can find someone who can speak to it,” Willard said, startling Brandinne and Sofea who thought he was asleep again.
 
   “Let’s ride through without camping,” Brandinne said. “I’m sick of this depressing trip and eager to return to the warm embrace of my strange and demanding harem.”
 
   Sofea shook her head and tried her best to seem dismissive of Brandinne’s declaration even though she completely agreed that sleeping in the midst of a dozen beautiful, naked women sounded a whole lot more appealing than camping in the spider infested stone berry orchards in the midst of the coldest month of autumn.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 4
 
   The Road Ahead
 
    
 
   Options being what options were, it still took a day for Harper and Calista to decide their course. The correspondence from the innkeeper in the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest seemed suspicious to Calista, although rather mundane to Harper. Regardless of one mother’s trepidation, the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest was still the best option available, and so the other mother’s optimism won out.
 
   They dispatched Caleb to inform Sven of the change of location and requested the rest of the Dagger Falls Company join them in the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest. Athol remained with Harper, Calista, and Bianca, refusing to be parted from his favorite niece, as he’d dubbed her.
 
   The Sylvan host was ready to move at a moment’s notice, although it took the rest of them three more days to get prepared. The road held potential dangers, even with a dozen Sylvan riders with them, and Calista wasn’t willing to leave until she’d seen to every contingency possible. Harper was eager to be away from the keep in hopes of avoiding another siege, but she opted to be understanding about Calista’s newly cautious nature.
 
   Baron Ungerston’s men escorted them nearly to the edge of his holdings on the fourth day after the decision to depart was made. Their procession included two oxen-drawn wagons, the dozen mounted Sylvans on their elk, and three horses including Aerial. The female attendants who had served so faithfully from shortly after conception to Bianca’s first birthday dispersed in all directions, traveling in pairs and carrying child-sized bundles in hopes of confusing potential pursuit.
 
   On a misty, muddy morning, they reached the edge of the Baron’s land and truly set out on their own. A dark gathering of clouds obscured the sky and a cold wind whipped across the rolling, brown hills covered with fallow fields and speckled by stone farmhouses in the distance to either side of the road.
 
   Harper huddled into her furs and blankets with Bianca. Her daughter’s glowing blue eyes were taking in the world with wide wonder even though the scenery was largely mundane. Athol rode in the wagon as well with his draft horse tethered to the back. He dozed lightly with his hammer across his lap, and though he looked peaceful and unaware, Harper knew he could leap to fight at a moment’s notice.
 
   Calista rode alongside the wagon, mounted on Aerial. Her old armor no longer fit her, and so she wore a smattering of leather plates on a hide backing salvaged from the Baron’s armory. Her bronze hair had grown long, wild, and dark during her pregnancy and the first year after Bianca’s birth. Harper watched her wife with hungry eyes, continually shocked by how beautiful Calista was after becoming a mother. Before, she was lithe, dangerous, and exotic, but now she was strong, wise, and fertile as Harper saw it, which was a new and overwhelming kind of beauty.
 
   Calista had been good to her word about taking Harper’s direction in the bedroom. For the past three days, Calista did whatever Harper asked of her when they were alone. The initial offer, to let Harper watch while Calista finished, sparked so many other fun activities. Desire stirred within Harper just thinking about Calista laid out upon their bed, awaiting her commands. She’d shyly asked for Calista to do things at first. Thankfully, Calista was eager to put on a show worth seeing and took a good deal of liberty with Harper’s timid requests. When she spread her legs, it wasn’t just a mechanical response to an order; she rolled, writhed, and moved with such fluid grace in displaying herself for Harper that it almost seemed like a lurid dance. Harper’s soft voice directed Calista’s hands across her body, removing clothes, touching wherever Harper’s eyes landed, until Calista was panting and moaning and Harper was eager to participate beyond watching and speaking. It wasn’t until the third day that Calista allowed Harper to do anything but tell her what to do. When Calista finally allowed her onto the bed, Harper’s body was already thrumming with sexual frustration and anticipation that still hadn’t been entirely satisfied.
 
   Harper watched Calista for awhile in hopes that her wife would look over and they could share a meaningful glance. Calista’s eyes were to the horizon and constantly scanning for danger. Harper finally whistled at Calista to get her attention. Calista glanced over.
 
   “You’re beautiful on my horse,” Harper said dreamily.
 
   Calista laughed lightly. “I would have thought she was our horse by now.”
 
   “Fine, you’re beautiful on our horse.”
 
   Calista cracked a smile. “You’re beautiful holding our child.”
 
   “Pabbits!” Athol grunted, startling himself awake.
 
   The mention of a familiar foe put Bianca on high alert. When she started fussing, Harper exchanged the hammer in Athol’s lap for the little girl.
 
   “There, since you’ve riled her with talk of pabbits, you can quiet her,” Harper said.
 
   Athol happily accepted the bundled baby. “Let me tell about the time your mother and I defeated a Cyclops army upon the frozen ocean.” Bianca quieted almost immediately to hear the tale.
 
   Harper groaned. How Athol always quieted Bianca long enough to hear an entire story was a wonder to Harper and a skill she did not possess. Harper seized on the opportunity to close her eyes and rest a little. The preparation for departure had been hectic, and she’d been distracted by the sparking in her sexual relationship with Calista. The gentle rolling of the wagon across the frosty ground lulled her to sleep along with the rumbling timber of Athol’s voice telling the story of the Winter War to Bianca for the twentieth time.
 
   Harper didn’t know how long she slept, only that she awoke with the wagon stopped. Calista was speaking heatedly with someone at the front of the procession. Men at arms, two dozen or so, blocked the road in front of them leading out of the duchy of Ovid. The soldiers wore tabards and their shield bore standards that Harper didn’t recognize. Only one of them had a horse and the rest looked like common conscripts rather than trained mercenaries.
 
   “You’ve wandered a long way from home,” Calista said. “I can’t imagine what authority you think you have here.”
 
   “Call it more of an imperative than a mandate,” the leader of the group said. He was an older man, perhaps a household knight of a local noble reliable enough to lead men, but unlikely to swing a sword himself anymore. His scraggly gray and brown beard waggled when he spoke, poking out the bottom of the ancient helm he wore.
 
   “Your numbers won’t count for much without mounts or training,” Calista said.
 
   “We hadn’t expected to be the group to intercept you, but that hardly matters,” the old knight replied. “If we fall, it’ll mark a clear path for a stronger force to follow. Better to avoid the whole thing and just come with us, don’t you think?”
 
   “I’m leaning toward wholesale slaughter, myself,” Calista said, her hand inching ever closer to one of the four long knives she wore on her hips. They were the same blades she’d taken off the Dwarves before the Winter War, and Harper knew her wife was more than adept enough at throwing them to plant one in the eye-slit of the knight’s helmet before he could even get a hand to his sword or shield.
 
   “You wish to stop our departure and you are willing to lay down your lives to do so,” Harper said, standing grandly in the back of the wagon to draw the attention of everyone in the tense parlance. “Do you even know why you were charged with such a dire task?”
 
   “Apprehending a child was all we were told,” the knight replied. “We see you travel with a child and the Sylvans our lord said would mark your group. We were ordered to escort you back to my lord’s keep, or if this was not possible, block your departure.”
 
   Harper considered the words carefully. The men weren’t assassins, although would no doubt escort them to someone who might intend them harm. Answers weren’t as easy to come by in such a situation.
 
   “I would not ask you to foreswear the honor and duty owed to your lord by requesting that you step aside and allow us to leave,” Harper said, “but nor would I see your men die in what you must know would be an altercation heavily stacked against you.”
 
   “It would seem we are at an impasse then,” the knight said wearily.
 
   “Face me in single combat for the right to pass,” Harper said.
 
   For a moment, the old knight sat taller in the saddle while he considered the proposal. It was an honest request of a man Harper hoped was as honorable as he seemed. Slaughter could still end up being the outcome if Harper lost. Calista didn’t give a flying fig tree for the chivalry of knights and would kill the knight and his soldiers to the last man before letting their daughter be carted off to some random lord, but that didn’t matter because Harper didn’t plan on losing. If the knight turned out to be dishonest in his dealings, Harper would gladly join her wife in wiping the men from the face of the world. There were no outcomes in which Bianca would be taken and only one in which Harper could save the lives of the men blocking their path.
 
   “Yes, I believe this would be the best for all involved.” The knight slid from his saddle.
 
   Harper hopped spryly out of the back of the wagon. Calista rode Aerial over next to her to speak briefly before the combat began. Harper reached into the back of the wagon to retrieve her sword.
 
   “Do not hesitation to kill him,” Calista whispered to her. “Men hold onto their honor only so far as it serves them.”
 
   Harper slid Valiance from its sheath. The sword was the weapon gifted to her by the Goddess Dahlia. The double-edged blade was long, four solid feet, straight as an arrow, and nearly white the steel was so pure and polished. Unlike the larger, curved blade given to her by Maraline, the sword gifted to her by Dahlia felt like an extension of Harper rather than an expression of her Goddess’s might.
 
   “Let me do this for you, Harper,” Athol said. “I can cut the man down in a single swing and we can be on our way.”
 
   “Aren’t you both so very helpful?” Harper chided. “I know how to fight a duel and I do not want him dead, only defeated.”
 
   “Don’t you want your armor?” Calista asked as Harper strode out into the misty field of frosty, dead grass to meet the old knight in a respectable duel.
 
   “My faith is my armor,” Harper replied.
 
   The old knight was taller than Harper expected once he was dismounted. His plate armor was older, but of fine quality. The shield he carried was dented and scarred from battles likely fought before Harper was even born. His broadsword was new and unblemished by any chips in its cutting edges. While his men made comments about her foolishly facing their captain without armor, the old knight seemed wary of the overt display of confidence.
 
   Calista rode to the edge of the unmarked area the two combatants seemed to have agreed upon. Her hands were well away from her knives, focused instead on the reins to keep a high-strung Aerial in check. “Do you know who she is, old man?” Calista asked. “That is the hero of the Winter War who slew giants and Cyclops in such great numbers that dozens of scribes could not make a true accounting.”
 
   Harper sighed. She didn’t need Calista mentally abusing the knight beforehand. The knight, to his credit, raised the flat of his sword to the front of his helmet in salute rather than make a reply to Calista’s thinly veiled threat. Harper mirrored his salute with her own sword. She turned the light blade slowly in her hands to bring it to a readied position even as the knight dropped into a guard behind his shield.
 
   The cool, autumn wind blew across the fields, carrying with it the scent of decaying grass and a snowy winter that would not come. Harper breathed deeply, stood stock still, and waited while the knight strafed around her.
 
   He came in low to test her guard on her left side. It was a light feint meant only to find the range of her reaction. Harper stepped quickly into the attack, batting away the knight’s light slash with a downward cut of her own blade. The knight attempted to give ground, but Harper followed through and lunged into him to keep pace. He scrambled to get his shield up between them. She lowered her shoulder, blocking the edge of the shield with her muscular right arm, and swiftly brought the pommel of her sword up into his guard, smashing the massive pink gemstone on the bottom of the handle into the underside of the knight’s chin.
 
   The knight staggered backward, barely getting his sword up to deflect an underhand slash brought by Harper’s follow through. Harper stepped into the momentum she’d gained, turned her sword through the natural arc of the attack and brought it back around in another wheeling underhand attack aimed at the knight’s shield side. The knight intercepted the blow with his shield and nearly lost his balance when the power of the sword strike echoed across the shield and into his arm.
 
   She turned the sword halfway along the follow through and swung it in a horizontal arc across the front of the knight’s guard even as he gave ground. Rather than step back from the slash, the knight pressed forward into it. Her blade clanged against the face of his shield, staggering him to the opposite side. Even still, he thrust forward with his sword, opening a cut on the outside of Harper’s left arm.
 
   Harper stepped into the attack to the sword arm side of the knight. The cross guard on her sword caught the knight’s blade. She pushed hard with both arms to shove the knight’s sword arm out to his side. In the tiny opening provided, she made a hard thrust kick at the inside of his right leg. The knight stumbled, fell to a knee, and Harper brought her sword back around, cutting deeply into the underside of his right arm. The sword fell from his hand as all the strength fled from the wounded limb.
 
   The knight brought his shield up to protect himself while scrambling to retrieve his sword. The fight was over, but Harper had to respect his determination. While she could have easily cleaved his sword hand from his body to bring the matter to a close, she did not believe such brutality necessary. She kicked the face of his shield as hard as she could, sending the knight tumbling backward. Using the tip of her sword, she flicked his blade well away.
 
   “Yield already, old man,” Calista shouted. “If you force her to kill you, she’ll sulk the rest of our journey.”
 
   The knight rallied behind the guard of his shield. Out of his crouched position, he charged forward. Harper sidestepped the majority of the rush, striking her right shoulder off the face of his shield to slow him some. She turned through the attack and brought her sword around to slash across the backs of his legs, opening two fresh cuts through the weak spot on his armor on the anterior of his knees. The knight staggered forward, fell into a crawl, and almost managed to make it back to where his sword had come to rest, although it was unclear what he was going to do with the blade even if he reached it.
 
   Harper walked past him, giving his prone form a wide berth. She kicked his sword even farther away. His red blood stained lines in the brown grass even as he crawled for it again. His labored breathing passed out of the face slit of his old helmet in great puffs of steam.
 
   “He’s not going to yield,” Calista said with an overly dramatic sigh. “Just kill him and be done with it.”
 
   Harper stepped past the man, turned her blade until the flat face was forward, and smacked the man as hard as she could across the back of his helmeted head. The old knight crumbled unconscious to the ground. Harper could hear the dozen Sylvans drawing back their strong, sinew bowstrings on their ornately carved bows. She looked up to find the men at arms were fidgeting, but not moving to join the clearly finalized combat. Harper thrust the tip of her sword into the hard ground. She knelt beside the old knight’s fallen form and focused on healing the wounds along the backs of his legs and the underside of his sword arm. When the knight was once again whole, she retrieved her sword, and walked back to the wagon.
 
   “You might want to take care of the cut on your own arm,” Calista said as she rode up beside Harper.
 
   “Athol can clean and dress it when we’re moving again.” 
 
   “You’re not a Sword Maiden anymore,” Calista objected. “You don’t have to wear the scars of fighting a single day every year without your armor. Besides, after the things we’ve done, I don’t think you could even be truly considered a maiden.”
 
   “It’s something I want to remember,” Harper said.
 
   Calista sighed, but nodded her agreement eventually. “Fine, but me conceding this matter counts as your birthday present.”
 
   They shared a loving smile before Calista rode back to the front of the formation. Aerial was agitated beneath her at smelling Harper’s blood in the air. The great, gray mare snorted and blew hot, steaming breaths at the foot soldiers.
 
   “When your commander awakens, tell him that he lost and that we assumed his honor would require you to carry out the terms of the deal even if he was not conscious to order such,” Calista said.
 
   “This also allows you to keep your lives,” Athol shouted. “If you make me put down my favorite niece to take up my hammer, the field will be irrigated with your blood and we will see what crops might grow from your deaths.”
 
   The men at arms slowly parted from the muddy road and stood well off to the side as the wagons rolled down the hill into the woods marking the border of the Ovid duchy. Harper walked alongside the wagons with her sword unsheathed. The peasant soldiers avoided even fleeting glances in her direction. Harper grew increasingly irritated with the old knight at seeing the fear on the men’s faces. If she’d killed the knight, he would have avoided the consequences for his choice in death. Since he laid breathing and defeated, his lord’s recourse might fall to him rather than his men.
 
   “Are you satisfied, wife?” Calista said as she lingered until Harper caught up to her.
 
   “We passed and nobody had to die for the resolution I chose,” Harper said.
 
   “But that wasn’t what I asked.” Calista shrugged. “Besides, someone is likely to be punished for this.”
 
   “The noble he serves might be honorable enough to accept the outcome of the traditional combat,” Harper said, although she didn’t believe her own words.
 
   “Perhaps,” Calista said.
 
   Harper expected Calista to make her typical comment about not relying upon the nobility of nobles. Harper set her sword inside the wagon as they passed into the barren woods of oak and aspen trees. The empty limbs rattled like old bones above them. She pressed her hand to the cut on her arm and channeled the power of her Goddess to mend the wound. Perhaps she didn’t want a permanent reminder of the day after all.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 5
 
   The Witch
 
    
 
   Sofea slept fitfully after returning to the Thundering Dawn. Her room was so Spartan already that accommodating a boxed and bagged dragon skeleton wasn’t feasible. Placing the dragon within the vault also didn’t seem appropriate. Willard eventually stated he would house the collected bones in his room for the time being. Sofea supposed the mostly dead dragon would appreciate not having ears when Willard began his mystically enhanced snoring.
 
   Even without the dead dragon in her room, the lingering skeleton invaded her dreams. The Ogre was there as well, on a bank of a frozen river, wasting away to a skeleton that would not die, starving while he waited to hear from his God again. The dragon skeleton sat at the Ogre’s side, seemingly growing stronger even as his companion withered away.
 
   Sofea awoke in the cold gray of the earliest part of morning. It felt as if a weight had settled over her chest from a mundane nightmare that would not leave her. Dragons were more common in the north, although she hadn’t heard of a dead one until recently. Her fear of the mythical beasts was inborn, but the dream haunted her more based on what became of the Ogre than on the dragon skeleton.
 
   She dragged herself from her bunk and dressed warmly for the day. Hopefully Sven would have a new task for them even though it appeared Sofea would increasingly work alone. She understood Willard’s desire to retire while he still had the wherewithal to enjoy the rest, but she didn’t like solo jobs. She’d fought alongside her sisters of the North Wind Valkyries for more than a year, and then within the Dagger Falls Company for another. Perhaps she could convince Brandinne to join her on the errands. Brandinne’s company wasn’t preferred, but the Thief Queen said she was bored, and she might be bored enough to simply tag along. Perhaps Sofea could live vicariously through Brandinne when it came to the pleasures of a harem as well—it would make suffering through the talk of zoo building bearable at least.
 
   On her way down to the main hall, Sofea’s thoughts turned to the bear she’d saved. The empty inn at such an early hour was quiet enough that her footsteps seemed inordinately loud and so too did her thoughts. She couldn’t think of anything else she could have done for the bear or why she’d even done what she had when a swift death would have been far more merciful. A chance at life wasn’t always a blessing—this was well known in the north.
 
   She’d expected the main hall to be devoid of warmth and inhabitants, but found it held scraps of both. Servant girls stoked a few of the embers in the fireplaces around the hall, stumbling groggily through their work. Sven had already arrived and was speaking with someone at the Dagger Falls Company booth. There weren’t any signs of his children, but that didn’t necessarily mean they weren’t around.
 
   Sofea approached cautiously, hoping to catch a snippet or two of their conversation before they noticed her. Sven’s companion was a small woman, short, slender, and dressed entirely in black. Unlike the form-fitting black armor that Brandinne favored, the woman wore flowing robes, a heavy cloak, and a pointed hat with a wide brim, not too dissimilar from what Willard used to wear. The mystery woman and Sven were both speaking too quietly for Sofea to eavesdrop, and so she made a proper introduction of herself at the mouth of the booth.
 
   “Good early morning to you, patron,” Sofea said.
 
   Sven only nodded to her wearily. The mystery woman turned to look at Sofea. Her face was slender with a longer, pointed nose, a weak chin set back a ways below a pert, heart-shaped mouth with lips tinted purple. The woman’s huge green eyes were affixed in an almost perpetual scowl, made all the more sinister by the dark, sparkling kohl she wore around them. The combination of features gave the woman the look of a sinister sort of bird.
 
   “Who is your guest?” Sofea asked.
 
   Sven sighed loudly and ran his hand down the front of his face, holding on to the end of his beard that had recently grown long enough to hang onto. Neglecting to trim his beard was something Sofea knew Sven would regret when his children figured out it was long enough to pull on.
 
   “A last resort,” Sven said. “This is Wendy of the Nightshade Coven.”
 
   “I am Sofea of the North,” Sofea said, not really sure why the introduction was so difficult or unwelcome.
 
   “If you say so,” Wendy replied, returning her full attention to Sven. Her voice was cold, flat, and held a flinty edge that Sofea hadn’t expected for such a petite, young woman. In truth, Sofea was too discombobulated by the whole thing to even take offense at the rudeness of Wendy’s response to the introduction.
 
   “It does seem grandly suspicious that you also happen to know how to speak to dragon skeletons,” Sven said, clearly continuing their earlier conversation, “doubly so considering there is no one to confirm or deny the accuracy of your translation.”
 
   “So take a decade and learn to speak dragon yourself,” Wendy replied.
 
   “How is that you know dragon then?” Sofea asked. “You don’t look a day older than sixteen seasons.”
 
   “I am twenty,” Wendy said.
 
   “She’s a Witch,” Willard said from behind them. Somehow the ponderously fat, old Sorcerer had managed to sneak up on them. “She is imbued with the powers and memories of generations of dead Witches before her.”
 
   “They are not dead; they live on through me.” Wendy narrowed her already narrow eyes at Willard. “You must be the plodding old man I am meant to replace.”
 
   “He is and we’ve reached as much of an agreement on that matter as we need to right now,” Sven said. “There is a room awaiting you upstairs if you wish to rest some before breakfast is served.” Sven beckoned one of the serving girls over to the table.
 
   Wendy stood as a tiny slip of a thing next to the load-bearing bar matron escorting her to her accommodations. The Witch ignored Willard’s steely glares, instead giving a long, sideways look at Sofea. “Red pig tails,” Wendy snorted as a parting comment.
 
   Sofea and Willard sat numbly in the booth with Sven after the terrifying, petite Witch had vanished into the stairwell leading up to the rooms around the main hall. Willard twirled one of the ends of his moustache and Sven stroked his beard down his face into a point off his chin. Sofea regretted not having facial hair to ponder with; she took up one of her braids and flicked her fingertips over the fanned end at the bottom of the binding.
 
   “You do not simply hire a Witch,” Willard grumbled.
 
   “I did,” Sven replied.
 
   “Witches rarely travel more than a dozen miles from their coven in their entire life,” Willard objected. “How is this one so far from home and looking for mercenary work?”
 
   “Where are the Nightshade Witches from?” Sofea asked.
 
   “The Valley of the Hallowed Harvest,” Willard answered. “It’s on a peninsula to the southwest of Ovid, more than a week’s travel by horse. She is far from home, and that is suspicious.”
 
   Sven slapped the palm of his hand down onto the granite surface of the table with a resounding thwack. “Hirelings are slim right now. There are no magically trained mercenaries available this far north aside from her. She is asking for a lot, but she also promises a lot.”
 
   “What does she want?” Willard asked shrewdly.
 
   “A double share and a selection from the company’s stocks,” Sven said.
 
   “That doesn’t sound like too much if she possesses the concentrated magic of half a dozen Witches,” Sofea said. “Besides, with only a handful of us left, everyone’s share is going to be ample even if she takes two.”
 
   “What does she want from our stocks?” Willard asked.
 
   Sven let out a long, ragged breath and looked down at the top of the table in front of his hand. “She wants the dragon when we’re done with it,” he said.
 
   Willard puffed up like an angry owl, practically shaking with indignation. “You would give the bones of a dragon to a Nightshade Witch?” He ushered Sofea out of the booth to allow him an exit. He bounced and huffed his way down the bench only to stand slowly. “I am glad to be retiring from such folly then if you are set upon this course.”
 
   “Unless you have another five years of adventuring in you, this is the course the company must take to survive,” Sven said feebly.
 
   “Then we are all glad to be rid of each other.” Willard tipped his hat to Sofea and trundled off toward the stairwell, muttering under his breath about the foolishness of one-legged men.
 
   Sofea sat back down and waited for Sven’s eyes to return to her after following Willard from the room. “His concerns aren’t unfounded,” Sven finally said. “Witches do tend to be insane with so many competing memories rattling around in their heads. Wendy said she only hosts two, one of which was a name I recognized. If she’s telling the truth, she might well be a combination of stability and power that has never existed in a Witch to my knowledge.”
 
   “And if she’s lying?”
 
   “Then we likely won’t have to worry about starving because her plan probably turns the world into a pumpkin and all its peoples into black cats,” Sven said.
 
   “That’s dire and glib,” Sofea muttered.
 
   Sven shrugged dramatically and flopped back against the side of the booth. He tapped his fingertips on his wooden leg, as he was wont to do when he was thinking. “The world is on the edge of a blade waiting to fall to either side, but the company, indeed the city of Griffon’s Rock, is teetering above a far more immediate precipice. Truly this is a desperate move, but it is the only one available to me now and desperate times call for desperate deeds. If she’s telling the truth, and I hope she is, then she can speak to the dragon to learn what we need to know. People are saying it is the end of days, and I’d be hard pressed to argue. If the end of the world is imminent, then a Witch so far from home asking for a dragon skeleton isn’t terribly odd, and it’s nothing to us if she gets it.”
 
   “What would you have me do then?” Sofea might not have necessarily understood Sven’s desperation fully if she hadn’t spent time with Brandinne and seen the Ogre soothsayer starving next to an empty pot. The Eternal Autumn did appear to cause a degree of madness in most people whether or not it was a harbinger of the apocalypse, and at least Sven’s lunacy held an element of logic.
 
   “Befriend her if you can,” Sven said. “She has the memories of two Witches in her, but she is still just a sheltered young woman on her own in the world for the first time. She might divulge her plan for the dragon if she trusts you. I am hopeful she wishes the bones to increase the overall power and knowledge within her coven, which is of no concern to us.”
 
   “I’ll try, but she didn’t seem to like me,” Sofea said.
 
   “She doesn’t seem to like anyone,” Sven said with a shrug. “But you’re adequately likable, and you’ll have plenty of time to accomplish this since you’ll be heading south soon. Caleb arrived late last night on a lathered horse. Harper, Calista, Bianca, and my brother have departed the Ovid duchy to travel to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest.”
 
   “The following morning you hire a Witch from the same valley who just happens to want the dragon bones we returned with last night?”
 
   “We’d be fools to dismiss it all as coincidence,” Sven agreed. “She only asked for the dragon bones after I accidentally let slip that you and Willard had acquired them, so that might be happenstance, and she doesn’t know yet that I intend to send you three to the valley to reunite with the rest of the company. I’ve been negotiating with her for a week now. I had hoped other magic users would answer my call for recruitment, but after seven days, she was the only one to inquire about the job.”
 
   “Could she have eliminated any competition?”
 
   “Easily, I would imagine,” Sven said. “Aside from Wizardly Willard and Michael the Magician, I doubt there is a Sorcerer alive who would put up a fight against her if she holds the memories and powers of who she says she does. But, to be honest, I don’t think she had to. The Winter War bled the ground red with Sorcerer blood—surviving magic users have avoided this blighted city and I can hardly blame them.”
 
   “Who is this dead Witch she holds the memories of?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Her name was Hecate, the consort to the Dark Gods,” Sven said.
 
   “So she might be divine touched?”
 
   “No, the trio of Dark Gods perished in a pantheon conflict and their powers were consolidated under Nephthys the Twilight Charioteer,” Sven said. “This is all stretching my understanding of history and religion. I have only heard of Hecate—I know little of the details.”
 
   “Then I will ask Wendy,” Sofea decided. 
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Sofea once prided herself on being an affable individual. She discovered her charms were not as effective south of the Crown of the World Mountains. In the north she was socially a delight; in Vaelandria she was brusque and aggressive. Making friends with Wendy would rely on the Witch not conforming to social norms, which she certainly didn’t seem to.
 
   Caleb awoke before Wendy stirred. Sofea escorted the sullen Ranger through the duties of outfitting their tiny band for distant travel. Procuring supplies in Griffon’s Rock took awhile. The marketplace was as devoid of competing customers as it was of goods to purchase. As they gathered the meager supplies, Sofea attempted to engage Caleb in a conversation about his trip and the new recruit to their ranks. The Ranger gave only non-committal grunts and single word answers to whatever she asked. He wasn’t necessarily being rude—he just seemed very, very sad to Sofea. He’d never been talkative, but his depression appeared to worsen after returning from the south.
 
   It was early afternoon by the time they arrived at the Thundering Dawn. Sven and his children were already gone. Happy fires crackled in the hearths along the walls of the main hall, although they did little to dispel the chill lingering in the stuffy air. Wendy sat alone at a table well away from any of the fires, much closer to the empty bonfire ring in the center of the room. The ring hadn’t been used in nearly a year as there were seldom patrons enough to justify dragging tree trunks into the main hall to feed the pit. Sofea parted from Caleb to approach the Witch’s table.
 
   Only when she neared Wendy did Sofea realize what the Witch was doing. Sofea had seen Wizardly Willard work components in his downtime, but his behavior was always fairly typical and mundane. Wendy was constructing small totems of animal bones, feathers, and dried bits of things that Sofea desperately hoped were herbs and cloth.
 
   “Have you eaten yet?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I already have a mother, thank you,” Wendy replied without looking up from her work.
 
   “I didn’t mean to…” Sofea began, derailing her own sentence when she realized she hadn’t even considered the possibility that the creepy Witch might be someone’s child. Obviously she hadn’t hatched from an egg…or had she. “What are you doing?” Sofea slid into the chair across from Wendy to get a closer look at the crafting the Witch was doing.
 
   “Farming turnips,” Wendy said.
 
   “I am just trying to be pleasant,” Sofea said.
 
   “Is it in your contract to be pleasant because it certainly isn’t in mine,” Wendy replied.
 
   “In the north, manners are often learned through pain and…”
 
   “In the north you burn dried bear shit to keep warm,” Wendy interrupted. “You may have noticed from the lack of stench coming off the fires that you are no longer in the north.”
 
   “Fine, I will leave you to your turnip farming.” Sofea stood and stormed away from the table.
 
   “I will weep a thousand tears until your return,” Wendy muttered.
 
   Sofea found the portly, red-clad figure of Wizardly Willard standing outside the door to her room as soon as she stepped off the stairwell landing onto the third floor. She sighed and approached him even as he seemed to doze on his feet with his pipe jutting from beneath his remarkable moustache. Between Caleb’s taciturn responses, Wendy’s truculence, and Willard’s befuddlement, Sofea was beginning to wonder if she shouldn’t head back to the north where the world was friendlier even if it was full of ice giants, huge spiders, and angry Gods.
 
   “Did you have something you wished to say to me, Willard?” Sofea asked, startling the old Sorcerer out of his upright snoozing.
 
   “What? Sofea? Yes, of course, yes, I did have something I wished to speak with you about,” Willard said, tumbling strangely shaped smoke puffs from his mouth with every word.
 
   Sofea folded her arms over her chest and looked at him expectantly when he didn’t continue. “Well?”
 
   “The Witch must not get the dragon,” Willard said. “It is contingent upon the fulfillment of her contract, so she will not take possession of it until next year at this time, but even at this distant date, you must not allow her to have it.”
 
   “Why not?” Sofea asked. “By then we will have no need of it.”
 
   “Dragons are not toys!” Willard puffed up. “There is immortal magic in those bones, and I can think of nothing good a Witch might do with access to that kind of power.”
 
   “What exactly makes you so wary of Witches? Wendy is unpleasant and strange, but no more unpleasant than Caleb or nearly as strange as you.”
 
   “It is not a matter of this particular Witch. A coven will kidnap men using foul, dark magic to lure them away from their people to sire children. When a daughter is born, they kill the father in a ritual to bring the new Witch into the world. The blood is used to fuel the transfer of power from a dead or dying Witch into the newly born.”
 
   Blood rituals and human sacrifices weren’t as taboo to Sofea as they were to those south of the Crown of the World Mountains. In the snowy north the tempestuous pantheon often demanded blood sacrifices and death upon their altars. Sofea shrugged. “What do they do if a son is born?”
 
   “Bind his spirit into an animal familiar,” Willard said, a little discombobulated by Sofea’s lack of outrage at the wanton use of the dark magic he described.
 
   “The followers of Fenrir in the north do that all the time to create verks.”
 
   “What is a verk?”
 
   “The spirit of a man bound into the body of a dire wolf,” Sofea explained.
 
   “Fine, but would you at least concede it is strange for her to be this far from her coven?”
 
   “Sven hinted that he thought she was sent by her coven specifically to join with us,” Sofea said. “I’m guessing the Ogre isn’t the only magic user who can see the future, and I doubt he would give the dragon to Wendy alone when his stew said to give it to three people.”
 
   It was clear from the startled look on Willard’s face that he was a step or two behind her on figuring out Wendy’s motives. “Yes, and even a Witch would have a difficult time taking something from a divine touched Ogre as old as the one in the woods.”
 
   “Sven said one of the spirits bound into Wendy was called Hecate,” Sofea said. “Does that mean anything to you?”
 
   “Hecate was the consort to the trio of Dark Gods, trading sexual favors for magical power,” Willard said. “She was also thought to be a traitor to her own people and the Dark Gods she bartered with. It is perplexing that they would resurrect her memories and powers at all.”
 
   “She also might be lying, invoking a name Sven would know to try to drive up her own value,” Sofea said. It was strange in Sofea’s estimation that Gods would trade sexual favors for anything. In the north it was common for Gods to find sexual gratification with mortals, but they never traded—they simply took what they wanted as a privilege belonging to immortals that held dominion over a mortal herd.
 
   “This is something I must consider,” Willard mumbled. “Caleb said you will travel to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest. I will meet you there when I am able.”
 
   “I thought you were retiring.”
 
   “I am retiring from the road, but I might still find passage aboard a ship eventually,” Willard said. “Trust her not, my dear girl. She is either a liar or the reincarnated power of a traitor.”
 
   Sofea nodded her agreement, although she was thinking of a common saying among her tribe: An axe will always answer the question of betrayal.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 6
 
   Denizens of the Last Road
 
    
 
   Sofea, Wendy, and Caleb rode out the main gate of Griffon’s Rock into a drizzling autumn morning. The Witch seemed far less irritated by the rain than her companions. Sofea hadn’t expected the woman’s silky black robes and cloak to be water resistant, but the droplets beaded and trickled away as though Wendy’s clothes were made of duck feathers. Magic had to be the answer, and it was magic Sofea wished Wendy would share.
 
   Sofea pulled up the cowl of her own cloak. The fur lining around her face was already soaked and heavy, threatening to pull the front down over her face. She cursed the rain under her breath. Thankfully, Caleb rode with his longbow across his lap and his wide brimmed hat pushed back far enough to keep his sharp eyes to the road and surrounding orchards. Bandits were plentiful during the Eternal Autumn, and Sofea was struggling to keep her eyes on the road through the rain and rebellious cowl.
 
   The ocean roared alongside them to the right for most of the first day. The waves crashed onto the rocky shore with such force that it drowned out even the dripping of the rain off the arrow-straight rows of rock berry trees to their left. The first bend of the Last Road took them up into the foothills along the bottom edge of a towering coastal forest. The brown grasses that had not bloomed or reseeded in more than a year were lined with rivers and creeks of mud. Their horses slipped and struggled through many of the deluges that threatened to wash away the road entirely. If the rain stopped long enough for things to dry out, they could run their horses a little and make better time. As it stood, they were in danger of laming one of their mounts even at a walking pace.
 
   As the day wore on, they were not even a third of the way to the next outpost yet and thus would spend the night under the stormy sky rather than the roof of a cozy inn. Sofea hoped Caleb knew enough about the area to find dry wood for a fire. Darkness came quickly with the mild storm blocking out the fading light of dusk. Caleb led them straight and true to a clearing in the crux of a rock formation well above the foothills, set back into the tree line far enough to offer some shelter.
 
   They silently went about setting up camp while Caleb ventured into the quickly darkening forest in search of wood dry enough to burn and small game to eat. Sofea hadn’t expected Wendy to pitch in and help stretch the oil cloths or hobble the horses in the shelter of low hanging branches. Willard had long ago quit aiding in such work. He typically waited until the first oil cloth canopy was stretched and then sat beneath it smoking his pipe and pontificating on some esoteric topic or other. Wendy, on the other hand, set right to work alongside Sofea, adeptly tending the horses while Sofea strung the waterproof awnings they would sleep under.
 
   “What do you keep looking for?” Wendy demanded once the horses were happily eating stone berry mash beneath the thick branches of a coastal pine.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Sofea asked.
 
   “You’re not on the look out for bandits unless you think them already within our camp and hidden among our belongings,” Wendy said. “So what are you looking for?”
 
   “I was told you might have a familiar,” Sofea said.
 
   “I don’t have one,” Wendy said.
 
   “You no longer have one or you never did?”
 
   “I did and now I don’t,” Wendy snapped. “Do you cook or is your lone camp skill asking inane questions?”
 
   In the gathering gloom of the forest and dwindling hours of the day, Wendy’s dark, slender figure nearly vanished among the soaked trunks of the trees she stood among. Sofea couldn’t connect the flinty-voiced youth and surly attitude to the ancient, hedonistic consort to the Dark Gods that supposedly dwelled within Wendy. The Witch was unpleasant and sharp-tongued, but it seemed to be in a youthful, mundane sort of way.
 
   “How old was Hecate when she died?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I suppose that question answers mine,” Wendy grumbled. “She was a little older than I am now.”
 
   Sofea tried to make sense of the information. If Hecate was in her early twenties when she died, she wouldn’t have had nearly the time or experience to become a powerful practitioner of mystical arts. But Willard was four times Wendy’s age, and he seemed to think she was more powerful than him. Whatever powers paid to Hecate by the divine must have been significant indeed considering most twenty-something Sorcerers could barely read mystical texts let alone cast anything substantial from them. Or perhaps much of Wendy’s power and knowledge came from the other Witch within her—Sven had said she had two.
 
   Sofea’s thoughts on the matter were interrupted by a shout of warning from Caleb. The Ranger’s voice echoed through the woods as a wordless cry that could easily be attributed to any number of animals. Sofea knew it well from her time with the Dagger Falls Company among the stone berry orchards during their work to clear out the ice widows. The shout was too short and ambiguous for anyone to trace it back to where Caleb stood, but it was more than enough warn companions.
 
   Sofea ran across the camp, quickly losing sight of Wendy in her goal of reaching her axe and shield that leaned against a tree trunk beneath the tenting she planned to sleep under. Arrows suddenly filled the air, zipping out of the darkness of the woods around them like angry hornets. Sofea felt the arrows nipping at her cloak, but didn’t feel the bite of any of them finding her flesh. She scooped up her shield and brought it to front in time to catch three more arrows meant for her chest. The broad-head arrows struck her wooden shield in a series of familiar thuds. Within the safety of the fortress of the large, round shield, she scanned the woods for Wendy or their attackers among the trees. Aside from their three panicked horses, she saw nothing.
 
   Sofea slid her helmet on and took up her axe. She would need to fight her way free to scatter, which was their pre-planned tactic if they were set upon by a large force of highwaymen. She slunk back into the woods in the direction opposite to the one the arrows were fired from. She almost immediately ran into a dark figure armed with a knife in each hand. A strange scent of sweet decay mixed with cinnamon lingered around the man’s blade. He thrust for her sword arm, burying the blade within the face of her shield when she ducked behind it. She twisted the shield back and to her left, wrenching the knife from the assassin’s hand. Before he could recover, she buried the blade of her axe in his forehead. She kicked him hard in the chest and pulled the axe free from his skull.
 
   She sniffed at the front of her shield to find the strange scent clinging to the knife still stuck in the face of her shield. She didn’t know anything about poison types, but she knew such a strange scent on a weapon had to be a poison of some kind. They weren’t simple brigands if they knew to use venom on their blades. But those were things to consider at a safer moment.
 
   She ran through the hole she hoped she created in their closing net. The direction was up hill, made all the more difficult by loose leaf litter and mud on the forest floor. She slid and struggled into the underbrush and darkness, deeper into the forest and away from the sound of arrows tearing up the campsite. She would need to circle around wide and meet up at the Last Road a mile farther south. That would be their agreed upon rally point in such an attack.
 
   In the dark, she heard the stream long before she saw it. She was moving fast and she hoped quietly through the forest. She was no Ranger, and certainly wasn’t as silent as Caleb when moving through nature, but she was stealthy for a north woman and as at home among tall trees as she was on the rolling waves of the ocean. She meant to cross the stream if she could and then follow it down the hill. Her plan came to a catastrophic end when the bank crumbed beneath her feet. She relinquished her axe and shield to try to grab at the muddy bank but found only handfuls of crumbling earth. Her back struck a rock beneath the water when she tumbled into the stream and suddenly she was in a fight for her life to simply keep breath in her lungs. Her helmet kept the rocks from cracking her skull as she rolled along the rushing stream that quickly became a raging river. It was dark, confusing, and often she found she was struggling in the wrong direction. Eventually her cloak tore free on a snag she bounced off and swimming became easier without the water-logged garment.
 
   The steepness of the decline lessened and the river widened. In the moment of relative calm, she swam hard for the nearest shore, staggering onto the muddy bank bruised and battered but otherwise fine. She cursed her lousy luck when her hand landed on the empty sheath within her boot meant to hold her backup dagger. As much as she hated to admit it, she wasn’t likely to win a knife fight against an assassin armed with a poisoned blade anyway.
 
   She slunk through the forest, looking for stable footing to escape into the valley holding the Last Road. The entire hillside was crumbling under the rain around her. If she wasn’t careful, she was likely to end up in another stream, and the next one might not slow enough to escape until it reached the ocean. She tried to find a hunk of wood that might serve as a club, but each time her foot bounced off something in the dark, she picked up the fallen branch to find it soaked, rotted, and softer than a silver-per-night room pillow.
 
   Sofea froze when she heard men discussing something ahead of her. They were speaking at a level just loud enough to be heard above the rain dripping through the branches. She was too far away to discern distinct voices and could barely make out a majority of their words.
 
   They hadn’t found Wendy, but they knew her by name. It was the red haired woman, the Ranger, and Wendy, not the Witch, when they spoke. Sofea crept closer, curious why trained assassins would be after Wendy specifically. They’d already failed in making the assault look like a simple bandit attack, and now they were struggling to figure out what to do next.
 
   The conversation came to an abrupt halt when something large moved through the darkened woods. Night was truly upon them and the assassins didn’t appear to have a plan for tracking prey in the blackness, nor did they seem ready to deal with natural predators of the forest.
 
   The snaking fear at the back of Sofea’s neck said she should try to slip away from the assassins and the large thing moving in the darkness. It was difficult to tell which direction to go since the predator was moving in a slowly closing ring and she was already within the circle. Her inaction seemed to serve her well when the beast burst through the smaller saplings among the larger trunks, crashing into the gathering of men in black armor. Sofea snuck closer to try to catch a glimpse of the fight. Her ears told her the attacking animal was a bear from the sound of its breathing and roar, but it was far too large to be a black bear, which she knew to be the only bears common to the hills along the Last Road.
 
   Her curiosity got the better of her and she crept even closer as the bear was finishing off the last of the four assassins. Even in the darkness, she thought she recognized the bear. It was one of the Cyclops mounts and it hadn’t killed the assassins for food. The bear was sniffing over the inert bodies it had mangled, but didn’t seem to be looking for a way to eat them. When Sofea crept close enough to be seen, the massive beast turned its head in her direction as though it knew she was there all along. The bear was faster, stronger, and more than capable of tracking her by scent. If she ran, it would catch her. If she climbed a tree, it would knock the tree down. If she hid, it would find her. There was one possibility left.
 
   The bear abandoned the bodies of the men it’d killed and approached Sofea slowly. The bear smelled terrible and its breath blew rank and hot across her face as it sniffed around her. She reached out a tentative hand to touch the bristly hide, feeling around until she found what she hoped was there—an open patch of a spider bite scar and a few clumps of antivenin poultice clinging to the fur at its edges.
 
   “You’ve followed me a long way,” Sofea whispered to the bear even though she doubted it could understand her. It likely only knew commands in Cyclops. She barely spoke any of the atrocious language and what few words she did know were so heavily accented as to be almost unintelligible. Still, she was likely one of the only people south of the Crown of the World Mountains who spoke any Cyclops and carried the antivenin for ice widow bites. The bear was meant to be hers, of that she was certain. “Follow,” she croaked in Cyclops to the bear.
 
   The bear did as it was told, walking a pace behind her as she searched the mangled bodies of the assassins. She found one of the poisoned knives. She slipped it into its sheath and tucked it into her belt. One of the men had an intact short bow and another had a quiver half-full of unbroken arrows. She was reasonably good with a bow, although she’d never fired while mounted. That was a minor concern considering she’d never ridden a bear before either and she might struggle to simply stay on. She needed to save Wendy and Caleb, so she would have to make the attempt no matter how ill-conceived.
 
   “Down,” Sofea grunted at the bear in Cyclops. The bear lowered to the ground on its belly far enough for Sofea to scramble up into the tattered remains of the saddle the bear wore among the scraps of barding still protecting it in places. “Let us show these assassins what the wrath of the north looks like,” Sofea said to the bear in the common tongue as the sentiment was far more than she could express with her limited Cyclops vocabulary.
 
   She squeezed the massive bear with her thighs and the mount pushed forward into the underbrush, crashing its way through decade old saplings with little trouble. Sofea crouched low in the saddle. Branches tugged at her clothes and limbs, bounced off her helmet, and scraped her exposed skin. Eventually they escaped the tree line back onto the rolling, open hills beside the Last Road. The storm had broken enough over the ocean to let a few shafts of moonlight through.
 
   Sofea spotted a dozen of the assassins chasing down a lone figure limping across the open hills. She nudged the bear down the hill to join the fight. The man she suspected was Caleb stopped to fire back at his pursuers with the massive longbow he still had. His shots were good, even in the gloom of night, and several of the dark figures fell to his arrows. The bear kicked into a full charge with little encouragement from Sofea. Indeed she did struggle to stay mounted as the bear’s rolling gait was a far cry from the relative stability of a galloping horse. Firing the bow wasn’t even a possibility as she needed both hands gripping tightly to the leather strap across the bear’s back to simply stay in the saddle.
 
   The bear dipped into one of the low valleys, splashing through a muddy rivulet cutting between the hills at the bottom. When the bear crested the rise on the other side, Sofea was treated to a bizarre scene. The men that Caleb shot fell, got back up, and began fighting against the other assassins. Sofea brought the bear to a stop at the top of the hill to watch. The risen assassins, often bristling with Caleb’s arrows, weren’t fighting very well, but they also weren’t dying. Their former assassin comrades stabbed at them to no appreciable effect. Soon the living assassins fell under the grasping hands of their dead fellows far more than from Caleb’s arrows. Sofea tore her attention away from the bizarre scene to spot Caleb atop the next hill over, slumped on his side and no longer fighting.
 
   Sofea nudged the bear with her right leg to turn it to pick around the edge of the valley where the assassins were locked in mortal combat with the dead bodies of their former allies. She would need to figure out a bridle and reins for her new mount and a saddle with stirrups soon as she felt on the verge of falling off even at a walking pace. There wasn’t much point in having such a glorious gift from the Gods if she could barely stay on it.
 
   She slid off the back of the bear when she finally reached where Caleb had fallen. She stumbled at the great distance she had to drop to dismount. The bear quickly moved to her side to provide a backdrop for her lurch. She ended up smacking her face into the foul smelling, wet fur on the bear’s flank. She resolved to remember to tell the bear to drop lower for future dismounts.
 
   She rushed to Caleb’s side to find the Ranger mortally wounded but still drawing ragged breaths. Her suspicions about the knives being poisoned were well founded. Caleb only had a few minor cuts along his arms, but he was clearly not long for the world. Sofea grasped the ranger’s gloved hand when he reached for her. The only antivenin she had was specific to the ice widow poison. She had no idea what poison the assassins were using, but she knew there was nothing she could do about it.
 
   “They’re after Wendy,” Caleb muttered weakly. “Get her out of here.”
 
   “Who are they?”
 
   “Tell Calista that I hate her.” Caleb coughed once more and fell silent.
 
   Sofea released his hand and laid him back on the wet, dead grass. She pressed her face near his, but she could not hear or feel any breath. She couldn’t precisely say whether or not she liked the Ranger. They’d worked together for a year and in that time they’d had maybe five real conversations, none of any significant length. They’d both been in mourning for the fallen members of their former companies when they came to the Dagger Falls Company and thus were standoffish with one another, not wishing to get too close to another group that might die horribly at any moment. Still, Caleb was brave, strong, and had survived the Winter War when so many others hadn’t. She respected his warrior spirit and wished she could do more to honor him in death. She supposed she could carry his last words to Calista and hope she understood why he spoke them.
 
   “Down,” she ordered the bear. The bear lowered, and she hauled herself into the saddle. She was cold, wet, and likely in danger of falling ill if she didn’t find shelter and warmth soon. The bear wheeled about slowly under her direction. In the shallow valley below, the assassins had apparently finished losing to the risen corpses of their former friends. The tattered zombies, shot full of arrows and stabbed countless times, abandoned their attacks on the dead assassins and lay down beside them as if they were going to bed after a long day.
 
   Sofea glanced around until she found a lone, dark figure standing atop a nearby hill. The slender silhouette in the darkness wore a pointy hat. Sofea nudged the bear over to where Wendy stood. It was almost as though the Witch had simply materialized out of the darkness after her spell finished.
 
   “We have to get out of here before more come,” Sofea said.
 
   Wendy looked up to Sofea upon the bear with a strange twinkle in her eyes. “You’re riding a bear.”
 
   “I’m glad to see the battle didn’t destroy your grasp of the obvious.” Sofea offered her hand to Wendy to help her onto the bear. Wendy took Sofea’s hand and was lifted easily onto the bear’s back despite the height of the mount. The Witch was lighter than Sofea expected. Before Sofea could guide the bear toward the road, Wendy pressed in close against her back and wrapped her hands around. After the battle, when Sofea should be calming, she found herself climbing to an all new height of excitement at the Witch clinging to her. Sofea was glad they would need to put some distance between themselves and their former camp before stopping to build a fire—she wanted to enjoy the warmth of Wendy pressed against her a little longer.
 
   Wendy gave her side a hard pinch, felt even through the layers of her wet woolen clothes. “We need to go back for the dragon.”
 
   “Those weren’t brigands; they were assassins,” Sofea said. “And they weren’t after the dragon; they were after you.”
 
   “And we killed them,” Wendy said. “It’s stupid to abandon the dragon after we won.”
 
   “You have secrets.” Sofea turned the bear back toward the hill and their former camp within the trees.
 
   “You ran into the woods and came back riding a bear. We both have secrets.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 7
 
   An Omen Worth Celebrating
 
    
 
   After spending a single night camped in the cold, barren woods, Harper and Calista’s wagon train wound through the forest marking the barrier between the duchy of Ovid and the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest. Eventually Calista relinquished Aerial to Harper. Calista sat within the back of one of the wagons holding Bianca while Harper and Athol rode their horses alongside.
 
   As the elevation dropped and the mountains around them rose higher, the trees, once stripped completely of leaves, began filling out in the golds, browns, oranges, and reds of autumn. Bianca sat comfortably in Calista’s arms, watching the canopy of trees slowly block out the sky above them.
 
   “Trees,” Bianca announced.
 
   “The little one is right,” Athol said. “It would seem the Eternal Autumn hasn’t dealt with this valley as harshly as it has everywhere else.”
 
   “We already considered this possibility,” Calista said. “Still, this seems like a little more than simple geography.”
 
   “Can you feel it?” Harper asked.
 
   Calista nodded.
 
   “What is it that you two lick-spittles of the divine can feel that the rest of us cannot?” Athol grunted.
 
   “Something is here,” Calista said. “I’m not sure there’s another way to put it.”
 
   “The power of an immortal is present in the valley,” Harper agreed.
 
   “Which one? What kind of power?” Athol asked.
 
   Calista and Harper shrugged in unison.
 
   “It’s not a deity I’ve felt before,” Harper said.
 
   “Nor I,” Calista agreed, “but that means little. The pantheon is large and Gods seldom leak this much power onto the mortal realm.”
 
   “Suffice it to say, it is strange,” Harper said.
 
   “Wondrous perceptive powers your divine touched status grants,” Athol grumbled. “You’ve managed to ‘feel’ something any idiot could see with their own eyes. The whole of the Eternal Autumn is already strange, what makes this particular valley so especially odd?”
 
   “Maybe something, maybe nothing,” Calista said. “As we’ve explained, it is only a feeling.”
 
   Harper smiled to Athol. “Are you getting hungry?”
 
   Athol nodded. “And eager to be drunkenly staggering beneath an inn roof.”
 
   “Hopefully we’ll be there soon,” Harper said. “It is peculiar. I’d almost forgotten how aesthetically pleasing autumn could be. The baron’s holdings were so miserable and the duchy of Ovid so bleak that I’d nearly forgotten about autumn leaves.”
 
   “I would have preferred an eternal springtime, to be honest,” Calista said.
 
   “Naturally the daughter of a flower arranger would prefer the spring bloom,” Harper teased, “even if it would leave her wife sneezing eternally.”
 
   “Sacrifices must be made for beauty,” Calista said with a wink.
 
   The forest slowly gave way to rolling hills of the most arable farmland any of them had ever seen. Sheaves of harvested winter wheat dotted the fields the road wound its way through. As they neared the first little town within the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest, small farms began lining the road with stone cottages and winter gardens filled with massive orange pumpkins, plump squash of every type, and apple trees with their branches bowed by the weight of the red and gold bounty they held.
 
   “It looks like every harvest festival I’ve ever seen,” Athol said. “This means beer, cider, and mash whiskey must be in the making somewhere around here. Perhaps there are drinking and eating contests I could partake of.”
 
   “If ever there was a place to weather the Eternal Autumn, this would be the one,” Harper said.
 
   “Precisely what is concerning me,” Calista said.
 
   “Motherhood has made you paranoid,” Athol declared.
 
   “Perhaps, but what Harper says is true, yet I see no overcrowding of refugees seeking to take advantage of the splendor and bounty found only here,” Calista said.
 
   “Bear crap,” Athol grumbled, “now you’ve made me paranoid.”
 
   The farmhouses thickened and slowly turned to a proper town. The hard-packed dirt road gave way to cobblestones as they entered the wide lanes of a haphazard little hamlet. A few peasants wandered the streets, eyeing warily the procession of elk-mounted Sylvans. In the town square, where one might reasonably expect to find a fountain or statue of some kind, a straw man scarecrow stood that could easily have been mistaken for the avatar of a God for its immense size and ferocity.
 
   “We’ve found the answer to your quandary, Calista.” Athol gestured grandly to the scarecrow. “Any refugees must have been scared away by this grotesque monstrosity.”
 
   “It is creepy,” Harper agreed.
 
   “I’m more concerned with what kind of people would think to build something like this,” Calista said.
 
   “You’re about to find out.” Athol pointed to a small congregation of peasants approaching their group. Despite being unarmed and dressed only in the dirty, rough-spun clothes of farmers, the dozen or so peasants did seem aggressive.
 
   “Interlopers will not be suffered to set foot on hallowed ground!” the lead man shouted at the top of his raspy voice. He didn’t look tremendously different from the other farmers, perhaps a little older, making it seem his authority was derived entirely from where he stood in the crowd.
 
   Harper and Athol rode forward to place themselves between the wagons and the band of farmers even as the Sylvans circled their elk mounts into a defensive ring around Calista and Bianca’s wagon. Calista glanced around furtively to the buildings, but couldn’t find any support emerging from them. Whoever the farmers were, they seemed to be acting with consent from the rest of the town.
 
   “I am Harper, Knight of the Faithful Heart,” Harper shouted to silence the religious muttering of the gathered farmers. “We bring no threat to you or your deity if you show none to us.”
 
   “Then you are interlopers of perverse faiths,” the lead farmer said. “The ground is spoiled wherever you step.”
 
   “I’m guessing other travelers were run off or killed for all the ground spoiling their footsteps did,” Athol grumbled.
 
   “We were invited by the owners of the Red Enders Inn,” Harper explained.
 
   “That is in Windingshire,” the lead farmer said. “It is a wicked, sinful town filled with heretics.”
 
   “Excellent,” Athol said, “us pervert interlopers will fit in nicely there.”
 
   “Step aside and let us depart,” Harper said, “as this is not our destination.”
 
   “We must purge the interlopers to make the ground holy once again,” the lead farmer said.
 
   “I’m getting tired of fools blocking our path,” Athol grumbled. “Move aside or I will turn the lot of you into mangled red stains on the road with dents the size and shape of my hammer.” To punctuate his point, Athol slid the hammer from his back to hold in his massive hands without dismounting his horse just yet. “You would make a grand mistake to believe I would not slaughter peasants, burn your village, make merry with your more comely daughters, and rob you of every drop of ale in this town. Indeed, I am eager for an excuse to do so.”
 
   “You would be making a grand mistake then, barbarian,” the farmer said, “for we are protected by the divine!”
 
   “As are several of our number,” Athol argued, “but I’ve never seen a deity give a mug of goat piss about farmer followers and I don’t think I’m likely to see it today.”
 
   “In respect for other agents of the divine, you are compelled to let us pass unharmed,” Harper said. “It is common courtesy among those who’s Gods are not actively at war to leave other divine touched alone.”
 
   “Our God is the one true God and we care not what heretics who follow false Gods do with one another,” the farmer said. “The Hallowed Harvest requires the blood of interlopers to make the ground clean once again so it might bring forth the crops to feed the faithful.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah, everyone has a big, divine dick.” Calista moved one of the quick spark lanterns from the back of the wagon to the seat and handed a few unlit flame arrows to the Sylvans nearest to her. “If they don’t move out of the way set fire to their scarecrow.” The Sylvans accepted the arrows and wordlessly nodded their understanding. As Calista hoped, the threat to their graven image flustered the farmers far more than Athol’s promise to batter them with a war maul. The farmers muttered amongst themselves and slowly parted wide to give the group access to the road out of the little town.
 
   Harper and Athol led the wagons through the group while the mistrustful, angry eyes of the farmers followed the procession. The Sylvans with their burning arrows followed last, turned in their saddles to keep their eyes upon the colossal scarecrow even as their elk mounts slowly walked forward. Calista pondered giving the order to torch the scarecrow anyway. She didn’t like foolish farmers threatening her wife and her child. She didn’t like having her Goddess being called a false deity. And she imagined the farmers would be more inclined to ignore their group in hopes of extinguishing a fire whereas they might follow to press the matter down the road otherwise. The first two were personal pride and sanctimony, but the last reason stuck in her mind—there was nothing to stop the farmers from seeking them out again once they were out of range of the scarecrow.
 
   “Burn it so they can’t follow,” Calista whispered to the Sylvans at the back of the wagon.
 
   As their procession rolled out from between the last two buildings in the village, the three Sylvans armed with flame arrows pulled the strings on their heavy bows and fired streaking, fiery arrows across the afternoon sky. The arrows arched high over the buildings toward the barely visible straw colossus. All three landed on the giant scarecrow, igniting the straw, rags, and wooden posts it was constructed of. The town swarmed like a kicked beehive, rushing from homes and fields to try to quell the fires consuming the tribute to their God. Calista looked down to the baby in her arms, finding Bianca smiling in a cryptic way as she watched the black smoke rise from the scarecrow in the distance.
 
   “Consider all the angles, my dearest,” Calista whispered to her daughter. “There are many reasons to do a thing and many reasons not to. Only once you’ve weighed both can you know whether or not something should be done.”
 
   “Burn,” Bianca announced.
 
   “Yes, baby, burn,” Calista agreed.
 
   Once they were well away from the town and rolling west across the valley, Harper dropped her frontal guard to ride alongside the wagon again. “Big, divine dicks, is it?” Harper asked with an element of forced levity.
 
   “In the figurative dick-swinging contests favored by divine touched, my wife is hung more impressively than any man,” Calista said with a smirk.
 
   “Hear, hear!” Athol agreed.
 
   “Did you feel the shift when the scarecrow was put to flame?” Harper asked.
 
   “I did, and it would seem Bianca did as well,” Calista said.
 
   “O great and hairy God of crazy barbarian bullshit, turn your gaze upon me and touch my soul so I might know the feelings felt by the women I am surrounded by,” Athol prayed to the heavens. “What does this feeling mean, since I am foolish enough to ask?”
 
   “They weren’t lying or delusional when they claimed to be protected by a deity,” Harper said.
 
   “And we may have shifted the balance of power within the valley by torching their totem,” Calista said.
 
   “Which can only mean there are several Gods exerting their will over this valley,” Harper concluded.
 
   “Two at the very least,” Calista agreed, “and that was before divine touched followers of Dahlia and Solancacae arrived.”
 
   “Which God or Goddess did those farmers follow?” Athol asked.
 
   “Mycetes, maybe?” Harper mused.
 
   “Faellan would make more sense for farmers, but I’ve never heard of Faellanites performing human sacrifices,” Calista said. “Faellen is a Goddess of apple bobbing, pumpkin carving, and late night dancing. The worst she demands of her followers is toiling in a field.”
 
   “They called their deity a God not a Goddess,” Athol said. “Must be Mycetes.”
 
   Neither felt right to Calista. She’d run into followers of both sects and neither matched the zeal and piety of the farmers. In truth, the scarecrow didn’t match any deity she knew of. The followers of Faellan revered the harvest in the fields, never within a town, and the followers of Mycetes wore bones and other rotting, decaying things to prove their loyalty to their God. The farmers smelled like field-working peasants, but not like the typically malodorous zealots of Mycetes. Divine touched of the Rotting God even intentionally contracted leprosy to amplify their powers, which she hadn’t seen any signs of in the village.
 
   “I don’t think it’s either,” Calista finally said.
 
   “A third God involving himself in the affairs of the valley?” Harper asked.
 
   “Possibly,” Calista said. “This valley is apparently a place of importance for the pantheon.”
 
   They rolled along through the gentle hills and recently harvested fields always keeping an eye on the road behind them for signs of pursuit. Hours passed and it seemed the farmer cult hadn’t managed to mount an attack in the midst of extinguishing their idol. Even still, Calista couldn’t relax. They would need to camp at least once before reaching Windingshire by the look of things, and who knew what else they might have to pass through before then.
 
   “I did what I thought needed to be done,” Calista finally said to Harper, believing the silence between them was a product of Calista’s unilateral decision to burn the scarecrow. That was one of Harper’s primary complaints about Calista in their marriage: Calista often acted as if she were still a lone-wolf assassin without consulting her partner.
 
   “You did what you believed you had to do to protect our family,” Harper replied. “I might have given the same order if I’d thought of it at the time.”
 
   “Family…” Calista echoed the word. Yes, that’s what they were now. It was strange that she wouldn’t see things in such a way immediately. Somehow in her mind they were still three people, but that wasn’t right. She, Harper, and Bianca were a family—a single unit. When Calista thought of family she thought of her own mother, father, aunts, uncles, and cousins from the southlands. But she’d built a new family all her own and even if she hadn’t thought of it in such a way yet, she’d behaved as though they were a family—hadn’t she? “Yes, I would do anything to protect our family,” she finally said.
 
   “Then I suppose I will have to learn to forgive you for such extreme and frivolous measures like burning down a giant scarecrow with the aid of Sylvan archers,” Harper said.
 
   “Has any woman ever been blessed with such a wife before?” Calista asked with a wry smile.
 
   “I would doubt it,” Harper replied.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 8
 
   Muddied
 
    
 
   It took a good deal of convincing to talk Sofea into remaining at the camp rather than abandoning everything to try the road. Wendy’s insistence finally won out, and the only small concession Sofea could extract was pulling Caleb’s body from the field to bury. Wendy worked to finish setting up the camp in the cool blue light of a spell while Sofea struggled to dig a grave for Caleb in the muddy forest floor.
 
   “How are you so sure there aren’t more assassins?” Sofea asked in a lull of digging.
 
   “If there were more in the area they would already be here,” Wendy said. “Your bear would give them pause regardless.”
 
   Sofea glanced over to her newly acquired mount. It was happily devouring the remains of their dead horses. Sofea had to remind herself the bear hadn’t killed the horses. The assassins had done that. It made sense to feed the horse bodies to the enormous bear so it would be fed well enough to be ridden. Plus, in doing so, the bear would dispose of the dead horses in a way that wouldn’t encourage predators to enter their camp. Still, Sofea didn’t like her expensive charger being turned into bear fodder. It was best to focus on the task at hand until the bear had done enough work on the horse carcasses for them not to look like horses anymore.
 
   “I could animate Caleb’s body and have him dig his own grave,” Wendy said.
 
   “That’s monstrous.” Sofea’s efforts to dig the grave weren’t going well. The rain and root-riddled soil made for difficult digging; the ground seemed to resist the spade and ooze back in at the same time. Bodies were burned in the north because the ground was frozen too hard most of the year to bury them. Sofea couldn’t fathom finding enough dry wood to build a pyre large enough to burn Caleb, although digging his grave was turning out to be an equally impossible task.
 
   “Why? It’s not like animating him forces his spirit back into his corpse,” Wendy said. “It just makes the body a magical meat puppet.”
 
   “That doesn’t make it less horrible.”
 
   “The assassin you killed with the bisected head is nearby. I could make him do it.”
 
   Sofea pulled herself from the incredibly muddy work of grave digging in the rain. She was exhausted, soaked, cold, and miserable. Wendy stood beneath one of the stretched oil cloths; she’d long since finished setting up the camp and even had a small fire going at the edge of the shelter. If Sofea didn’t know better, she’d think the corpse grave digger offer was made out of kindness.
 
   “That’d be okay, I guess.” Sofea climbed out of the shallow, water-filled grave she’d managed. She stumbled up to the shelter and held her muddy hands out to the fire to try to warm them.
 
   Wendy motioned her gnarled, black staff in the direction of the forest. Shortly after, a staggering corpse with a head split down the middle wandered out, took up the spade Sofea abandoned, and began digging. Sofea had to turn away from the macabre scene as brain matter kept spilling out of the zombie’s head whenever it bent over to scoop out another load of dirt.
 
   “Do you know anything about poisons?”
 
   “Make sure they end up in someone else’s tea,” Wendy said.
 
   “That’s obvious.”
 
   “You asked if I knew anything, not if I knew something interesting.”
 
   “The assassins had poisoned knives, and they mentioned you by name,” Sofea said.
 
   “I was the scariest member of our trio until you found a bear.” Wendy leaned against the trunk of a tree and let the brim of her hat fall forward to conceal her eyes.
 
   “So you’re not going to tell me why they’re after you or who they are?”
 
   “I’m going to tell you what you need to know.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Red anger flashed across Sofea’s vision. “And you can’t talk to the dragon without a ritual.”
 
   “One that takes time and resources to prepare,” Wendy conceded. “I already told you.”
 
   “Or you’re just a liar.”
 
   “Everyone is a liar sometimes.”
 
   “You don’t care that I accused you of being a liar?”
 
   “Should I?” Wendy asked.
 
   Sofea began tearing off her muddy extraneous clothes to try to dry the more important garments underneath. The fire had warmed her sufficiently, and her anger was doing the rest. “Must you always answer my questions with other questions?”
 
   “Ask better questions,” Wendy said.
 
   Sofea caught the sparkle of firelight off Wendy’s green eyes just below the brim of her black hat. Wendy’s gaze appeared to be on Sofea’s increasingly exposed body. “What are you staring at?” Sofea demanded.
 
   “Nothing,” Wendy said, quickly tilting her head again to obscure her eyes with her hat.
 
   Sofea looked over her body to see if a dead leaf or mud splatter was sticking to her somewhere embarrassing or in a way that might be funny for Wendy. When she couldn’t find anything, it only made her angrier. She finished stripping the muddy clothes, dried herself by the fire, and then redressed in fresh garments. Failure was already upon them, and Sofea was mad at herself that she nearly compounded the failure by fleeing without their gear and the supposedly valuable dragon skeleton. Wendy had stopped her, but seemed to be reveling a little too much in the smugness derived from possessing the cooler head.
 
   “Do you have a warding spell?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t have been able to sleep during my travels if I didn’t,” Wendy said.
 
   “If you’d activated it when we made camp, Caleb might still be alive,” Sofea said. “You may be stuffed with dead witch power, but you’re a rank amateur when it comes to adventuring.”
 
   Wendy quietly went about casting the protective spell around their camp while Sofea made herself comfortable in a bedroll slung between two trees. The rain was easing and the dead assassin body had completed the burial of Caleb. Sofea thought she should say something over the fresh grave, but she was too tired to get up again and wasn’t good with words anyway. Wendy seemed sullen as she bedded down next to the dying fire, at least, more sullen than usual.
 
   “Tell me about this valley we’re traveling to,” Sofea said as a peace offering.
 
   “It’s tall on the edges and low in the middle,” Wendy mumbled.
 
   Sofea dozed off while trying to think of something biting to say in response.
 
   Dreams came quickly, which was a strange occurrence when traveling. Typically Sofea struggled to sleep camped along a road. There was an unusual vividness to her dreams as well. They were still in the clearing but the sun was shining and it was summertime. The ocean surf crashed in the distance. They didn’t have anywhere to be, and so they relaxed in the pleasant forest of towering pines. Wendy’s robes were falling away from her body in enticing ways that Sofea knew weren’t true of what the robes really covered. The black outline of undergarments, robes, stockings, gloves, and belts along Wendy’s white skin set a fire in Sofea. The more Wendy moved the more skin appeared beneath the robes that were practically dripping off her. She was so skinny beneath her robes, but strangely this was fine with Sofea—she thought she preferred powerful women with full busts and stout frames. Somehow Wendy’s frailty was attractive to her in a different way. Sofea reached out for Wendy, determined to help slough away the quickly deteriorating robes. Something changed in Wendy’s delicate features until she looked like Brandinne. Sofea recoiled at the suddenness of the change, startling herself awake.
 
   Coming out of such a deep sleep so abruptly was disorienting. A green light glowed in front of her face and beyond the light a small woman that looked startlingly like Brandinne stood on her chest. Except this woman was only about a foot and a half tall, nude except for the bare essentials covering her chest and nether regions, and she had red hair rather than black.
 
   “This one is awake,” the tiny woman said, drawing back the end of the glowing staff she had pointed at Sofea’s forehead.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” another squeaky voice said, echoing from several places around the darkened camp. “They’re already tied up.”
 
   “You spoiled the fun by waking, dream lover.” The tiny woman standing on Sofea’s chest cocked her slender hips to the side and winked. “Women are always so much more resistant to a good dream than men.”
 
   “That was you in my dream?” Sofea asked, still unclear if she actually had awoken.
 
   “Indeed, and I would have given you a night to remember for the rest of your life, but you ruined it at seeing my true face,” the tiny woman said. “You must really fancy the Witch to withdraw from anyone who isn’t her.”
 
   “No, it’s…you look like someone I know,” Sofea offered feebly. She strained to get out of her hammock bedroll only to find she’d been tied into it. She could see other similarly small, slender figures darting among their darkened camp, rifling through their goods. One was standing on Wendy’s chest, holding a glowing staff at her forehead. Wendy was sleeping deeply, her mouth drooping open slightly. “You’re robbing us?”
 
   “Call it a road tax if it makes you feel better,” the tiny woman said. “Who is this woman you know who looks like me?”
 
   “A Havvish named Brandinne,” Sofea said. “You’re Brownies!”
 
   “That we are,” the tiny woman replied. “And don’t bother shouting to try to wake your companion or call your bear. They’re both thoroughly ensorcelled.”
 
   “And so would the redheaded warrior be if River wasn’t such a tramp,” one of the other Brownies said, echoing her voice a half dozen places throughout the woods around them.
 
   River stuck her long, pointed, red tongue out at the direction of one of the echoes and gave the other Brownie a long raspberry. “It usually works and seldom engenders ill-will toward our kind,” River said. “Besides, look at her. She’s adorable with those red braids and pet bear.”
 
   “Aw, River is smitten with the gangly northerner.” A chorus of voices snickered from the trees. “River is smitten twice a day most days,” someone else added and they all laughed again.
 
   River didn’t look all that much like Brandinne upon closer inspection. They had the same large, purple eyes and up-swooped end to their noses, but that was about it. River was wild, unkempt; her hair a tangled orange mess, and her tanned skin was covered in war paint and tattoos. She was as shameless as Brandinne as the verbal barbs thrown at her by her hunting party were met with flirty glances and gestures directed at Sofea.
 
   “This will all be over soon, sweetness,” River said, “and you’ll be left only with fond memories of me.”
 
   “You can’t leave us to starve out here,” Sofea objected.
 
   “We wouldn’t do that. We’re Brownies, not Goblins,” River said. “You had supplies enough for three people to survive for more than a week. We’ll leave you with enough for two people to reach the next town when traveling by bear.”
 
   “Owl-pellets!” one of the Brownies shouted, forgetting to bounce her voice in her surprise. “They have a dragon skeleton!”
 
   “Naughty little minx,” River said, pointing her staff at Sofea’s face again. “What are you doing with a dragon?”
 
   “Gods only know,” Sofea grumbled. “That thing is a cumbersome hassle that I’ve tried to leave behind twice now.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what powers are held in those bones?” River demanded.
 
   “Not really, but it’s clearly enough to freak out everyone who does know,” Sofea said.
 
   “Do we take it?” the Brownie who’d found the dragon asked, forgetting again to throw her voice.
 
   “Are you insane?” River said. “The oligarchy won’t want that thing anywhere near our camp.” River leaned forward, placing her hands on Sofea’s collar bones to whisper directly against her face. “Listen, lover, that dragon is trouble and the Witch you travel with is worse trouble still. Split off as soon as you can. Being cute and good with an axe is hardly enough to counter the evil you travel with.” River smelled like her namesake. The Brownie’s close proximity reminded Sofea of the earthen, fresh smell of her recent tumble down the river earlier that night. River leaned in and placed the tiniest kiss on Sofea’s lips. “Next time, don’t wake up until we’re done,” River whispered.
 
   The little Brownie scampered back down Sofea’s body and leapt off the side. She landed on a great horned owl as it flew by, settling into the saddle on the owl’s back. The huge bird rushed by in a whoosh of air off its wings, carrying a bundle of stolen goods in its talons.
 
   Sofea rested her head back and tried again to struggle against her bonds. The ropes already seemed to be loosening, although not enough to escape yet. Wendy’s sentry spell was rubbish if it didn’t guard against Brownies. She felt like yelling to wake up Wendy to tell her so. The Brownies were gone and with them all the merriment, warmth, and light in the camp. A little ways off, Sofea could hear her bear snoring loudly. Little good the bear had been as a guardian since he too apparently fell prey to Brownie sleep magic.
 
   As cross as she was with Wendy and the bear for failing miserably in guarding against Brownie thieves, Sofea was even angrier at her own body’s reaction to the whole thing. Thinking of it bluntly, she was left soaked from the experience. Worse than the torment of the flood gates River had opened between her legs was the emotional befuddlement that accompanied her shockingly intense arousal. She was having tender feelings about the Brownie who had robbed her and an increasing fondness for Wendy even though the Witch wasn’t really the one in her dream. She’d gone to sleep fed up with Wendy and awoken with a smoldering infatuation.
 
   River’s parting words kept running through Sofea’s head as well. Had the Brownie meant Sofea shouldn’t wake up next time until after River and Sofea had had their dream fun, or had she been warning Sofea not to wake up until after the Brownies had finished robbing them? Either way, Sofea clung to the ‘next time’ part of the comment. It meant River was planning another raid on them…didn’t it? It should have been something Sofea would guard against, but instead she found herself thinking of ways to prevent Wendy from repairing the Brownie-sized hole in her sentry spell so River might visit again without waking up the Witch or the bear.
 
   Being sexually frustrated and constantly turned on was making her stupid, Sofea decided. She was lusting after a wildling thief a third her size, a tremendously unpleasant Witch, and an irritating Thief Queen and her harem of aggressive trollops. None of them were even her type as she knew it. She thought she was attracted to powerful women like Harper the Sword Maiden or her fellow Valkyries. Physically strong, emotionally stoic, and spare of words—that’s what she believed she fancied. Tiny, frail, loquacious, and evasive was what her woman parts were responding to.
 
   The ropes were loosening further still, likely an intended function of the Brownie bindings to release the victims of their robberies before sunrise. Sofea’s right hand found its way between her legs. She was too excited to go back to sleep, and she was tired of being stupid from lack of satisfaction. Her fingers caressed between her legs. She was almost embarrassed by how wet she’d grown from the brief contact with River. It felt good and right to rub and caress herself; it grew a taboo spark inside her to fantasize about the little Brownie while she did so. The more she writhed and the closer she came to climax, the more the ropes binding her to her hammock loosened, giving her greater access to herself. Coming up with coherent scenarios in her head for what she might do with River was difficult and so she thought about what the Brownie might be doing if she were still in the area, watching Sofea gratify herself. This drove her ever closer to the edge and drew a few murmurs of satisfaction from her lips. Perhaps River, at seeing how much Sofea was enjoying herself, would pull aside her own loin cloth and mirror Sofea’s actions, and then…the fantasy, before it could even go any further, drove Sofea over the edge and she climaxed in a barely stifled series of satisfying shudders.
 
   In the afterglow she still felt stupid from desire, and her sexual cravings only slightly diminished.
 
   “We’ve been tied up and robbed and you’re masturbating?” Wendy said. “What is wrong with you?”
 
   Sofea opened her eyes, a little surprised to find the gray of dawn had replaced the black of night. There was ample light to see her by and know for certain what she’d been doing. Sofea decided she might abandon Wendy and the dragon skeleton to flee the enormity of her embarrassment, and then perhaps climb out of her own skin if fleeing didn’t help.
 
   “If you’re done diddling yourself, can you untie me?” Wendy demanded.
 
   Sofea pressed against her bonds. The Brownie ropes fell away as if they’d only been draped over her. Splendid, now it looks as though I was never really tied up, but was too busy fingering myself to stop the robbery, Sofea thought. She rushed across the camp and fumbled to untie Wendy’s ropes, which were far tighter and hadn’t loosened in the same way Sofea’s had. Wendy rolled her eyes and shook her head in disgust through the entire process.
 
   “Your sentry spell didn’t account for Brownies,” Sofea offered in her own defense.
 
   “Even if it did, you probably would have let them through for a helping hand,” Wendy said.
 
   “And how exactly would I have done anything to your spell?” Sofea glanced back to her pack, wondering what the Brownies had taken from her. Certainly the pack looked lighter, but more surprising was the shield and axe leaning against the tree next to the rest of her gear. Sofea scrambled over to the retrieved items and inspected them to reassure herself they were actually hers. “I lost these in the river,” she murmured.
 
   “Trading sexual favors for goods and services makes you a prostitute,” Wendy said. “You know that, right?”
 
   “And what exactly did you dream of while we were robbed?” Sofea asked.
 
   Wendy didn’t answer.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 9
 
   Reverse Interrogation
 
    
 
   A bend in the road and a widening along an outcropping of pine trees and vibrant, crimson maples offered an enticing spot to camp for the night. Athol and the Sylvans set to work constructing a fortified camp at the edge of the tree line while Harper and Calista wandered down the hill toward the sound of moving water to replenish their supply.
 
   A deer trail winding down the steep face of the hill offered an easy descent toward the stream hidden within the trees. Calista walked behind at Harper’s insistence. In many ways Harper was still the knight and Calista was still the damsel in distress. It wasn’t accurate, hadn’t ever been, and they both knew it, but acting as though it were true seemed to give Harper confidence and Calista rather enjoyed occupying the demure role from time to time.
 
   They followed the trail a ways from the camp, up the stream, through the golden light of the late afternoon filtering through autumn leaves. A cool wind blew through a grove of nearby poplars, creating a lovely patter above the sound of the babbling brook. Finally, the deer trail emptied into a small clearing at the edge of the stream. Smooth, round stones covered the flat, open ground with sparse clusters of dead grass scattered throughout.
 
   “Why doesn’t Athol have children of his own?” Calista asked as they approached the water.
 
   “He probably does somewhere,” Harper said. “In truth, this is the first time I’ve seen him show the slightest interest in a child. Sven has provided him with a whole brood of nieces and nephews that Athol couldn’t recognize in a crowd let alone recall their names.”
 
   “It may be a mother’s bias, but Bianca is a very charming and memorable child,” Calista said.
 
   “She takes after her biased mother in that way.”
 
   “And perhaps she will flatter and heap affection upon her beloved like her other mother someday,” Calista said, smiling over her shoulder to Harper.
 
   “If she does, I hope she enjoys the happiness I do.” Harper wrapped her arms around Calista’s waist from behind and nuzzled into her wife’s thick, bronze hair.
 
   “As much as I would like to savor this quiet moment, we have company.” Calista gently placed her hands on Harper’s and guided them away.
 
   “Don’t stop on our account,” a gruff voice spoke from behind them.
 
   Harper spun around in surprise while Calista casually turned and stepped beside Harper. The man addressing them was one of a dozen who had materialized from the woods around the trail. The men had the lean, hungry look of highwaymen, and were clearly not of the hearty peasant folk in the town with the giant scarecrow. A few had small hunting bows, a few more had rusty broadswords, and the rest held a smattering of scavenged farming equipment for weapons like sickles, scythes, wooden flails, and pitchforks.
 
   “I’m afraid the lack of privacy is ruining the mood,” Calista said.
 
   “A shame, but I suppose we’ll just get on with the robbing and raping we had planned,” the lead man said. None of them were particularly large, all of them had scraggly beards, and if Calista had to guess by the accent, the lead man was from an eastern duchy along the desert.
 
   “You’re a long way from home and struggling through lean times,” Calista said. “What brought you to this valley?” Calista figured she and Harper could kill the men at their leisure. Perhaps a little information could make the altercation worthwhile beyond just blowing off some pent up steam.
 
   “The Eternal Autumn created tougher times for some places than others,” the man said. “Most of us made our way here to escape the starving that awaited us at home.” The lead man shook his head and fidgeted with the broadsword in his gnarled right hand. “But that isn’t anything to you. We’ll be doing the taking from here on out and you two will do the begging.”
 
   “Certainly you didn’t come all this way to be bandits,” Harper said. “You could have done that on any road along the way.”
 
   Calista smiled to her wife. Harper’s voice had a soothing effect on most people, and she was clever enough to pick up on Calista’s ruse to pump some information from the men before violence ensued. It appeared only the bandits didn’t know who truly held the upper hand in the standoff.
 
   “Them accursed farmers ambushed us, took our things, killed most of us,” one of the other men said, speaking with an Ovid beggar-quarter accent. “Some of us escaped their cages, others of us escaped when the slaughter began, then we all found each other and came upon this proper little ambush spot to take back some of what they stole from us. We’re the Hungry Orphans now, and you best remember it.”
 
   “The overly pious farmers with the creepy scarecrow?” Calista asked.
 
   “Them’s the ones,” the Ovid beggar replied.
 
   “So none of you traveled together until after you arrived in the valley?” Calista asked. “Are there other groups like yours in the area?” They had a name for their band, which was typically only bothered with in an area where multiple bandit groups operated.
 
   “There’s plenty of us right here to take what we want from you two,” the Ovid beggar said. “Don’t you be worrying about others.”
 
   That answered all Calista’s other questions to her satisfaction. There were plenty of bandits around created by the farmers ambushing refugees and none of them had set out to be highway men when they left home. It was sad, after a fashion, but not Calista’s problem.
 
   “If you lay down your weapons, come with us to the next town, we will do what we can to protect you from further exploitation,” Harper offered.
 
   How could I not love this woman? Calista thought. Even when violence was inevitable, and desirable in Calista’s case, Harper was still looking to the bandits who had threatened them with rape and robbery like they were simply needy folk deserving of charity. Love of her wife and a strange sense of curiosity stayed Calista’s hand for the moment. She could certainly throw two knives to even up the odds at a moment’s notice, but that was precisely the sort of unilateral action that always upset Harper. She could wait, let things take their natural course, and kill the men only after they’d rejected Harper’s marvelously benevolent offer.
 
   “That’s an option,” the lead man said, “or we can do what we like with you, take what we want from your corpses when we’re done, and do the same with any others from your group that come looking for you.”
 
   “I can’t say I’m surprised you rejected my wife’s charitable offer,” Calista said. “Are you satisfied with your effort, my love?”
 
   “I am, although I am saddened they did not take it,” Harper replied.
 
   “Do you have any Gods you’d like prayed to over your corpses?” Calista asked. Before the lead man could even open his mouth to answer, Calista flicked both of her spare knives out, one from each hand. The long knives tumbled a single time, end over end, before striking their targets. The two bowmen on the end looked down in utter shock and disbelief at the Dwarven blades jutting from their chests. They fell without a word.
 
   Harper drew her sword from the scabbard along her back. Calista followed her across the rocks to meet the charge of the men armed with melee weapons. Harper blocked a downward slash from the first man to reach them. Calista slipped under her wife’s guard, ran past, and stabbed the man in his exposed kidney with the knife in her right hand.
 
   The second man stabbed at Calista with a pitchfork that she easily turned aside with the knife in her left hand. She pressed the parry out, exposing the man’s chest. Harper slid her sword away from the attack of the dying man she’d first engaged. She followed through, stabbing the man with the pitchfork through his heart when Calista opened his guard.
 
   A man slashed at Calista’s neck with a rusty scythe. She ducked beneath the attack, and lunged around to Harper to intercept an attacker attempting to move in behind them. Calista flicked the knife from her left hand at the man attacking Harper’s back, burying the blade in the man’s throat with the short throw even as Harper lopped off the head of the scythe-wielding bandit who had tried to slash Calista’s neck.
 
   With half their number wiped out in a matter of moments, the remaining six highwaymen backed off to regroup. Calista snatched the knife she’d thrown from the body of her most recent victim. She could already feel the power of the death she was dealing flowing into her. She wanted more. Harper seemed willing to reopen negotiations now that the men were in possession of a more accurate understanding of the situation, but Calista wasn’t done yet.
 
   Calista charged herself with the power collected from slaying four men and rushed across the short expanse separating her from half of those that remained. Moving fast on the edge of what the human eye could follow, she cut two throats before either man could get their weapons up. The third turned to run, and she threw both knives, burying them in his back.
 
   The three facing Harper, after seeing what happened to the rest of their number, hurled their weapons down and fled into the forest in a blind panic. Harper let the men escape while Calista retrieved her knives from the last man she’d killed.
 
   “You didn’t have to kill those last three,” Harper said. “We could have talked them out of fighting.”
 
   “Probably,” Calista said, “but that’s not what I wanted.”
 
   “They were starving men trying to survive.”
 
   “At some point they were, but when we came upon them they had transformed into ravenous wolves that had likely already raped, murdered, and robbed other victims,” Calista said. “You pardoned the three that were under your sword while I did not forgive those under my knives. Don’t question my choice as I am not questioning yours.” Calista walked among the dead men in the fading light of day, scooping up their weapons and dashing them on the rocks. The broadswords took a few swings, but the rest of the weapons broke without much effort. Harper aided her in this endeavor, seeing the honorable effort of preventing those that fled from rearming themselves at a later time. Harper did not help, however, when Calista began rifling through the clothes of the men she’d slain.
 
   “Are we robbing them now?” Harper asked sourly.
 
   “We killed them so we get their money,” Calista said. “That’s the deal they agreed to by stating that they would get our things if they killed us.” It wasn’t like Calista expected to find treasure upon the dead men. She was angry with them, even in their death, and acting out of habit in looting the corpses of her victims.
 
   “Should we bury them at least?” Harper asked futilely as she watched Calista move from body to body.
 
   “Predators and scavengers must be struggling through the Eternal Autumn as well,” Calista said. “They could probably use the meat.”
 
   “When did you become so callous?”
 
   Calista finished her search of the bodies, which had only yielded a few coins, a couple trinkets, and a scratched copper ring. Calista and Harper had been living on charity and Harper’s savings for more than a year. The riches Calista received for the greatest assassination job she’d ever pulled was a beautiful daughter that she needed money enough to care for. As distasteful as Harper found the prospect of stealing from dead bandits, Calista knew the act to be pragmatic—neither of them was earning money and they were essentially homeless.
 
   She cleaned her knives on the least stained shirt among the corpses and sheathed her weapons before answering. “I am an assassin. I kill for money and I kill for survival. Giving birth and becoming a mother did not change what I am or what I do. It simply added breast feeding and singing lullabies to the list of duties.”
 
   “The knight who captained the roadblock at the edge of Ovid, the one I defeated in single combat, would you have killed him too?” Harper asked.
 
   “In a heartbeat, and if someone paid me to, I would go and kill the lord who commanded him to stand in my way,” Calista said. “I wouldn’t ask the reason someone wanted him dead, and I would have slept well after.”
 
   “We aren’t at war any longer,” Harper objected.
 
   “I never was,” Calista said. “Those I killed during the Winter War were slain to ensure survival. Some historian or minstrel came along afterward and called it a war, saying I fought in it, but that doesn’t mean I was ever at war. I am not a soldier or a knight.”
 
   “What about honor and chivalry?”
 
   “Fine ideas for other people to enjoy, but ultimately a hindrance for what I am and what I do,” Calista said. “I love you for what you are. Why can’t you do the same?” It stung horribly when Calista saw the answer in the expression on Harper’s face. Her wife clearly thought being an honorable knight was something worthy to admire and love while being a thief and assassin was something despicable to slowly change in the other person. Calista stormed past Harper, scooping up the water skins they still hadn’t filled. “And what if our daughter turns out like me? What if Bianca prefers murder, thievery, and promiscuity?”
 
   “Promiscuity?”
 
   “Yes,” Calista said, wishing the work of filling water skins from a stream could be done in a way that displayed her anger. Sadly holding an opened container to the flow of water could only look serene no matter how enraged the filler was. “When we joined, you were a maiden, still are by many measurements, while I enjoyed a good deal of everything before I met you.”
 
   “Why do you say such hurtful things?”
 
   “It’s hurtful to ask what you would think if your daughter turned out like your wife?” Calista really didn’t like where the conversation was going, where it had started, and she knew she was at least partially to blame for both. What she really wanted after such an exhilarating fight was to tear off Harper’s clothing and have a frantic bit of fun against the trunk of a tree, but that didn’t seem likely anymore. Holding the moral high ground over Harper never felt like much of a victory either.
 
   “I…will have to consider this,” Harper said quietly.
 
   They silently went about filling all the water skins. It was nearly dark by the time they returned to camp without another word passing between them. Calista hated the silence and what it represented. She knew Harper didn’t feel the same strange admiration for what Calista was in the way Calista liked Harper’s knightly honor; she’d simply never heard Harper confirm what she always knew to be true.
 
   Harper took Bianca from Athol when they arrived in camp. Harper sat quietly with their child, speaking softly to her and seemingly studying her for what Calista assumed were signs of evil or wantonness.
 
   Athol sat beside Calista on the other side of the fire from Harper and Bianca. He offered her a wineskin, which she accepted and drank greedily from. Even on the road the Sylvans kept their own counsel. They didn’t drink with Athol or talk much to Harper and Calista; their entire focus was on protecting Bianca.
 
   “That daughter of yours is pure joy,” Athol said.
 
   “I’m told I was a very sullen baby and a troublesome child,” Calista said. “The joyousness must be Harper’s doing.”
 
   “Perhaps.” Athol took a drink from the wine skin when Calista relinquished it. “Sven was a giggly baby and frolicsome child. Look how grumpy he turned out.”
 
   “That seems to be a product of losing his leg,” Calista said.
 
   “Good point. We’ll have to impress upon Bianca the importance of keeping herself whole if she doesn’t want to turn into a crank.” Athol took another long drink of the wine, growing ruddier and wobblier with every swallow. He offered Calista the nearly empty wineskin, which she accepted. “Besides, you claim you were a moody child, but look how happy you turned out.”
 
   Calista snorted. “Sure, I’m a bloody ray of sunshine most days.”
 
   “Speaking of bloody, why are your clothes blood-splattered?”
 
   “Shouldn’t that have been your first question?”
 
   “I ask what I notice when I notice it and not a moment before!”
 
   “Fair enough.” Calista finished off the last two sips in the wineskin. She handed it back to Athol who made an attempt to drink from it despite it clearly being empty. “A dozen bandits beset us when we were retrieving water.”
 
   “Stupid bandits.”
 
   “We killed nine. Harper let the other three go.”
 
   “Silly Harper.”
 
   “Then we got into an argument about morality.”
 
   “Foolish women,” Athol slurred. “You got your blood up with a fight and chose to debate trivialities like morality rather than fuck like pabbits? From now on I will fetch the water, kill the bandits, and handle the breeding since the two of you seem to make a hash of everything without my guidance.”
 
   “You may just get your chance on at least one of those,” Calista said. “From what the bandits said before they died horribly, there isn’t a shortage of desperate and dangerous men in this valley.” 
 
   Calista watched Bianca and Harper with unblinking eyes. There was a very real chance Bianca was divine touched or soon would be. Bringing her to a valley where unknown members of the pantheon were dueling was probably a mistake. Even still, it was a mistake they couldn’t have foreseen and one they were well in the midst of. Calista would have to hope whatever deity had taken a shine to their daughter would aid in her protection. She’d loosened so much in her vigilance from having Athol as a temporary caretaker, or perhaps it was faith. For some reason she assumed Solancacae was the one watching over Bianca, although she had no proof of that supposition. She wondered if Harper believed Bianca was divine touched by Dahlia. The Sylvans probably thought she was protected by one of their Gods. Everyone had the arrogance to presume it was their own faith extending to the fated child, and they could all be wrong.
 
   As much as Calista wanted Harper to be the one to apologize for their argument, she let the desire slip away. They were a mismatched couple who had been thrust quickly into marriage, abruptly into motherhood, and had made the best of it all. The surest way to make it all far apart was to start questioning why it worked and go looking for ways to make it work better. The problem remained, although Calista knew it wasn’t a difference that needed to be reconciled immediately and they had larger, more immediate concerns.
 
   “Want to know what the secret to marriage is?” Calista asked Athol.
 
   “I do not.”
 
   “Letting things continue when they’re working,” Calista said.
 
   “That’s life, not marriage,” Athol grumbled. “Thank the Gods your daughter has me to teach her things. You’ve grown far more attractive after filling out in the hips and chest areas, but you’re still a minor intellect in comparison to myself. I will teach Bianca to wench properly, drink gluttonously, and to celebrate bloody victories in battle with raucous lovemaking. All the things you’ve apparently forgotten.”
 
   “So long as the instruction is all verbal, you’re welcome to try,” Calista said. “That’d teach Harper—wasting her time worrying if her daughter turns out like me, she’ll end up with a barbarian offspring we can all be proud and ashamed of in equal parts.”
 
   “Now you’re making more sense. It must be the wine. We need more to truly discuss such crucial matters.” Athol stumbled away to find more wine.
 
   Calista met Harper’s gaze across the campfire. Harper offered a weak smile that Calista returned.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 10
 
   Scorched Earth
 
    
 
   Sofea spent the morning cobbling together a proper double saddle for her new bear mount from the abandoned saddles of the horses that the bear was consuming the rest of as a late breakfast. Even if Sofea did know how to construct a saddle, which she didn’t, it was all very experimental trying to make one capable of fitting a bear that already wore trappings of barding.
 
   Once their camp was packed and ready to go, but their saddle not yet complete, Wendy sat beneath a tree, reading a book. Occasionally Sofea looked over at the Witch and wonder after her. There was a good deal going on beneath the surface of the truculent girl, but it was all heavily guarded. Befriending as an order from her company patron seemed like a trivialization—Sofea wanted to unlock the mystery of Wendy.
 
   When the saddle was complete, the bear willingly let Sofea replace the old, tattered remains of his former saddle with what she’d created. The bear seemed rather pleased to be rid of the old thing and have leather straps that sat somewhere else for a change. They packed their meager supplies and the bagged up dragon skeleton onto the bear and then mounted up. The new double saddle negated the need for Wendy to cling to Sofea to stay atop the bear, which was the only flaw Sofea saw in its design.
 
   The sky above was overcast, but in a high, gray dome that did not portend rain anytime soon. Mists rolled down off the mountains, nearly reaching the road they joined with again at the bottom of the hill. It was well into the afternoon before the fog retreated and their surroundings reemerged. Again and again the road bent toward the sea, giving them glimpses of the coastline from a lofty cliff, only to plunge them back into the dank, coastal forest thick with moss and impenetrable tangles of blackberry bushes among the gnarled trunks of Hemlock trees.
 
   Dusk fast approached when they crested the final hill, broke free of the tree line, and descended toward the squid fishing village along a small creek that was to be the next depot they stopped at. Immediately they could tell something was wrong. Rather than slat and straw buildings, only a cluster of blackened frames sat where the fishing village was supposed to be. In the midst of the burned wooden husks of homes and shops, the stone bridge across the creek that bisected the village still stood, although the granite was scarred black in places by fire.
 
   “This is somehow your fault,” Wendy said.
 
   “I burned plenty of villages in my time with the North Wind Valkyries, but I’m afraid this wasn’t one of them,” Sofea said.
 
   “You talk about them a lot.”
 
   “Fighting alongside one another in the shield wall, spending time on a longboat at sea…it creates strong sisterhood bonds.”
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   Sofea brought the bear to a stop at the edge of the village, ordered it to lower so they could dismount, and then armed herself with axe and shield to continue their investigation on foot. Smoke still rose from some of the buildings although the fires had burned themselves out. Sofea and Wendy walked quietly among the village’s remains, followed by the bear that occasionally sniffed at random scraps of ash that blew across his path.
 
   “We needed to buy supplies here,” Sofea said.
 
   “Because you let the Brownies rob us while you touched yourself,” Wendy added.
 
   “I remember, I was there,” Sofea said.
 
   “Do you know how to live off the land? Find berries to eat? Hunt game? Fish squid out of a creek?”
 
   “Not as such,” Sofea admitted. “Caleb was meant to do those things if we struck trouble. Of course, Caleb made this trip in a week without incident, and we’re already looking at returning to Griffon’s Rock after only two days of travel.” Sofea didn’t want to admit it to Wendy, but she missed Caleb in a strange way, and she wanted to return to the safe familiarity of Griffon’s Rock rather than continue. Northerners weren’t supposed to get homesick. Lust for travel and adventure was inborn in the raiders of the north, causing shame in Sofea for balking at such a trivial journey.
 
   “We can’t go back now,” Wendy said.
 
   “We’re only two days out, a day and a half if we’d made good time, and we’re already out of supplies, riding a scavenged bear, and missing the most senior member of our group,” Sofea said. “Standing in the ruins of a burned out station we needed is exactly the time to consider going back.”
 
   “We don’t even know why this village was burned,” Wendy argued.
 
   “I don’t see how that matters.” Sofea poked among the blackened timbers of a small shed, finding nothing recognizable among the ashes. She hadn’t seen any skeletons or burned bodies or stray animals or… “Goblins.”
 
   “You’re a tracker now?”
 
   “No, but do you see anything left behind?” Sofea asked. “Goblins are like locusts, taking everything, even if it has no value. If this were done by raiders or a rival nobleman’s army, there would be corpses of people and livestock.”
 
   “Or maybe the villagers simply moved on and some adventuring band that needed to buy supplies here got angry and burned down the abandoned village.”
 
   “Yes, or everyone went on vacation and left their cooking fires burning. Or maybe I’ve seen this before when I was raiding with the Valkyries,” Sofea said. “Sometimes we’d find places Goblins hard already sacked. This is strange. I didn’t think Goblins this far south could gather enough of a tribe to destroy a town this size.”
 
   “Fine, it was Goblins. So what?” Wendy said, folding her arms over her chest.
 
   “So…I don’t know.” Sofea had become a follower. She followed Ingrid, then Athol and Sven, and finally Caleb and Willard. She no longer wanted the pressure of leadership, and she didn’t like the pressure telling others what to do, even if it was just one other and that one other wasn’t nearly as experienced as her in traveling. After losing the entire rear guard under her command within the spider caves, she didn’t want to be in charge. “I’m not supposed to be in charge. Caleb is.”
 
   “Then I’ll be in charge,” Wendy said. “We’re not going back.”
 
   Sofea followed as Wendy wandered through the town to scavenge for supplies. The evidence of Goblins increased once they crossed the stone bridge into the larger half of the town. Little fishing boats and river canoes had been hauled up onto the roofs of houses to be burned, leaving strange, fish-like skeletons of the boats on the burned husks of buildings. Three toed, clawed footprints littered the ground in the muddier places. Scattered among the tracks were completely stripped fish skeletons. How Goblins managed to eat every scrap of flesh from a fish while still leaving the skeleton intact was a marvel to Sofea. Goblins were only a couple feet tall, spoke no discernable language, and were nigh indestructible. If they weren’t also terrible cowards and completely insane they would be a blight upon the world rather than a relatively minor nuisance.
 
   “Why do they take the bodies?” Wendy asked.
 
   “They think everything is valuable,” Sofea said, “so they take everything. Except for fish bones for some reason nobody has ever managed to puzzle out.”
 
   On the western edge of town, the salt marshes opened up between the village and the sea. In the fading light of day they could hear the surf in the distance, but it was too far away to see. Saw grass and muddy flats expanded out as the creek’s delta melted into wetlands. Wendy stood at the edge of a burned little dock staring west as the sun settled beneath the gloomy horizon. The wind picked up, catching the black of her robes and her limp hair. Sofea was struck by the strange loveliness of the Witch in that moment. She wasn’t curvaceous or womanly, but she had a strange, prickly dignity that Sofea found oddly appealing.
 
   “They didn’t miss any supplies,” Sofea said, “so there’s no reason for them to come back.”
 
   “Then we’ll stay here tonight,” Wendy decided. “Maybe on the bridge since it has such a nice view of the swamp and it’s the only thing that didn’t burn down.”
 
   And just like that, Wendy took her place at the top of the long list of people Sofea had chosen to follow. It seemed as good of an idea as anything to Sofea. She was too tired to keep going and they would be traveling in the dark if they chose to continue or go back. The marshy valley the village sat in was wider on the other side, leaving them with few options for camping until they reached the trees on the south edge. The only thing worse than spending a night camped in a Goblin burned village was spending the night in the middle of a swamp.
 
   Wendy and Sofea unburdened the bear and set up their camp in the middle of the arched, stone bridge in the center of town. It was wide enough to allow carts to pass two abreast or in opposite directions and though it was short, needing only to cover a narrow point in the creek, it was ample enough for them to comfortably camp. The cloud cover above broke to allow the twin waxing moons to cast their glow over the town, more than enough light to set up camp by.
 
   The bear, with his load removed, wandered down to the edge of the creek. He waded into the dark, fouled water almost silently. Sofea assumed the bear was going to smell even worse when he emerged. The water of the creek was likely brackish to begin with and only made more disgusting by the addition of other putrid elements from the town’s waste disposal. All that was before the ashes and soot blowing off the burning buildings had turned the water black. The bear ignored the disgusting aspects of the creek and dunked his head into the placid stream, breaking the glassy surface only momentarily. When his massive head popped back up, he had a mouthful of weeds and the fat, white body of a river squid. He slurped the seafood and seaweed salad down before dunking his head for another bite.
 
   “Seems like he could offer to share,” Sofea said.
 
   “Like the taste of swamp grass and bottom feeders, do you?” Wendy asked.
 
   “No, but the taste of anything will be welcome when we run out of food tomorrow.”
 
   Wendy had gathered several burned timbers to create a small fire cone in the center of the bridge. She was currently lining the little campfire with stones from the bridge’s railing to hold a fire in.
 
   “Those are already consumed,” Sofea said. “You need fresh wood for a campfire.”
 
   “It’s easier to enjoy your company when you stay quiet.” Wendy sprinkled the blackened planks with white powder from a vial on her belt. The powder smelled of brimstone only for a moment before it flashed and created a strange, green flame. The green fire spread quickly over the charred wood until a proper, if otherworldly campfire glowed in the center of the bridge. “It’s called dead-fire.”
 
   Sofea wandered over to the strange flames and held her hands out to the fire to gather the warmth, except there wasn’t any. She pulled back her hands and glared at the green flame that gave off plenty of light but no heat or smoke.
 
   “Are dead people warm? No? Then why would dead-fire be?” Wendy said.
 
   Sofea sat down against the railing and took out her whetstone to sharpen her axe. “Then what good is it?”
 
   Wendy rolled her eyes. “What light are you using to sharpen your axe?”
 
   Sofea stopped short of putting the rough rock to the blade of her axe, noticing she was seeing by the green light of the dead-fire. She didn’t like sparring with words, especially not with Wendy as the Witch seemed sharp-tongued and quick-witted. Saying nothing seemed the smarter course. Sofea spit on the whetstone and began drawing it along the curved blade of her axe.
 
   Wendy seemed satisfied by the silence and sat down across from Sofea on the opposite side of the fire, removed the book from her pack, and began reading. The green glow under-lighting the Witch’s face gave her pale skin a sickly, emerald tinge. Sofea couldn’t help but chuckle at this.
 
   “What?” Wendy said without looking up from her book.
 
   “With your skin colored green you look like a Witch from a storybook,” Sofea said. “A few warts on your nose and chin and you’d look just like her.”
 
   “Storybook Witches are insultingly inaccurate,” Wendy scoffed.
 
   Sofea shrugged. “Apparently not when it comes to looks.”
 
   “I don’t have warts.” Wendy snapped her book shut.
 
   “Not yet, but you’re a young woman still,” Sofea said. “Give it a few years and see if your face doesn’t sprout warts and your hair doesn’t fade to stringy gray. All things in time, as they say.”
 
   “And you won’t age thusly?”
 
   Sofea shook her head. “Raiders of the north don’t tend to grow old. The fire in us burns too hot.”
 
   “That’d matter if you were still a raider. One way or the other, the Valkyries have left you.”
 
   Sofea smirked. “I’m not about to take lessons on who I am from someone with three different people inside her. You aren’t even entirely you. How can you tell me who I am?” She didn’t like the verbal sparring, but if Wendy was going to continually draw her into it, she would make sure the Witch got as good as she gave.
 
   “I would have thought from your tryst with the Brownies that you had no trouble letting people inside you.”
 
   “If you must know, I am a maiden still and interested only in other women,” Sofea said. “I’m sure someone born into the memories of being a sexual chalice for three dark Gods wouldn’t know anything about that sort of purity.”
 
   A smug smile tugged at one corner of Wendy’s mouth. “Who said the Dark Trio was male?”
 
   “They were, weren’t they? Willard and Sven made it sound like…” Sofea hadn’t even thought of that. She was almost certain they’d been called Gods, not Goddesses, and her mind had filled in horrid images of horned, scaly men taking sexual favors from young women. It was an entirely repellent thought to her that was turned on its head when Wendy insinuated the Dark Trio was female.
 
   “You’ve never known men to change the gender or race of beings in stories? Phallocentric sacks of self-importance will revise history to make everyone of power and importance look exactly like them.” The smile tugging at one corner of Wendy’s mouth spread to both and turned from mocking to something nearly genuine. “Who are you going to believe? Men who are known to alter history as it suits them or someone who was actually there?”
 
   Are we flirting? Sofea wondered. Is this some strange, awkward, evil Witch way of flirting? Sofea hadn’t flirted enough to know for sure when it was happening. Clearly Wendy wanted to make her uncomfortable, but she also seemed to want Sofea to know she was interested in women and knew a great deal about divine sex. And she was smiling, which was deeply confusing and a little disturbing on the normally sneering Witch. Wendy was also right about males and revisionist history. The figure of Father Winter varied wildly from tribe to tribe in the north, always matching the appearance of the tribe telling the tale.
 
   “I can see your point, I suppose,” Sofea said, derailing the banter by being agreeable and not particularly clever. “The Dark Trio was female then?”
 
   “Essentially, although as Hecate remembers it, they were whatever she needed of them whenever she needed it,” Wendy said.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Without getting into bizarre specifics, it was the darkest pleasures broken from physical possibility, bought with the power of the heavens, and without constraint of human society or morality. What might you do if you were offered pleasure without barriers, guilt, self-restraint, or physical impossibility?”
 
   “I…I don’t know,” Sofea murmured. The only fleeting experience she had in such a scenario was the briefest of moments when three members of Brandinne’s harem lightly molested her. To replace the three concubines with three Goddesses and remove all the limitations…Sofea was fairly certain her brain might melt out of her ears in such a situation.
 
   “Well, not you then, but someone significantly less ditzy,” Wendy said.
 
   “You think I’m ditzy?”
 
   “Was I not meant to?”
 
   And then Wendy was sneering again. By the Gods how Sofea hated her…and increasingly desired her. Wendy had managed to turn maidenhood and purity into paltry things that worked against worldliness and pleasure. It was as if Sofea had been pitched from a boat in a storm, swimming to what she thought was the surface only to find a handful of sand at the bottom of the sea. Up was down, right was left, and apparently male was female when it came to debating Wendy. Worse still, the entirely repugnant opinion on the Dark Trio’s past was now replaced by something far more delightful in Sofea’s mind. The Dark Goddesses were still horned and scaly, but being female changed them from horrifying to exotic in how she imagined them. Sofea decided her own mind was the worst enemy of all when it came to these things.
 
   She focused on sharpening her axe, refusing to look at Wendy or speak further with the tricky Witch. The metallic hiss of the stone across the blade and the repetitive motion of the sharpening soothed her some. It was simple, clear work that allowed for a quiet mind to get lost in the task. It was, at least, until an echo of the sharpening noise sounded in the village. The hairs on the back of Sofea’s neck sprung to attention and a chill ran down her spine. She stopped sharpening her axe blade, but the sound of someone sharpening a blade persisted in the darkened ruins around them.
 
   Sofea stood slowly to squint into the gloom of night. Mist rose from the marshes around the village, creeping tendrils between the burned husks of buildings. Sofea looked to Wendy, who didn’t seem remotely concerned by the noise. She looked to her bear next, who had curled up at the foot of the bridge after his squid feast. The bear was snoring lightly with a puddle of frothy drool forming beneath his maw.
 
   Figures began to appear among the mists, just on the edge of the light cast by the dead-fire. Sofea lifted her axe and stared hard to catch a better look at one of the figures. “There’s someone out there,” she whispered.
 
   “They’ve been there all along,” Wendy said.
 
   As the mists crept closer and closer to the bridge, the figures followed, only entering new areas when the mists obscured them partially from the firelight. They looked like regular river folk to Sofea. She’d spent her earlier years with the Valkyries butchering their like up and down the coastline, yet these river folk were unsettling. They weren’t fully formed, and they didn’t seem concerned about the camp in the middle of the bridge or aware of the ruined state of their town. The ethereal figures walked the narrow lanes of the fishing village as if it were any other day.
 
   “Ghosts,” Sofea murmured.
 
   “Lingering spirits to be precise,” Wendy said. “It’s the Eternal Autumn that allows them to take form so easily. Time is being held up. It creates tears that allow things to cross from the past to the present. You cannot walk across a swiftly flowing stream, but it is easy to walk across the ice if the river should freeze.”
 
   “Will they hurt us?” Sofea asked, still holding her axe at the ready, but increasingly sure it wouldn’t be a worthwhile weapon against the misty figures.
 
   “They don’t even know we’re here,” Wendy said. “Lingering spirits died long ago of natural causes and were buried with reverence. We don’t exist in the time they occupy.”
 
   Sofea took Wendy at her word. She inched down to the edge of the bridge, still holding her axe just in case. The marsh mists swirled around her feet, rising to knee height off the end of the bridge. The figures drifting through the town were more visible away from the green light of the dead-fire. Upon closer examination, they were simple folk, going about their daily chores. Some mended nets, others sold their catch from carts they no longer pushed, and many simply wandered, vanishing into the doorways of the burned buildings. Serenity replaced the initial terror of the risen spirits of the village. It all seemed rather ordinary yet gloomy to Sofea.
 
   A family of three walked up one of the lanes toward the bridge. The mother spirit guided two children, one to either side of her. The children seemed strange, somehow more solid than their mother. The children opened their eyes, stared directly at Sofea, and let out twin maniacal cackles.
 
   Wendy stood bolt upright and the bear to Sofea’s right awoke in a bellowing roar. The darkness came alive with glowing, red eyes, and the lunatic chanting of a Goblin horde.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 11
 
   Goblins!
 
    
 
   Sofea scrambled to get her helmet on and shield readied. Goblins burst from the village in a swarm of crazed, flailing limbs. The skinny little green and black creatures waggled fish skeletons above their heads like broadswords and gnashed their wide mouths full of yellow, needle teeth. A couple charged from the pack to assault the bridge. Sofea met the rush with her shield and batted them back. The swatted Goblins rolled into a cluster of their fellows, hooting and cackling the whole time.
 
   Wendy turned to defend the other end of the bridge. She swirled her staff at the dead-fire, drawing a line of it across the mouth of the bridge. The Goblins clapped their little clawed hands and leapt into the fire. The green flames caught on their hair and the flaming Goblins ran howling between the burned buildings, trying desperately to spread the green fire to the already torched town.
 
   “Goblins like being on fire,” Sofea said. A Goblin grabbed at her side and lost the arm to Sofea’s axe in the process. The one-armed Goblin ducked another swing of Sofea’s weapon, picked up his lopped off limb, and stuck it back on with the hand turned backward. He ran off laughing at his turned around limb.
 
   “What are we supposed to do to creatures that enjoy being on fire and find their own dismemberment hilarious?” Wendy asked.
 
   The Goblins with burning hair slowly realized the green fire was not hot and the buildings would not catch fire. They screeched their displeasure, tore at their burning hair, and smashed their faces against the blackened beams of the buildings. Sofea’s bear ran through the motley attackers, chasing a group of Goblins wearing burned baskets and bowls as helmets. A second group of Goblins armed with fish skeletons and cooking spoons pursued the bear that didn’t seem aware he was being followed.
 
   It was tough to count the total number of Goblins bounding about through the mist and the ethereal ghost villagers. Sofea scanned the area again and again trying to estimate the Goblin army. There were more than twenty on her side, but knowing exactly how many more was impossible as she couldn’t be certain she wasn’t counting the same goblins more than once. They all looked vaguely the same to her and wouldn’t stay in one place longer than a second or two.
 
   “We always abandoned the beach and returned to our ships when we encountered Goblins,” Sofea said.
 
   “What do people without ships do?”
 
   “Look at the village around you. They flee their towns screaming or burn to death,” Sofea said.
 
   The bear finally caught one of the Goblins, knocked the creature to the ground, and began the stomping motion common to bears. It planted both front paws upon the fallen Goblin and bounced the entire weight of its front half up and down on the pitiful little creature. The Goblin, despite being repeatedly stomped by a giant bear, laughed hysterically every time the bear paws lifted off him. The bear, apparently realizing his pummeling was doing no good, released the Goblin who staggered away laughing, tripped over a rock, and fell into the river.
 
   “This is irritating,” Wendy grumbled.
 
   “Don’t laugh at their antics,” Sofea said. “It makes them angry and they turn dangerous.”
 
   “Do I look like someone who laughs?”
 
   “No, I guess not.” Sofea charged out from her side of the bridge, caught a Goblin by surprise, and cleaved him down the middle from head to groin. Two of the dead Goblin’s cohort scampered over, scooped up the halves of their deceased friend, and began whacking one another with the bisected body. “This is going to take awhile,” Sofea sighed. “Do you have any spells that might help?”
 
   “I can cast one that makes people laugh maniacally and behave in self-destructive ways,” Wendy said. “It might have the opposite effect on Goblins.”
 
   “Or it might make them even crazier.”
 
   “That sounds like fun.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Wendy said.
 
   “Let’s call that a last resort.”
 
   “And how do we know when we’ve reached last resort status?” Wendy swatted with her staff at a trio of Goblins high-kicking down the railing of the bridge, knocking them into the river.
 
   “I don’t know. I thought you were the leader now.”
 
   “That’s my point. Might we already be there?”
 
   “We should try to drive them off a little while longer before we resort to experimental magical treatments for Goblin insanity,” Sofea said. A cluster of Goblins stumbled at her. She batted two aside with her shield and slashed at two more with her axe. The shield bash sent two of them rolling away, but the Goblins were already figuring out how to avoid being hacked up and so her axe simply scattered the other two. In the wake of her attack, three other Goblins snuck past her onto the bridge.
 
   “We could wait for them to get bored, I suppose.” Wendy charged the end of her staff with an electrical spell and swung at the Goblins that had made it past Sofea. She bonked one on the arm, causing him to convulse and making his hair stand on end. She flipped her staff around, struck the Goblin up between the legs, and levered him over the railing and into the water. “They’re trying to steal what little we have left. Maybe you should start masturbating.”
 
   “That joke is getting old,” Sofea muttered.
 
   “How? It’s only been a day,” Wendy countered. The remaining two Goblins on the bridge ran at Wendy. She attempted to fend them off with her staff, which was what the Goblins were after. Rather than assail her when she left herself completely vulnerable in her panicked attacks, they leapt upon the electrified end of her staff and gave themselves a solid jolt. They staggered about for a moment afterward, cackled when they recovered, and rushed her again to get another taste of electrocution.
 
   “Can’t you disintegrate them with magic or something?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I’m reluctant to use any more magic on them,” Wendy said. “They seem to enjoy it.”
 
   “What about corpses? Could you animate some of them and make them lead the Goblins away?”
 
   “No corpses. The Goblins carried them all off, remember?” Wendy waggled the electrified end of her staff over the edge of the railing on the bridge. The two Goblins made a jump for it at which point she lifted it out of the reach and let them fall into the stream below. “The spirits must make the town look occupied, which draws the Goblins back to loot it again and again.”
 
   “Knowing that now doesn’t do us much good.”
 
   “Your bear might have the right idea.” Wendy pointed to the big, gray bear, sitting on the bank of the creek. Having figured out he couldn’t kill the irritating little creatures, he glumly subjected himself to all manner of Goblin hijinks. The Goblins climbed all over him, hung from his fur, stuffed fish skeletons in his mouth only to remove them again, sat in the double saddle on his back, attempting to ride him, and splashed muddy water on him from the creek.
 
   “I’m not eager to have Goblins swinging from my braids,” Sofea said. “How far is it to the next town? You took this route from the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest to Griffon’s Rock the first time, right?”
 
   “Yes. Maybe. I don’t remember.”
 
   “Well, which is it?”
 
   “The middle one.”
 
   “The middle answer was maybe.”
 
   “I flew,” Wendy admitted.
 
   “You can fly?”
 
   “I can, but if you’re expecting me to lug you, your bear, and a dragon skeleton anywhere, you can forget it,” Wendy said. “Mystical broomsticks can only carry the caster and a few personal items.”
 
   “That’s the real reason you’re still here then, isn’t it?” Sofea smacked a couple of Goblins from the railing with her shield. They were pantomiming her outraged posture and gestures, which only made her feel self-conscious and foolish. “You need me and my bear to haul the dragon skeleton for you.”
 
   “Is stroking your ego part of my duties now?” Wendy demanded.
 
   “Answer the question!”
 
   “Yes, at first, but I haven’t hated watching you change out of wet clothing.”
 
   “Or touch myself?”
 
   “I couldn’t really see enough to say. I might need a better view to know.”
 
   It was the same strange form of flirting from earlier, made all the more difficult to discern by the chorus of cackling Goblins bouncing around them. Wendy’s voice was so atonal and flat, and her facial expressions were completely neutral. Sofea couldn’t be certain that Wendy was insinuating she liked the look of Sofea naked, although that was a viable interpretation. The Goblins were making it hard to think of a way to ask for clarification without actually asking.
 
   “Are you saying you like the way I look…?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Is that what you want me to say?”
 
   “Stop that!”
 
   “Fine. Whatever. Yes.”
 
   Sofea’s face suddenly felt warm, and she was certain she’d turned as red as her hair at the admission. It was a compliment reluctantly paid and of little substance, but it still felt wonderful to know that their attraction was at least somewhat mutual. Sofea let out the tiniest of nervous giggles. It was such a girlish, light noise, and one she’d never made before. It stopped her, Wendy, and the entire chorus of Goblins around them.
 
   “Why would you tell me not to laugh if you were going to?” Wendy demanded.
 
   The madness of the Goblin horde before seemed like a passing gale in light of their new fervor. No longer were they laughing and enjoying themselves. They flew at everything around them with furious claws and teeth, howling and screeching wordless battle cries. It was all Sofea could do to keep from being swarmed over by angry little monsters. Their claws scratched at the wooden face of her shield and their teeth gnawed at the leather armor on her arms and legs. She managed to take a few heads from the swarm attacking her, but not nearly enough to stem the tide. The bear roared and went back on the offensive to battle back the Goblins surrounding him. Wendy fired arcing bolts of electricity from the end of her staff at the Goblins rushing to attack her. The electricity ricocheted through the Goblin ranks, stunning them momentarily and making their hair stand on end, but doing little else.
 
   “Are we to the point of trying the hysteria spell?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I think they’re amply hysterical already,” Wendy said. “Besides, I would need space and time to cast it that I don’t have now.”
 
   “Then we need to make a break for it,” Sofea said.
 
   “What about the dragon?”
 
   “What good will it do you if you’re torn to pieces and in the belly of a dozen different Goblins?”
 
   “Do I need to remind you that we didn’t arrive here on a longboat? Where would we ‘make a break for it’ to?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Sofea said through clenched teeth as she tried to use her shield to push back another wave of Goblins hurling themselves at the bridge. “You could fly out of here at least.”
 
   “Where is this gallantry coming from? It’s not like I changed clothes or pleasured myself in front of you.”
 
   “Stop trying to make me laugh,” Sofea said. “We’re in enough trouble already.”
 
   “I am Swift River of the Greywacke Tribe, and you’re all Goblin goop!” a tiny, shrill voice cried from above them. A large, brown owl shot down the creek, skimming above the water, with a Brownie riding high in the saddle on its back. River fired glowing purple arrows from the hunting bow she held. The owl passed beneath the bridge and flapped hard to gain altitude on the other side even as the arrows River had fired struck half a dozen Goblins along the banks.
 
   Sofea watched the Brownie on her owl turning and soaring upward to come back around for another pass. Sofea only looked down to the Goblins when she heard the first pop. The Goblins struck with the strange arrows were swelling, turning purple, and then eventually exploding in tiny showers of goop.
 
   River and her owl swung around, dove at the cluster of Goblins assaulting Sofea’s shield, and made another attack run. River fired arrows ahead of their assault, striking several of the Goblins. The owl snapped out of the dive, grabbing up one of the Goblins in its talons. The owl flapped hard again to soar upward. It dropped the flailing Goblin once it was thirty feet off the ground. The owl rolled over before making another turn, giving River a chance to fire a single arrow into the Goblin tumbling from the sky. The Goblin expanded and popped before it struck the ground.
 
   Sofea let out a cheer as the battle turned in their favor. She lunged at the stunned Goblins that River had strafed, and hacked away at the little cretins. Sofea lopped off heads easily, cleaved others in two, and sent the rest fleeing into the misty village to escape her fury.
 
   River and her owl wheeled around, coming down the opposite bank from Sofea, peppering with purple arrows the Goblins attacking Wendy. The owl snatched a Goblin from the railing on the bridge with its beak as they passed by. The owl snapped its head up, tossing the Goblin in the air where River put an arrow through its spindly chest.
 
   The rest of the Goblins fled into the village, making half-hearted attempts at frightening the ghosts while they retreated. The apparitions paid them no mind and the handful of Goblins with dead-fire still clinging to their heads abandoned the prospect of setting fires along the way as well.
 
   River soared by one more time, letting out hoots of victory and pumping her bow above her head. The owl made one last turn over the marshlands and dove back toward the bridge, coming to rest lightly on the rail. A breathless and wholly satisfied River slid from the saddle to stand next to the huge owl, all eighteen inches of her.
 
   “I am death from above, and you are welcome for the timely rescue!” River announced.
 
   “If you hadn’t stolen our supplies in the first place, we wouldn’t have had to stop at this village,” Wendy said. “We only needed rescuing because of your thievery.”
 
   “Didn’t the lovely redhead explain about it being a traveling tax?” River asked.
 
   “Road tax,” Sofea corrected her.
 
   “I was supposed to collect a traveling tax as well,” River said. “I’ll let it slide this time, I guess.” River curtsied grandly to Sofea and Wendy. “Allow me to properly introduce myself. I am Swift River of the Greywacke Tribe, and this is my friend and loyal mount, Roderick the Great Horned Owl.” The owl let out a little hoot when River gestured to him.
 
   “I am Sofea of the North Wind Valkyries…I mean Dagger Falls Company, and this is Wendy of the Nightshade Coven,” Sofea explained.
 
   “And who is the smelly fellow lapping up Goblin goop?” River asked, gesturing to the bear who was indeed slurping up one of the pools of purple Goblin splatter on the bank of the creek.
 
   “I don’t know that he has a name,” Sofea said. Naming mounts in the north wasn’t done. Pets weren’t kept. Hunting hounds were numbered rather than named as they often met bad ends. The bear was simply bear as her horse had been horse and River’s owl would have been owl to Sofea.
 
   “That won’t do,” River objected. “A fine mount and steadfast companion like him deserves a name.”
 
   “Do you seriously mean for us to stand about on this bridge in the middle of the night, tossing out names for the bear?” Wendy asked.
 
   “I saved you, so you’re mine to do with as I wish, and what I wish right now is a name for the bear,” River said.
 
   “Um…Bjorn,” Sofea said. “His name is Bjorn.”
 
   “What does it mean?” River asked shrewdly.
 
   “Bear,” Sofea admitted.
 
   “Good enough,” River said.
 
   “That’s as obstinate as you’re going to be about the name?” Wendy asked.
 
   “It’s not my bear to name.” River cocked her hips in Sofea’s direction, and she smiled with her large, purple eyes twinkling in the moonlight. “So, sweetness, your name is Sofea? I would adore a lesson in what that name means.”
 
   “It means wisdom,” Sofea said.
 
   “Seriously?” Wendy smirked.
 
   “And what exactly does Wendy mean?” River asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Wendy said. “It’s just a name.”
 
   “Really? How boring,” River said.
 
   “What does your name mean?” Sofea asked.
 
   “The name Swift River has an entire story that would take far too long to tell at such a late hour,” River said, “although if you’re still curious later, I would be pleased to tell you whatever story you might like to hear.” River set about tying her bow to the saddle on Roderick’s back. “Now that I’ve saved you, I suppose you have a few options.”
 
   “Is one of them having you leave?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “What about having you return our food and supplies?” Wendy tried.
 
   “Nope to that one too,” River said. “You can stay here for the rest of the night, and I’ll keep an eye out for Goblins, or you can load up your bear and take to the road again.”
 
   “Either way I assume you’re going to rob us again,” Wendy said.
 
   “Why would I do that?” River asked. “I already rifled through all your valuables and took what I wanted. What would be the point in doing it twice when you haven’t gathered anything new yet?”
 
   “How do you know we haven’t picked up anything new?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Because I’ve been watching you,” River said with a wink, “the entire time.”
 
   Sofea swallowed hard. Wendy rolled her eyes.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 12
 
   Sinister News
 
    
 
   At the tail end of the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest, the elevation dropped and a crossroads sprung up at the foothills of the barrier mountains on the western most edge. To the left and southwest, winding down toward rolling hills and coastal pines was a cheery little road marked with the name Port Fordham. To the right and almost due north, cutting straight and true up toward an alcove of the valley beneath jagged, snow-topped peaks was a wider road marked with the name Windingshire.
 
   “We could have sailed most of the journey?” Athol grumbled.
 
   “That would have required us to travel to Ovid, across the entire duchy full of nobles hunting Bianca, and then we would have had to come up with the coin to transport a dozen Sylvans, their elk, and the four of us,” Calista said.
 
   “Logistics are someone else’s concern,” Athol said.
 
   “That would be me, at this point, I suppose.” Calista was in the back of one of the wagons with Bianca while Harper rode Aerial. There was still some light tension between them, which Calista had hoped would fade with a night’s rest and a day of travel. Harper was keeping a wary eye on the horizon and would not meet Calista’s gaze or support her in the discussion with Athol.
 
   “The sign doesn’t say how much farther to Windingshire,” Harper mused.
 
   “We’ll write a strongly worded letter to the county council when we arrive,” Calista said.
 
   Harper didn’t laugh or even smile.
 
   One of the Sylvans let out the little warning trill that sounded like a meadowlark’s call. Everyone snapped their attention to the Windingshire road to spot a company of thirty or so marching men in black, banded armor, bearing purple battle standards. The Sylvans drew their bowstrings.
 
   “Hold your weapons,” Harper said. “I know that banner.” She nudged Aerial up the road, cantering to meet the mercenary group.
 
   Two men, dressed in ornate versions of the same armor, tabards, and cloaks of the marching men stepped forward from the group. The duo was identical in every dimension save their scars. They boasted easy smiles, shaved heads, and skin nearly as black as their armor. Harper knew them as the Ash Twins, not because it was their family name, but for their proclivity to burn to the ground enemy strongholds until nothing remained but ash. Rumor had it that their company, the Dead Watch Pikes, collected vials of ash from every victory to display at their next contract negotiation. During the Winter War, they’d been involved in the most intense fighting and lost more than ninety-percent of their number in the conflict. Judging from the thirty that remained of what was four-hundred, only the strongest, toughest, and best had survived to continue wearing the purple and black. Considering the spoils of one of the wealthiest mercenary companies was now spread across only a handful, Harper knew she must also be looking at very rich men.
 
   “Of all the people to meet at a crossroads in this backwater valley, you are the last we expected, Sword Maiden,” Romulus said.
 
   “We heard you were in Ovid with your assassin lover and a child of all things,” Remus added.
 
   “All things considered, it is a glad tiding to see you again,” Romulus said.
 
   “You’re the first friendly faces we’ve met on this road,” Harper said. Their faces being friendly was only mostly true. She had her conflicts with the Ash Twins during the Winter War, but they weren’t the type to hold a grudge. The Ash Twins were true mercenaries with fluid loyalties, short memories, and insatiable thirsts for blood and gold. The smiles and warm greetings they offered her were as genuine as anything they did or said. Harper didn’t imagine they would bother with deception if they were after her or her daughter. The Dead Watch Pikes were among the most capable mercenaries in Vaelandria even if their numbers were a shadow of what they boasted before the Winter War. Their shields were thick, their training superb, and their pikes incredibly lethal. They wouldn’t need a friendly ruse to take down the dozen Sylvans protecting Bianca, and Harper also knew the Ash Twins would gladly accept such a contract if the money was right no matter the history she shared with them.
 
   “We don’t doubt it,” Romulus said.
 
   “This valley is on the verge of a holy war,” Remus added.
 
   “We encountered bandits and some cultists within a village on the eastern edge,” Harper said. “What else might we expect?”
 
   “Dragon or scarecrow cultists?” Remus asked.
 
   “Scarecrow,” Harper said.
 
   “Oh, them.” Romulus let out a hearty chuckle. “They cleared the streets and hid in their hovels when we moved through two weeks back. We had to knock down a few doors to question some of them.”
 
   “When we did, the farmers could only babble incoherency about their God smiting us for our transgressions against the faithful,” Remus said.
 
   “It was all very irritating and fruitless,” Romulus concluded.
 
   “If they hassled you, perhaps your current mercenary force isn’t substantial enough,” Remus said.
 
   “Sylvans on elk look more like a circus than a fighting force,” Romulus agreed.
 
   “Oh, they aren’t mercenaries,” Harper explained. “They’re religious followers sent to protect my daughter.”
 
   Romulus and Remus laughed in unison. “Loyal followers who do not demand coin,” Remus said.
 
   “How do we manage such a thing?” Romulus asked.
 
   “Start your own cult,” Harper said. “It seems to be fashionable right now.”
 
   “We might at that,” Romulus said.
 
   “You mentioned dragon cultists as well?” Harper asked.
 
   “Our true purpose for being here,” Remus said. “A nameless benefactor paid an exorbitant amount for us to find and eradicate a dragon cult operating in the mountains surrounding the valley.”
 
   “It sounded like an easy enough job at the time,” Romulus said. “Dragon cults tend to be insular and elusive, but the map made this valley seem small enough to search in a month.”
 
   “We didn’t anticipate the number of alcoves, hiding places in the mountains, or the completely uncooperative population,” Remus said. “A month later and we’ve accomplished nothing.”
 
   “Whatever is going on here has created tensions well beyond the Eternal Autumn, and nobody is happy about our presence,” Romulus said.
 
   “We’re making for Port Fordham to re-supply and send word of our lack of progress to our benefactor,” Remus added.
 
   “Where might you be going?” Romulus asked.
 
   “We’re heading to the Red Enders Inn at Windingshire in hopes of finding a comfortable place to ride out the Eternal Autumn,” Harper said. “If I might be so bold, where did you pick up this mysterious contract?”
 
   “Ovid at the guild registry,” Remus said.
 
   “Yet we have our doubts the proxy is even from Ovid let alone the nameless benefactor,” Romulus said.
 
   “What spawned these doubts?” Harper asked.
 
   “They were looking for veterans of the Winter War and knew more facts about the conflict than minstrels or historians could have disseminated so soon and so accurately,” Romulus answered.
 
   “We’re thinking a Griffon’s Rock noble or someone even farther north,” Remus added.
 
   “It’s possible,” Harper said, although she didn’t think it likely. From what Calista told her, the dragon cults in the north had more enemies in the south than anywhere else. It might stand to reason that dragon cults in the south would have more enemies in the north; none of it was Harper’s problem.
 
   “No mercenary work for you then lately?” Romulus asked.
 
   “Being a mother keeps me busy enough,” Harper said.
 
   Remus nodded and smiled. “I have four-hundred children of my own, scattered throughout the world, and my bother has nearly half that many. Were it not for mercenary work, we would not have spread our greatness so far and wide.”
 
   “Nor would we have the money to support so many sons and daughters from afar,” Romulus agreed.
 
   “Calista and I are trying a slightly different tactic for childrearing,” Harper said.
 
   “We all do what suits us best,” Romulus said with a shrug. “Since you are not making any coin with your sword, perhaps you would be interested in making some with your eyes and ears.”
 
   “We would pay for whatever information you might gather during your time at the Red Enders Inn,” Remus said. “A little help in our hunt for dragon cultists will mean a little coin for whatever costs your child might incur.”
 
   Harper nodded and smiled a little inwardly. They were good at sowing solidarity when it served them; she remembered that well from the Winter War. Still, she couldn’t see any harm in it. Dragon cults tended to be creepy, dangerous, and pushing toward an ultimate goal of having dragons razing the countryside once again; at best, they were heretics and at worst, they were lunatics bent on destruction. The Ash Twins didn’t have altruistic intentions behind their hunt, but Harper could have some in helping them.
 
   “Certainly,” Harper said. “If you send runners to Windingshire we will pass along whatever information that finds its way to us.”
 
   “Excellent,” Romulus said.
 
   “We wish you safe travels and good rest when you arrive,” Remus added.
 
   “My thanks, and hunt well, friends,” Harper replied.
 
   The two groups passed amicably, going in opposite directions from the crossroads. Harper returned to the task of riding escort alongside the wagon driven by Athol that Bianca and Calista rode in the back of. The procession climbed up the hill slowly as the rutted road grew muddier by the mile until frost put an end to the muck, freezing the ground solid the higher they went.
 
   “What are the Ash Twins and their purple cloaks doing in the valley?” Athol asked.
 
   “Hunting a dragon cult,” Harper said.
 
   “Did they mention anything about the cult? Maybe what it was called or what colors they favored?” Calista asked.
 
   “They did not, although I didn’t think to ask,” Harper said. “What makes you so curious?”
 
   Calista’s immediate instinct was to lie, to conceal her concern and thus obscure the motives for what she might have to do. The last time she’d encountered a dragon cult was in the north, and while that particular sect had been wiped out, she didn’t believe the organization was relegated to just that one group. She’d already told Harper about it, but it didn’t seem like the Sword Maiden remembered. Maybe dealing with the dragon cult would be easier if she wasn’t doing it alone.
 
   “The dragon cult that was obliterated when I stole the divine essence in the north,” Calista began, “it might be another branch of that same sect.”
 
   “You destroyed a dragon cult single handedly?” Athol asked.
 
   “No, I actually didn’t even kill any of its members,” Calista said. “The city was destroyed by invading armies, the cult included. All I did was smash an egg.”
 
   “You tell boring stories,” Athol grumbled.
 
   “A Fir’bolg city a thousand miles above the Crown of the World Mountains destroyed by Cyclops, a dragon cult wiped out in the skirmish, and a deity’s essence stolen from a dragon egg is a boring story?” Calista objected.
 
   “Okay, fine, you tell what should be exciting stories in boring ways,” Athol said.
 
   Calista shrugged. “Fair enough.”
 
   “To answer your question, no, they did not describe the dragon cult,” Harper said. “They will send a messenger to purchase information if we can uncover any. Perhaps we can ask then.”
 
   Calista assumed if there was a side job of information gathering, she would be the one to do it. Additionally, if there was information to be had in Windingshire, it would tell her if the cult was the same she’d encountered before. That would be just her luck: a valley full of divine forces tormenting one another with multiple cults and one of them already had an old grudge to settle with her. Bringing Bianca to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest increasingly appeared to be a terrible idea. Now that they were there, the valley also seemed like it might be the source of the Eternal Autumn, unless Bianca actually was the source, and then she’d brought the source to the valley and the assessment was still true. Regardless of the danger and the warring divine factions, it was too late to leave and they didn’t have anywhere else to go anyway.
 
   Snow never joined the frosty grass along the sides of the road as they wound farther and farther into the mountains. Steam puffed from the elk and their riders’ mouths in the procession. The sound of the wind blowing through the mountains sat just above the silence of the calm, vacant road. Slowly the scent of farmlands was replaced by the smell of wilderness.
 
   They crossed a stone bridge with a wide, slow flowing river beneath. The water was crystal clear and looked inviting to drink as it flowed across worn river stones. Shortly after the bridge, an arched sign bisected the road at the top of the hill, welcoming them to Windingshire. As they crested the hill, passing beneath the archway, the town opened up before them, something of a marvel spreading up the hill toward a defined peak in the mountains. The town was old and permanent with shingles on the roofs instead of thatching, and stone walls rather than planks. The village largely followed the course of the river up toward its genesis in the mountains. Many mills sat along the river with their wheels dipped in the crystal clear water. At the very top of the town, nestled against the thinnest, fastest flowing part of the river, sat a red, domed observatory. The observatory had a paddle wheel of its own, although Calista couldn’t guess at its use. A huge telescope jutted from the top of the dome, pointing toward the twin moons in the cool, blue sky. All in all, the observatory looked a little like a red hat sitting atop the village’s head.
 
   Their entrance into the cobblestone lanes and bustling streets garnered no attention from the locals. People went about their business, bundled in rough spun clothes, too busy with their own errands to notice the Sylvans riding elk in their midst, or perhaps unwilling to, Calista wondered. Among the fishermen, millers, lumberjacks, and random townsfolk, there was also a smattering of Dwarves. Unlike the shady, hardened thieves’ guild Dwarves of Griffon’s Rock, the Dwarves in Windingshire were Derry Dwarves, easily identifiable by their hair. Unlike the tough, mountain mining Dwarves with black beards and bristly hair, or the larcenous gully Dwarves that preferred to shave their heads, Derry Dwarves all had red hair that they never cut, preferring to wind the long, crimson tails of their head pelts into turbans. As Dwarves went, Calista preferred Derry to any other group. They were still socially unpleasant, as all Dwarves were, but they were honest and favored simple pleasures over vast hordes of gold and gems. A Derry Dwarf was still likely to be a greedy hoarder, but they sought to obtain massive quantities of carved wooden horse toys, dark bread, pickled herring, or illustrated storybooks, none of which required unscrupulous behavior to acquire.
 
   Their procession started by following signs to find the Red Enders Inn, but when these dried up, they asked directions of a man on a bridge. He was a bundled up, jolly looking fellow who was pitching rocks into the river to skip them down the hill as far as they might go. Calista rather admired a man who could entertain himself for an idle afternoon skipping rocks on a river. He directed them to the domed observatory, insisting it was also the inn they sought despite the telescope protruding from the top. They thanked the man and continued on toward the dominant landmark at the apex of the town.
 
   They broke free of the haze of smoke settling over the low part of Windingshire from countless chimneys throughout the tightly packed buildings. The cool, mountain air, cleared by the wind, carried a few familiar scents of an inn down toward them as they neared the Red Enders. There was mutton roasting and warm fires burning ahead, driving them ever faster toward the observatory nestled in amongst the mountain fir trees.
 
   The observatory turned inn was larger up close than expected, boasting four stories beneath the dome, and two wings to either side. Calista had expected the building to be painted red, but found instead that the masons had used red granite to construct the ancient building that likely stood alone long before the town grew beneath it. Why someone would build an observatory in the mountains of such marvelously expensive rock was beyond her comprehension. The river, which was narrow and wild that far up in the mountain, spun the metal paddle wheel on the side of main building at a remarkable pace before snaking around and shooting down toward the town.
 
   Before their procession could even come to a complete stop, a man and a Derry Dwarf stepped from the massive, black iron doors on the front of the inn. The man was of middling height, on the slender side for an innkeeper, and a little hunched forward despite being only middle aged. He wore his strawberry blond hair short and wild, accompanied by a wide, bushy moustache of the same color. His stout Dwarven companion wore his hair up in a bright blue turban and his long, red beard in three thick braids. The Dwarf had a gleaming white apron tied around his front while the man had a similarly clean lab coat on his back, giving them a strangely mirrored appearance in their apparel.
 
   “See now, Ankour, our guests have arrived at long last,” the man said.
 
   “And they brought elk for some blasted reason,” Ankour the Dwarf said. “We’ll have to move the goats to the sheep pen, the sheep to the side garden, and the elk to the goat pasture to avoid bashing up our stables with those antlers.”
 
   “I’m sure you and Wobbly will have a grand time moving all those animals about,” the man replied. “But let’s not be rude by insinuating their elk aren’t as welcome as they are.” The man pulled his hands from his lab coat pockets and walked across the frosty front steps with his right hand extended for a shake to anyone who would take it. “I’m Professor Katz and this is my twice over partner, Mr. Ankour.” He was a good dozen yards away, still moving forward, hand held out in front of him before Harper could even dismount to close some of the distance.
 
   “Glad to finally meet you,” Harper said, jogging a little to cross the gap and take Professor Katz’s hand. “I am…”
 
   “Harper of the Faithful Heart,” Professor Katz said. “We’ve long awaited your arrival and are happy to host you. Now, if I might meet the child.”
 
   “I…um…yes, of course.” Harper brought the professor back to the wagon where Calista sat, bundled in furs, holding Bianca. “This is my wife Calista and our daughter Bianca.”
 
   The professor removed a pair of thick spectacles from his lab coat pocket, settled them over his slender nose, and stared hard at Bianca with his bulbous blue eyes magnified by the round lenses. “Yes, just as I suspected,” the professor said. “An ordinary child, perhaps a little on the darling side.”
 
   Calista felt a tad insulted by the assessment of Bianca of being just barely on the darling side of ordinary. “Wait just a minute…” Calista began to argue.
 
   “He didn’t mean it as an insult,” Ankour said.
 
   “No, no, not at all,” Professor Katz agreed, removing his glasses to stuff them back in his pocket, which rattled a bit like they weren’t the only heavy thing he carried in his lab coat. “I simply meant that your child is not the cause of the Eternal Autumn.”
 
   “You brought us all the way here to take a brief glance at Bianca to answer that question?” Calista asked incredulously.
 
   “I couldn’t very well leave my telescope to come to you for that brief glance, now could I?” The professor objected. “It’ll also settle a bit of a wager I had with my father. Since you’re here, you may as well stay and help us figure out what is causing the Eternal Autumn given that it clearly isn’t your ordinary child.”
 
   “Would you please stop calling her ordinary?” Harper asked.
 
   “Yes, and while you’re at it, why don’t you explain how you know she isn’t the cause?” Calista demanded.
 
   “I’ll try my best to the first request and, as for the second, I saw it in the stars,” Professor Katz said. “Now, come along, we have food waiting and plenty of rooms for you to occupy.” The professor scampered back toward the inn, suddenly aware how cold it was to be standing around outside in a lab coat.
 
   Calista smirked to Harper and whispered, “Your child born of two women, gifted by three Goddesses is terribly ordinary.”
 
   Harper smiled and whispered back, “She probably couldn’t even cause a fleeting autumn let alone an eternal one.”
 
   “We’ve clearly failed as mothers,” Calista said, unable to tamp down her giggling.
 
   “I’m glad we finally heard the truth from a professor,” Harper said. “Otherwise we might never have known.”
 
   Calista leaned out of the wagon to briefly kiss Harper, and then hand her Bianca. Harper took the baby and kissed her on the nose. “There’s my ordinary girl,” Harper said.
 
   “Darling,” Bianca objected.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 13
 
   Forward in Fine Company
 
    
 
   Sofea and Wendy opted to stay in the burned out village with River’s assurance she would keep watch for another Goblin attack. Sofea was so exhausted, and their camp was already set, so while she didn’t enjoy the notion of staying in a haunted village and site of a recent Goblin ambush, she also didn’t feel like packing up to take to the road in the middle of the night.
 
   River and Roderick sat on the railing of the bridge above Sofea’s bedroll. The little Brownie had her fishing pole out and was dangling a line in the stream with her back to Sofea. She sat casually upon the railing with a single leg tucked beneath her and the other swaying off the bridge. Occasionally Roderick took to the air, soared around the night sky for awhile and returned to receive a minnow that River had fished from the black stream. Strangely their relaxed presence was comforting to Sofea.
 
   “What are you doing on the road?” River asked while casting a freshly baited hook into the slow moving stream. She’d wedged her little staff with the lighted end in a crack in the mortar of the bridge. The glow attracted tiny, white moths, which she plucked from the air to use as bait after each successful cast. “Most travelers stick to groups larger than a dozen these days with the road being so dangerous.”
 
   “We’re taking a dragon skeleton to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest to try to find out what is causing the Eternal Autumn,” Sofea said. “We were a company of three when we started, and we’ll be meeting up with our other members once we arrive.”
 
   “A Witch and a northern raider are going to solve the mystery of the Eternal Autumn? I hope the member you lost on the road wasn’t the brains of your operation,” River said.
 
   “No, he was…” Sofea stopped to consider her words. She didn’t really know how to describe Caleb’s involvement in the group. He’d worked with them, but he’d never warmed up to any of them. “…our scout, I guess you’d call him.”
 
   “I’ve done some scouting work myself,” River said. “So your leader must be among those you’re meeting in the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest.”
 
   “Yes, Athol,” Sofea said, not realizing until just then that the total of the Dagger Falls Company was going to be three no matter what at that point. Even if Willard did take ship at some point, he was an emeritus member of the company at best.
 
   “Is he the investigator with the plan to crack the case?”
 
   “No, he’s a drunken barbarian,” Sofea admitted.
 
   “I don’t mean to be rude, but this sounds like a dumb plan,” River said.
 
   “That’d explain why it hasn’t gone well so far. I’m thinking we should head back to Griffon’s Rock and try to take a ship.”
 
   “You don’t want to do that,” River said. “Tomorrow I’ll take you out to the point south of here and show you why.” River reeled in her line with a silvery minnow wriggling on the end. She snatched the fish from the hook, whistled sharply, and threw the tiny fish above her. Roderick swooped past, snatching the offering out of the air at the apex of its flight. “Tell you what, lovely one: I’ll travel with you for a time, keep you safe, keep you fed, and take over the tasks of your lost scout.”
 
   “You have our thanks,” Sofea said, “but why would you do this?”
 
   “Aside from liking the look of you, I’m also kind of hopeful that you’ll solve this Eternal Autumn problem since I haven’t met anyone else who is even trying,” River said. “Now you should get some sleep. The road doesn’t get any easier from here.”
 
   Sofea drifted off almost as soon as she closed her eyes. Exhaustion dropped her into a deep sleep where a vibrant forest opened before her in her dreams. It was springtime in the woods with wild flowers of yellow popping up in every scrap of light filtering down to the forest floor. Sofea walked among the dewy moss and soft, fallen pine needles. Her bare feet were alternately cooled and warmed with each step from shade to sunlight. Birds sounded in the trees above her, calling out the songs of spring in dozens of combined voices.
 
   River was there, not wearing the guise of Wendy this time, but as herself. Sofea could sense her among the trees, moving as at home in Sofea’s mind as she was in the forest. Sofea found a soft bed of crocuses, white little spring flowers pushing up through a quickly melting patch of snow at the foot of a gnarled willow tree.
 
   River came to her, passing between the dangling willow branches with their tiny green buds as if it were a curtain to a secret room. She was as tall as Sofea in the dream, but no less delicate as when she was tiny. Sofea pulled away from the tree and went to her. She could not wait for what she hoped would happen and the distance between them seemed a terrible thing to her.
 
   They met in the middle. River pressed herself eagerly into Sofea’s embrace. Sofea breathed in the scent of a swift-flowing mountain stream in River’s short, wild, yellow hair. It made sense that her hair would be yellow in the dream and orange in the waking world as Brownies, like all woodland races, tended to change color with the seasons. River nuzzled up under Sofea’s chin, drawing their lips together for a light kiss that deepened quickly. River’s mouth was cool, her lips softer than anything Sofea could imagine, and her tongue tickled the inside of Sofea’s mouth. Sofea lost herself in the sensation of the kiss, letting her eyes close to the new and incredible things stirring within her. River’s savoring of the moment did not last long, and soon she was guiding Sofea’s hand up to her chest. Sofea’s heart nearly leapt into her throat when she felt her palm pressed against River’s pert, tiny breast just beneath the gauzy material of the top she wore. River’s nipple hardened beneath Sofea’s palm, urging further gentle caresses.
 
   River laid Sofea down on the bed of spring flowers. The fleeting crystals of snow clung to Sofea’s red hair as her braids came undone of their own volition. River slid her body up between Sofea’s legs, peeling away their clothes with her fingertips. Sofea’s garb melted from her like the snow in the sun. River’s lithe body made its way up hers and suddenly slender, talented fingers were inside her. Sofea pulled River down with a gentle hand on the back of her neck and resumed the kiss that had momentarily broken.
 
   The melting snow beneath her back cooled half of her even as the spring sun filtering in through the willow branches and River’s body on top of her warmed her from above. River moved her entire body through the act of pressing her fingers in and out of Sofea. Every touch of River’s skin was silk over glass. River’s hip brushed against Sofea’s inner legs, their breasts gently grazed each other with every pass, and the fingers inside her caressed places she had longed to be touched in ways she believed would stay with her forever.
 
   She broke the kiss, struggling to keep her eyes open to look into River’s eyes as the rush of climax passed over her, setting her body to tremble. River smiled brightly at the culmination of their shared dream, leaned down, and kissed Sofea with the lightest brushing of their lips that reminded Sofea of a butterfly landing on her skin.
 
   Sofea awoke rested and delightfully tingly. The scent of cooking meat wafted on the thick swamp air. River had exchanged out the wood within Wendy’s fire pit with fresh planks from somewhere. A couple small mammals roasted above the happy fire, turned lightly on a metal spit scavenged from the village no doubt.
 
   Sofea caught River’s gaze and they shared a smile. She’d done her part of not waking until they were finished, and River hadn’t disappointed when given time to work her dream magic. She wanted to speak with River about the encounter, but she did not want to do so in front of Wendy who would no doubt deride dream frolicking with Brownies as frivolous. Physically Sofea knew she retained her maidenhood, but emotionally she felt deflowered in the most beautiful way imaginable. The importance of the physical act fell away completely in light of how she felt in the brightness of morning after sharing such a dream with River.
 
   Wendy roused shortly after, grumbling under her breath about bridges being piss-poor beds. She stared hard at the fire with disbelief for a moment, practically willing it to turn from orange and yellow to green.
 
   “Why is that fire the wrong color?” Wendy asked, trying to rub the bleary remains of sleep from her eyes.
 
   “Actually, it’s the right color for fire,” River said. “The breakfast is real too if you’re wondering.”
 
   “Is that our own stolen food you’re feeding to us?” Wendy asked.
 
   Sofea knew the answer to that. The meat cooking on the spit was fresh and likely belonged to swamp rats. She’d eaten more than her share of rat meat over the course of her childhood and short raiding career. Cooked properly by a deft hand, it was quite tasty in her opinion although she knew most southerners did not agree.
 
   “Roderick did some hunting for us last night,” River said.
 
   They divvied up the roasted meat. River and Sofea waited with their own portions to see how Wendy would react to her first bite. They were lovely, plump rats, likely having lived well off the village’s waste until the town burned down. While Sofea’s mouth watered at the smell, she first wanted to see Wendy eat the rat and how she might react when told what it was.
 
   Wendy slowly, delicately took a bite, apparently found her appetite once she discovered the meat was quite tasty, and then ravenously tore at the tiny carcass. Wendy must have been hungry since they hadn’t eaten much the day before, hoping to conserve what little food they had left, and Witches apparently didn’t have much in the way of table manners, leading to a tiny pile of rat bones sucked clean of meat in short order.
 
   “That was rat, wasn’t it?” Wendy asked when she was done.
 
   “Aw, I took the heads and tails off hoping to sneak that by you,” River said with a giggle.
 
   “Squirrel tastes different,” Wendy said. “Process of elimination.”
 
   Sofea took her own first bite. The smell and flavor took her back to the days aboard a ship with her sisters, eating roasted rat on long voyages. It was a good, if somewhat melancholy memory and a fine way to come back to it.
 
   “I guess it is fortunate you’re not above eating rat,” River said, “because we’re probably going to have to eat more before the trip is done.”
 
   “So you’re going to keep following us?” Wendy began packing away the cleaned rat bones into a tiny leather pouch that she held on her webbing of spell components.
 
   “Follow you? No, I’ll be guiding you,” River said. “You’ll be following me, but there’s good news in this. You have a bear and a scout who knows the forest now. You don’t have to stick to the road anymore, which is good because that road is sick with bandits.”
 
   “The forest is too,” Wendy said. “The bandits are just shorter.”
 
   “Be careful, Witch. The only thing you have left to steal is your heart,” River teased.
 
   “What heart?” Wendy said.
 
   “I do so enjoy a challenge,” River said.
 
   They broke camp, packed their supplies onto the bear, and headed out into the swamp following River and Roderick as they soared ahead. They stuck to the road through the rest of the marshlands, which took most of the morning, but then broke away into the woods, heading straight up a hill, as soon as they reached the other side.
 
   The forest thickened around them, but Bjorn powered through, following the calling voice of River who had long since vanished among the trees ahead. Sofea kept her head down and helmet on, letting the branches pass over her as best she could. Wendy crouched in low behind her, ducking her face into the center of Sofea’s back. Just when Sofea was about to call to River to ask how much farther they would have to crash through the thickest brush of the forest, they made one final push and were dumped out onto a clearing at the edge of a cliff. Violent surf crashed against the rocks a hundred feet below as the angry, gray sea roared in, pressed by a storm heading north to south a dozen miles out over the water.
 
   River and Roderick sat on a small copse or rocks, tending a crackling fire where they roasted the body of an egret Roderick had plucked from the swamp and a clutch of acorns and pine nuts they must have collected along the way. Despite the good breakfast only a few hours earlier, Sofea was immediately hungry again at smelling the feast.
 
   They lowered themselves from Bjorn’s back, and the bear trudged down toward the forest’s edge. “Don’t worry about him,” River said, holding back Sofea from following to see where the bear was going. “There’s an old deer carcass behind those rocks that he’ll make a good meal of.”
 
   River directed them to sit on two of the rocks at the edge of the little cairn. They arranged themselves on the mossy stones, staring out over the sea as the storm passed across the raging white caps far enough out to feel safe in simply observing. The egret finished cooking and they split it up, adding the roasted collection of acorns and pine nuts to the mix. As pleasant as the whole experience was, Sofea guessed River hadn’t brought them there simply because it was a good picnic spot.
 
   “There we go.” River finished the bite she’d been chewing and scrambled up to the top of the highest rock in the outcrop that put her at the same height as Sofea when standing. The cool, ocean wind tussled her hair as she stood defiantly against the backdrop of the fading storm. Sofea couldn’t turn from River’s savage beauty. “Watch the ship, not me.”
 
   Sofea tore her eyes away from River to follow where she pointed. Several miles out, a two-mast coastal carrack was chasing the storm, driving fast along the tamer winds in the gale’s wake. Sofea marveled at the captain’s courage in doing this. Raiders from the north would take their longboats in to be pulled by a northern squall heading south, but she’d never heard of a merchant captain risking a clumsy, heavy-laden carrack in such a maneuver. Carracks were fat cargo vessels with shallow draws and short keels. When fully loaded, as the one they were observing was judging from how low it sat in the water, they sailed like drunken mammoths, and unlike northern longboats, carracks had no oars or rowers, so if they got dragged into the storm while chasing it, they couldn’t paddle themselves back out.
 
   “Boat watching?” Wendy asked.
 
   “That’s strange behavior for that type of ship,” Sofea said, staring hard at the passing carrack. “Something isn’t right.”
 
   No sooner had the words exited her mouth than she saw the dark shadow rising from the depths. It was three times as long as the carrack and twice as wide. An untrained eye likely couldn’t see the subtle change in the water, but Sofea was a north woman who had lived with the fear of krakens since birth. Tentacles crested the water first, snagging along the ship’s gunwales and halting its swift progress over the choppy ocean with such force that the smaller, aft mast snapped free of its moorings and fell forward onto the mid-deck. The long, craggy shell of the kraken crested next out of the frothy, white water. It was too far away and the sound of the storm still too intense for them to hear anything but the most distant of screams and snapping of wood as the kraken pulled itself toward the port side of the ship. The jagged horn on the kraken’s head split the ship in two like an axe through unarmored flesh. With the ship split open, the dozens of tentacles not busy holding the two halves of the vessel scrambled in gathering up the cargo and crew to deposit them into the kraken’s spiny, circular mouth.
 
   It was the first kraken attack Sofea had ever seen with her own eyes. She’d heard them taking place in the black of night while she stood on the heights above the fjord her home village sat upon, but she could only imagine the decisive carnage. She glanced to Wendy and River to find similarly grim looks on both their faces.
 
   “I don’t know if it’s the Eternal Autumn riling up the krakens along these rocks or if the Sea Queen is trying to make a point about something,” River said, “but that seems to happen at least once a day. Some of the boats catch onto the passing storms and manage to race by—many of them don’t.”
 
   Finally it seemed Wendy and River were in agreement on something: going back to Griffon’s Rock to take a ship was a bad idea. Sofea nodded her understanding even as a cold stone of fear found its way into the pit of her stomach. Taking to the sea required far more courage with direct knowledge of what might happen beyond simple shipwrecks and drowning. She could use a few months on shore after witnessing a kraken attack first hand.
 
   “I agree that we cannot take a ship, but we must try to warn Willard as he plans to sail to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest at some point,” Sofea said.
 
   “Couldn’t we count on his sloth and forgetfulness to take care of that for us?” Wendy asked. “Besides, we might have just watched the ship he was on go down.”
 
   “That’s a horrible thing to say!” Sofea objected.
 
   “For you, but I don’t know the man and he clearly doesn’t like me.” Wendy shrugged. “The fact remains: it might be a waste of more than four days to warn someone who may have already left or won’t travel at all. Two days returning to Griffon’s Rock and two days to get back to where we are is a lot of time to waste.”
 
   “As much as I hate to agree with the Witch, I have to in this,” River said. “I don’t know this Willard of yours, but if you consider him a friend I hope he has the best of luck in his travels. The roads are just as dangerous right now and we cannot journey across forests the entire distance to Griffon’s Rock since it is surrounded by orchards.”
 
   “And the orchards are still filled with ice widows,” Sofea muttered. It was a quick war within her, but her fear of spiders and bandits won out over her desire to warn Willard. Wendy was right about the likely pointlessness of the journey as well. There was a very real chance Willard would forget and if he hadn’t, he’d likely already set sail. Still, Sofea was getting sick of being ruled by her fears. She didn’t want to take to the ocean because of krakens now, and she didn’t want to venture into the stone berry orchards for fear of the ice widows that had nearly been her doom during the Winter War. Adding to these fears, assassins and bandits were making her antsy about the road and Goblins made her nervous about entering small villages. The safety and strength of the North Wind Valkyries was something she missed terribly, especially when she felt responsible for the well-being of Wendy and River as preposterous as that feeling probably was considering Wendy was imbued with the magical properties of powerful Witches and River was a capable wilderness survivor. “I guess we continue on as before and hope for Willard’s safety or forgetfulness,” she finally said.
 
   “As the crow flies or the bear hikes in our case, the next town is within our reach today, if only barely,” River said. “We may be able to send word back from there if any merchants are heading north.”
 
   “What is the town and is it likely gobbled up by Goblin raids?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Let me ask you this, how do you ladies feel about blackberry jam?” River winked.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 14
 
   The Red Enders Inn
 
    
 
   The interior of the massive inn was a good deal less scientific than the exterior might suggest. The main hall was quiet, with only a crackling fire in a metal fireplace along the wall to warm the room. Thread-worn chairs and couches dotted the main hall with moth-gnawed, mismatched rugs in front of them all. Perhaps it’d seen better days or perhaps Professor Katz and Ankour the Dwarf simply weren’t very good innkeepers—Harper couldn’t quite decide which.
 
   Professor Katz escorted Athol and Harper to the fireplace where an old man sat in a hefty, red chair, making his way through a bottle of brandy one overflowing snifter at a time. The fireplace was large, providing all the heat and much of the light for the main hall. Upon coming closer, Harper recognized a family resemblance between the old man and Professor Katz, as the former looked like an elder, bearded version of the latter.
 
   “My father spends most of his days tending the fire and keeping down our stores of brandy,” Professor Katz informed them.
 
   “Those are two tasks I excel at,” Athol announced. “I will assist him immediately.” Athol sat in one of the other chairs before the fire and accepted a tumbler full of brandy from the old man who sported a pointed beard to go with his grand moustache that appeared to be a family trait or tradition.
 
   Ankour escorted Calista and Bianca upstairs along with the dozen Sylvan warriors in attendance. Harper watched them go, but decided to stay by the fire for a moment to dispel some of the chill from her bones. Professor Katz, having effectively passed off his guests to his father, vanished up a winding staircase in the far corner that Harper assumed returned to the dome.
 
   “Are you interested in talking or drinking?” Mr. Katz asked.
 
   “Drinking,” Athol said.
 
   “Talking,” Harper said.
 
   “You’re in luck,” Mr. Katz announced. “I’m capable of doing both at once.”
 
   “Why are there so few guests at the inn?” Harper asked.
 
   Mr. Katz and Athol clinked their glasses, drained them, and then refilled them from the snifter in turn before an answer was given. “Because my son is an astronomer, not an innkeeper, and his partner, Ankour, is a Dwarf with a Dwarf’s personality,” Mr. Katz said. “That’d be the easiest answer, but to be honest, they could both be smashing innkeepers with sparkling charisma free flowing from their noses and it wouldn’t matter. This town, after the mine flooded, turned to milling the valley’s wheat for money. The Eternal Autumn came, everyone on the valley floor lost their mind, and now they burn their wheat in sacrifice or build giant scarecrows from it. No wheat farmers here on business—no business for the inn.”
 
   “Yes, we saw the madness and the flaming scarecrow on our way in,” Athol said. “Or, to be specific, we set the scarecrow to flame.”
 
   Athol and Mr. Katz drank to the flaming scarecrow and refilled their glasses.
 
   “Glad to hear it,” Mr. Katz said. “They’ll just build another, mind you, but they’ve irritated the lot of us enough that I don’t mind seeing them take a bit of irritation themselves.”
 
   “Do you know what Professor Katz meant when he called Ankour his twice over partner?” Harper asked.
 
   “Partner in the innkeeper business and partner in the emotional sense,” Mr. Katz said, “and they’re equally lousy at both. As mismatched as they are in personality, they seem to like each other well enough. Combine their general affection with Dwarven stubbornness and my son’s legendary patience, and you’ve got a business that won’t die and a relationship that’ll like continue a week after they’re both dead.”
 
   “They didn’t seem that romantic with one another,” Harper said.
 
   “They’ve been together more than a decade,” Mr. Katz said. “Do you know any married couples who can stand each other after ten years? Or, have you known an astronomer or Dwarf to be romantic about much of anyone or anything?”
 
   Harper hadn’t known Dwarves to care for romance or sentimentality of any kind. Indeed, the only female Dwarves she’d ever seen were as caustic and brusque as their male counterparts, which made Dwarven courtship look like a series of drinking and belching contests. She didn’t know any astronomers. She had met a few alchemists and other scientific sorts, and they all seemed too distracted by their subject matter to care much for socialization of any kind. It was the other part that bothered her. She and Calista had only been together for a little over a year, but she hoped they would still hold affection for one another after ten. Their disagreement on the bank of the river suddenly loomed larger in light of a possible growing distance between them emotionally. Her own parents liked one another…or at least she thought they did; her whole family was taciturn fisher-folk so it was difficult to tell how they felt about anything aside from fishing.
 
   “Tell me, young man,” Mr. Katz focused his attention on Athol. “What is a father to do about a son who is more interested in charting stars than drinking and napping?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know,” Athol said, draining his glass, and refusing to continue his answer until it had been refilled. “My own father died in the Winter War. He was a man who enjoyed a good drink and nap, to be sure, and he raised two sons who enjoy the same.”
 
   “That’d make your mother single?” Mr. Katz asked hopefully.
 
   “She died of fever a dozen years ago,” Athol answered. “So, in a way, she’s been single awhile, but probably doesn’t take many suitors these days.”
 
   “Got a lot of orphans in this world,” Mr. Katz said sullenly.
 
   “I’m too old to be an orphan,” Athol argued.
 
   “An orphan is a person without parents. You just got done telling me yours were dead. That’d make you an orphan.” Mr. Katz refilled Athol’s empty glass yet again. “Oh, don’t feel bad about it, young man. I’ve been an orphan for a few decades now, and it gave me a proper excuse to drink. Ever hear of anyone giving an orphan a hard time for turning to the bottle? Of course you haven’t! It’d be an impolite, judgmental thing to do to a person that lost their father and mother to war and fever respectively.”
 
   “No one likes being accused of piling on,” Athol mused.
 
   “Now you’re getting it,” Mr. Katz said.
 
   Harper warmed her hands by the fire, turning them over and over as she thought. Everything had become about Calista and Bianca. Every conversation she heard connected back to how Harper felt about her wife and child. Everything she did, even if it was in service to her Goddess, Dahlia, was done with Calista and Bianca in mind. It was good that Dahlia was the Lady of the Faithful Heart; otherwise, Harper would be horribly derelict in her duties. Her most ardent follower displaying a loyal heart and a distracted mind seemed perfectly fine to Dahlia. By Mr. Katz’s standards, one day Bianca would be an orphan, if everything went according to plan. If she didn’t eventually become an orphan, it would mean she died before one or both of her mothers and that sounded horrible to Harper. It was all decided in Harper’s mind: she and Calista would not become strangers even after ten years of marriage and Bianca definitely needed to become an orphan someday.
 
   “If you’ll excuse me,” Harper said. “I’ve realized some things.”
 
   “On your way if you must,” Mr. Katz said, never losing focus on his drinking. “That’s the problem with thinking too much. You’re likely to think of something you ought to be doing, and then you’ve got to get up and do it.”
 
   “I like this inn already,” Athol decided, “but when do the wanton women and men come around?”
 
   Harper walked briskly to the staircase that she’d seen the rest of their party disappear up. She had to inform Calista of what she’d decided and hope her wife knew how to accomplish both goals.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Calista and Bianca were the last ones shown to their room. Ankour shuffled down the long, darkened hallway on the second floor of one of the west wing, shoving discombobulated Sylvans into the empty rooms along the way. Bianca was fussy and the far-flung end of the inn they’d wandered down was chilly. Ankour opened the door for the room at the end of the hallway and let them in.
 
   The room was large, appointed nicely in out of date furnishings that surrounded a theme of the sky and stars. Ankour walked quickly into the room, lit candles along the walls, and set to work building a fire in the squat, black iron stove in the corner. Out the lone window, through glass gone wavy from age, pine trees pressed nearly right up against the inn with dark green needles tapping at the glass whenever a breeze passed by. Calista sat upon the bed to try to calm Bianca while she waited for the fire to get going.
 
   “Why is the inn called the Red Enders?” Calista asked.
 
   “Because the river is Enders River and the inn is red,” Ankour replied.
 
   “Why is the river called Enders?”
 
   “Because it ended the lives of five-hundred miners when it broke out of the mountain,” Ankour said. “The little stream that once was came from melt off on the mountains, freezing solid in the winter, but then the miners dug too deep, broke into an underground lake fed by a dozen springs, and all of a sudden this town isn’t known for the mine anymore and we’ve got a raging river that flows year round.”
 
   “Do you have much trouble with dragon cults? Maybe one that wears ram’s head masks and burgundy robes?”
 
   “Nope, we’ve got Witches,” Ankour said. “They keep most of the cults springing up on the valley floor from spreading to the rim.” The fire finally sprung to life and Ankour scrambled to get it properly fed from the wood box. “Plus, the only dragon skeleton around here that anyone knows about was buried when the mine flooded.”
 
   “And why would you bring up a dragon skeleton?” It wasn’t exactly common knowledge that dragon cults gravitated toward skeletons of dead wyrms. A few managed to get their hands on petrified eggs and tried to breathe life into them, but most looked for skeletons to revive since living dragons were all but extinct. Calista had to read up on the cults before her assassination job in the north, and it hadn’t been easy to come by the information, making it more than puzzling that Ankour knew what insular dragon cults coveted.
 
   Ankour was visibly rattled by the question. “Because that’s what they’d want, isn’t it?”
 
   “You tell me,” Calista said.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what they want because we don’t have it, and the Witches run them off,” Ankour stammered.
 
   Bianca stopped fussing on Calista’s lap and joined her mother in staring down the Dwarf. Calista didn’t know if it was the combined power of their staring, or likelier it was Bianca’s faintly glowing blue eyes, but Ankour broke rather quickly under the scrutiny.
 
   “The men in purple and black, Death Wants Spikes or some other grim sounding nonsense, came through asking questions about dragon cults, rattling their pikes, and throwing around money,” Ankour said. “They didn’t know about the skeleton and nobody told them. Then some folks that looked like you described, masks and burgundy robes, started wandering in the hills, coming into town at night to leave little dragons carved of wood on the doorsteps of the folks who did talk to the purple and black mercenaries. I never saw either group before a week ago, and I’m not keen to run afoul of them neither. So if you can just keep it quiet about the skeleton and me knowing it’s down there, that’d be doing me and mine a proper favor that would go a long way to paying us back for the free room and board we’re providing here.”
 
   “Trading in secrets is actually something I’m quite adept at,” Calista said, knowing the Dwarf probably had no idea who the Mistress of Secrets was or what her followers did, such was the nature of the Goddess Solancacae. “I’m happy to keep yours if you’ll tell me why you know the cultists look for dragon skeletons.”
 
   Ankour sighed and sat heavily on the low stool beside the fireplace. “I worked in the mine before it flooded. Not swinging a pick like my fellows, but walking the corridors with a lantern and axe to keep an eye out for people who oughtn’t be down there. A week before the mine flooded, I got to wondering why I was doing what I was doing. The mine pulled tin out of the ground in a state so rough only specialized smelters could make use of it. As far as I know, the tin was sold to toy makers in Ovid for a reasonable, but not kingly price. Nobody was going to go down there looking to jab the rock on their own and steal some of the metal—there’d be no reason for it. I asked my foreman who I was keeping an eye out for. He told me there were things in the mine folks weren’t supposed to be going near. I asked him what those things were so I’d know to keep people away from them. He told me skeletons. I asked what kind. He said the big kind. I asked who’d want big skeletons. And he told me the giblet-heads that think bringing dragons back to life is a good idea and that I’d best stop asking questions if I wanted to keep my job. The mine flooded a week later, the foreman drowned, and I lost that job anyway. That was all about twenty or so years ago and nobody since has even mentioned dragons until last week.”
 
   “Did you ever actually see the dragon skeleton?” Calista asked.
 
   “Nope, but some of the men said they heard it whisper to them when they were in the deepest and darkest parts of the deep dark,” Ankour said.
 
   Calista nodded slowly. She’d read about Dwarves being able to hear dragon whispers, but it hadn’t mattered to her mission at the time, so she didn’t stop to look for corroborating evidence to know if it was true or just more dragon mythology. So much of what people wrote down or allegedly knew of dragons from stories was based more in legend and lore than actual observation and history. Still, the account she’d read said some dragon cults used Dwarves to find dragon skeletons buried under mountains, which would make Windingshire a hotspot for dragon cultists looking for a wyrm to worship—the town had a dragon skeleton to find and Dwarves capable of hearing it. Of course, getting to the skeleton at this point sounded like it would require holding ones breath for a very, very long time.
 
   “Consider your secret locked up tight,” Calista said.
 
   Ankour let out a sigh of relief that sent his moustache fluttering. His demeanor roughened again as he trundled from the room. “There’s more wood in the box at the end of the hall if you need it. Dinner’ll be in three hours.” With those two announcements, Ankour quit the room.
 
   Harper came in almost immediately after. She looked at once apologetic and urgent. Calista was torn between asking what was on her mind and telling Harper what she’d learned.
 
   “I don’t want us to grow apart,” Harper said.
 
   “I don’t either.” Calista patted the bed beside her.
 
   “I also want Bianca to be an orphan someday.” Harper crossed the room quickly and sat where Calista patted.
 
   “That one we’ll find less agreement on,” Calista said.
 
   “I mean we should both die before she does, hopefully when we’re very old…” Harper stammered. “I want Bianca to feel about our deaths the way Athol feels about his father’s.”
 
   “Oh, that,” Calista said. “It’s a fine dream, but Bjorn’s death required divine intervention to accomplish. If I hadn’t changed his fate, he would have withered away in his tiny room without ever seeing battle or sunlight again. My parents met ignominious ends like that, but that doesn’t change how I remember their lives.”
 
   “Still, we can work hard to not orphan her too soon, but definitely pass before she does,” Harper said.
 
   “Yes, we can strive for that.” Calista leaned over and kissed the pointy tip of Bianca’s right ear. Already their daughter was growing drowsy and likely wouldn’t make it to dinner.
 
   “Good,” Harper said with a relieved sigh.
 
   “You’re always so pleased to hear what you want that you so often turn away from problems before they’re solved,” Calista said. “We haven’t actually done anything.”
 
   “The enacting of plans is where things typically fall apart,” Harper said. “I like enjoying the success of agreement before that happens.”
 
   “Maybe not so much this time.” Calista settled Bianca forward along the length of her upper leg. Bianca liked sleeping with her face resting along the top of Calista’s knee, slightly tilted downward with one or both of her mothers rubbing her back. In this Bianca reminded Calista of a cat she once owned. “By the river after we bested the bandits, when I said motherhood hasn’t changed what I am, I lied. It’s changed me so much that I don’t even know who I am anymore.”
 
   “It all matches up so well with who I thought I was and who I wanted to be that I never stopped to consider that it might not have aligned as well for you.” Harper joined Calista in running her hand down Bianca’s back to soothe her to sleep.
 
   “I want to be a good mother, but I don’t think I can be.”
 
   “I think that feeling is normal.”
 
   “Do you feel that way too?”
 
   “Constantly.”
 
   They shared a smile. Bianca fell into a deep slumber along Calista’s leg and began drooling on her knee.
 
   “This feels like the most important thing I’ve ever done,” Calista whispered, “and I’ve assassinated a God.”
 
   “You smashed an egg,” Harper corrected her.
 
   “It was a big egg.”
 
   Their hands that had formerly caressed Bianca’s back came together and interlaced. They sat for awhile like that, Bianca sleeping between them on Calista’s leg, hands held together tightly, and silence hanging in the room only broken up by the muffled crackling of the fire in the iron stove.
 
   “Speaking of that job and the enemies I made doing it, the same cult is here,” Calista said. “I think they’re trying to reach the dragon buried in the flooded mines.”
 
   “You seem to accomplish a lot more while watching Bianca than I do,” Harper said. “Does she help you in information gathering or something?”
 
   Calista remembered Bianca joining her in staring down Ankour. A faint smile played over her lips. “I suppose she did a little this evening,” Calista said. “Regardless, we need to determine the intentions of our hosts. It may be coincidence that they invited us here, or they might have their own agenda, or they might be acting on behalf of the dragon cult who would no doubt seek revenge on me if they could.”
 
   “Wittingly or not, we’re in the eye of the storm now,” Harper said.
 
   “And don’t you pretend like you aren’t happy about that,” Calista chided. “Your knightly honor is probably thrilled beyond reason at an opportunity to face our enemies openly rather than simply defending against the assassins they’ve sent from the shadows.”
 
   Harper smiled shyly and blushed, coloring the tips of her pointed ears red. “Yes, that does appeal to me. If we can send word to the Ash Twins, we could call them back, tell them what we know, and likely have powerful allies in our fight against the heretics.”
 
   Calista loved seeing Harper blush. She also liked that Harper referred to dragon cultists as heretics. It wasn’t a delineation Calista agreed with, but she could see the logic behind it. Dragons were immortals of a kind, magically gifted and powerful, which made them seem logical enough targets for worship in Calista’s opinion, but Harper and many other divine touched didn’t agree. In Harper’s estimation dragons were creatures of the mortal realm that simply didn’t die easily, thus anyone worshipping them rather than the pantheon were heretics idolizing something other than the divine.
 
   “From what Ankour told me, calling back the Ash Twins and their men would only rile up the dragon cultists,” Calista said. “Right now we might have the element of surprise that we’d lose with their help since the Ash Twins are saber-rattlers without a subtle bone between them.”
 
   “When Caleb, Sofea, and Willard arrive we’ll have slightly more clandestine agents to investigate,” Harper said.
 
   “Speaking of, we’ll need to send word to Baron Ungerston to warn the rest of the Dagger Falls about the scarecrow cultists in hopes they stop at the Baron’s before entering the valley,” Calista said.
 
   “I’m sure our hosts know how to manage that considering how many letters they sent to the good Baron over the last year.”
 
   “We should probably handle the message sending ourselves until we determine their motives,” Calista said. “Even if we managed to send word, help could still be weeks away. We need to do what we can on our own for now, which might mean me spending a few nights investigating alone.”
 
   “I don’t like it.”
 
   “I didn’t think you would in light of the conversation we just had about orphans,” Calista said. “We can start by prodding our hosts, and that won’t require danger, I would hope. If it’ll set your mind at ease, I can try to convince some of the stealthier Sylvans to join me when I have to go outside the inn to find information. They might prefer the proactive task of hunting Bianca’s enemies rather than waiting for them to strike.”
 
   Harper smiled and shook her head. “I still have to marvel that our daughter already has enemies among the wicked. She will be a beacon of hope for the world no matter what the prophecies say about her.”
 
   Calista smiled in return although she was less sure about their daughter’s future. Bianca was made of equal parts of them, and only one of her mothers was good and virtuous.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 15
 
   Madness among the Brambles
 
    
 
   Getting down from the observation point was the same struggle as getting up. When the ground evened out, the forest thinned enough that they weren’t required to blaze a tunnel through the underbrush. Even still, Sofea was glad they were on a bear instead of on foot or horseback. Bjorn stomped his way through thick underbrush and moss-covered rocky terrain that would have been waist deep and treacherous if they were walking or riding more provincial mounts. From the lofty vantage point of the back of a five-thousand pound bear, the forest was actually quite pleasant once they escaped the windward side of the coastal mountains.
 
   River halted their progress at the edge of the tree line as the forest broke on a low hill above a manmade meadow. Evening was nearly upon them and fresh, gray clouds blew in from the mountains separating the meadow from the ocean. The Last Road cut down the center of the clearing, having veered far off to the east from the path they’d taken through the denser forest. A village sat in the midst of the field with thatched roofs on round, squat stone structures. The meadow itself looked like grasslands with tiny, dried streams weaving throughout, but as Sofea studied it for a time, it became clear that what she thought was grass was actually blackberry brambles a dozen feet tall in places and the streams were maze-like paths cut into the tangled bushes to grant access to the fruit they grew.
 
   “Something smells strange,” River said from her perch atop Roderick in a low hanging branch of a coastal pine.
 
   “It’s the bear,” Wendy said. “He’s been eating rotting deer corpses and rolling in a vile creek.”
 
   “Aside from that,” River said. “We might consider going around Tangle Town after all.”
 
   “What is beyond this?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Nothing until the city of Ovid,” River said, “and it’ll be difficult to use any path but the road hereafter.”
 
   “We need to send word back to Griffon’s Rock to warn Willard about the krakens and we could use some news of the world,” Sofea said. “Funny smelling or not, this will be the last chance at either for some time.”
 
   “True enough, but we lack the coin to purchase a room at the inn or send a letter,” River said.
 
   “If you gave us back some of the money you stole that wouldn’t be a problem,” Wendy said.
 
   “I don’t have the gold or the goods,” River replied. “I didn’t independently rob you, and the share that would have been mine was spent buying back the shield and axe we intentionally left behind. Your stolen food and coin is already dispersed among the Greywacke Tribe and well out of reach by now. It’s best you make your peace with that fact.”
 
   “Fine. Steal more to pay us back,” Wendy said.
 
   “Whatever,” River groaned. “I should scout the town anyway before you three stumble in. It’s not like most villages welcome Witches, giant bears, and longboat raiders with open arms.” With that, Roderick took wing and the duo soared down the hill over the blackberry fields to wing their way toward the town.
 
   Sofea and Wendy sat in silence for a time long after the owl and its Brownie rider vanished into the mists rising around Tangle Town. As darkness descended and the clouds coalesced over the meadow, fires burning throughout the open expanse perked up. There was a colossal blaze in the center of the town, likely a bonfire for a celebration of some sort, but there were also smaller, pin pricks of light throughout the blackberry fields surrounding the Last Road.
 
   Sofea pointed to a cluster of these smaller points of firelight. “I’d bet the gold I don’t have anymore that those are bandits waiting for travelers in or out of the town.”
 
   “If your pint-sized girlfriend doesn’t return, we’ll have to find out the hard way,” Wendy said.
 
   “What makes you call her that?”
 
   “Because she’s literally small enough that I could crumple her up and shove her in a pint glass if I didn’t mind breaking a few of her bones in the process.”
 
   “Not that part,” Sofea said, “the girlfriend bit.”
 
   “Because you stare at each other whenever either of you gets a chance and you don’t think the other is looking,” Wendy said. “I know you don’t know anything about coupling with another person, but let me assure you that your size difference will be an issue.”
 
   “Unless we do things in our dreams, which we already have,” Sofea snapped.
 
   Wendy snorted. “Invasive wet dreams aren’t sex.”
 
   “I know what I felt and still feel,” Sofea said.
 
   “Do you?” Wendy asked. “We’ll see.”
 
   “You’re still wrong about having to take the Last Road,” Sofea said. “We could go around.”
 
   “Do you know the way? Can you navigate the forest? In the dark? And what will we eat with three days of travel left to Ovid?”
 
   “Great, you’ve got all our problems catalogued,” Sofea said, “but I’m not hearing any solutions.”
 
   “We could sell your bear to the first traveling circus we see,” Wendy said. “Failing that, we could lop off your braids and sell them to the first wig-maker we meet.”
 
   Sofea pointed out a speck in the gathering night zipping toward them. “I guess it’s good that River is coming back because your plans are worse than mine.”
 
   Roderick landed on the same branch, fluffing his feathers and preening some with his beak to wring out the dampness gathered from flying through the freezing fog banks creeping across the blackberry fields. River swayed a little in the saddle as her owl shifted beneath her.
 
   “Insanity grips the town,” River said. “The last time I was here several years ago they were happy, go-lucky, blackberry farmers who made jams and cakes to sell to passing caravans. It would seem the Eternal Autumn has plunged the town into a weird state.”
 
   “Weird in what sense?” Sofea asked.
 
   “See that big blaze in the middle of town?” River asked. Sofea and Wendy nodded. “That’s an old man they’re burning because they said he caused the recent rash of ice storms.”
 
   “Burning someone at the stake sounds like a good distraction to steal silver,” Wendy said.
 
   River sighed, untied a small pouch from the side of her saddle, and tossed it down to Wendy who snatched it out of the air. “Not that they’ll need it now since craziness is their current currency,” River said. “We should move back into the forest to camp tonight and then give this town a wide berth in the morning.”
 
   “Did you see any travelers or merchants?” Sofea asked.
 
   “A few antsy outsiders, I suppose, but I’m not so sure they’ll be allowed to leave anymore, and even if they do, it looks like bandits are staking out the road on both ends,” River said. “Why does that matter?”
 
   “I agreed to continue forward without warning Willard, knowing we couldn’t go back,” Sofea said, “but we can’t keep going until I send word to him about the krakens.”
 
   “Why are the pretty ones always crazy?” River grumbled.
 
   “Why do Brownies try to jump in bed with every race but their own?” Wendy asked.
 
   “We’re blessed with open minds and determined hearts,” River said, “and that’s precisely why we’re going to do as Sofea asks despite the likely ruinous outcome.”
 
   Sofea hated the fact that River’s compliment of calling her pretty overwhelmed calling her crazy. She wanted to think she was more reasonable in her reactions, but apparently she wasn’t and so the compliment easily washed away the insult. “We’ll need to find a merchant still capable of traveling and escort them past the bandits on the north end of the road,” Sofea said.
 
   “I’m sure it’ll be as easy as you say, too,” Wendy said.
 
   “We won’t know that until we try,” River said. “The good news is if they burn you at the stake for being a Witch, at least they’ll have gotten it right for once.”
 
   It took them awhile to find their way through the maze cut into the brambles of dormant blackberry bushes. The freezing mists made the grass crunchy beneath Bjorn’s massive paws and obscured the sky above them. Were it not for River’s glowing staff guiding them down each path, they likely wouldn’t have found their way through. At long last, when Sofea was beginning to wonder if the part of the maze they were in even led to town, the brambles opened up and suddenly they were standing at an entrance with a decrepit wooden sign. Roderick sat atop the post and a very slight woman leaned against it. Even upon recognizing River, Sofea’s mind had a hard time comprehending the Brownie as being a hair over five feet tall.
 
   “There are stigmas against Brownies in small towns, superstitions even,” River said. “It’s better if people think I’m a short, malnourished Sylvan.”
 
   “That’s amazing!” Sofea said.
 
   “It’s magic,” Wendy corrected her.
 
   “It is and I can’t do it very often or for very long, so we should get this over with quickly.” Roderick hopped from the sign onto River’s slender shoulder, and she led them into the dark town.
 
   It was no mystery to Sofea why River was far more attractive at her present size. Aside from being similar to the highly erotic dream from the night before, it was also much easier to see the detail of River’s body when it was amplified three times over. River was slim in a way that would be considered unhealthy for a human, but much of that was an incredibly delicate bone structure as it was highly obvious in her current size that what little flesh covered her lithe skeleton was entirely hardened muscle. At her typical size she looked fragile, but at five feet tall, she had the appearance of a wiry and dangerous savage, albeit a petite one.
 
   “How long and how often?” Sofea asked. “Just so I’ll know the time frame for us leaving.”
 
   “I can hold this form for a couple days every moon cycle,” River said. “It’s difficult though and easily disrupted.”
 
   They crept through the quiet town, following River who didn’t exactly seem to know where she was going, but paused often to listen and look around with ears and eyes far sharper at night than either Wendy or Sofea could boast. As they neared the center of town the stench of burned human flesh hung in the air, carried on smoke made dank from the freezing mists. Stepping between two round buildings, they came upon the edge of the square only to find the bonfire in a charred, smoldering state with a scorched skeleton hanging from a post that still glowed red in places.
 
   “So they’ve chosen burning-people-alive-madness in response to the Eternal Autumn,” Wendy said. “It seems like a popular choice after the last village.”
 
   “Doubly so in farming communities like this one,” River whispered. “These people are almost entirely reliant on their crops for survival and their crops require the seasons to change. Farmers are understandably weird about agricultural failure and the resulting starvation.”
 
   “We should find an inn and stop staring at the skeleton like we’re appalled by their behavior,” Sofea said. “That’s probably the sort of thing that’d get us noticed.”
 
   A wooden sign dangled from chains in front of a building that Sofea could only think of as bulbous. Most inns were two stories or more, and often expanded with slapdash construction to add rooms as demand increased. The Wooden Well looked like it hadn’t expanded ever and was never planning to. The large, round building stood alone like a crab or a spider of some kind as the four windows on the front, two large near the door and then two smaller set farther out, looked like eyes to Sofea.
 
   Bjorn lowered to let Wendy and Sofea off. River quickly tied the bear’s saddle to a hitching post out front. It wasn’t likely to stop Bjorn from leaving as he could easily snap the rope or crush the post entirely if he so chose, but it did seem to convey the idea of him staying for the moment well enough that he settled in to get comfortable.
 
   They pushed the thick, heavy door open and stepped into the dark, smoky interior of the inn. In the front hall, men sat around long tables on long benches, drinking quietly from wooden mugs. Lanterns dangling from the low rafters offered minimal light while the tiny fireplace along the far wall held a low burning fire that provided negligible warmth. The scent of pipe tobacco hung thick in the air, barely outdoing the stench of unwashed human flesh running just below. There were more people than Sofea expected, two dozen maybe, and only a handful looked like local farmers while the rest appeared to be merchants from up and down the Vaelandrian coast.
 
   An enormously fat, short, and bowlegged man waddled over to them as they stood agape barely inside the doorway. The string of brown hair that ran around the back of his head met in the front in a flimsy beard that was the only outline to show where his jaw might be below the waddles of his neck and jowls. Sofea had honestly never seen a man so fat. The innkeeper worried a dirty rag between his massive hands, occasionally pulling a bit of his dingy apron into the act by accident.
 
   “The name’s Bulwark,” the man said, “and as you can see, we’re just about full up here already.”
 
   Yes, Sofea thought, the man has the carriage and perceived immovability to pull off the name. She offered a slight tilt of her head as Bulwark had only given his name without bowing or extending a hand to shake.
 
   “I am Sofea and we are the Dagger Falls Company,” she said.
 
   “A lady mercenary group, is it?” Bulwark asked, sucking his worn, yellow teeth while he considered the possibility. “Three’s not much of a company. Where’re the rest of you?”
 
   “Reuniting shortly,” River offered. “Do you have at least one room left? We don’t mind sharing.”
 
   “The best I can manage is a cell along the back,” Bulwark said. “It’s the kind of space that’ll make you appreciate your time in the main hall.”
 
   “We’re only going to be here one night,” Wendy said.
 
   “That’s what they all say,” Bulwark said with a sideways grin. “Get your stuff and I’ll show you where you’re going.” The innkeeper didn’t bother waiting for them to get their stuff before immediately heading off to show them where they were going. Sofea, Wendy, and River followed quickly with many eyes trailing them as they crossed the room. “Don’t know how you got through, but getting back out is going to be a chore. Bandits have put us under something of a siege.”
 
   “You don’t have any local guards or magistrate to run them off? Maybe a petty lord to send word to?” Sofea asked.
 
   “The guards all turned up dead shortly after the bandits arrived and the countess has had her men out fighting some baron or other for almost a year now,” Bulwark said, leading them down a curving hallway off the main room. “We’re doing what we can, but that ain’t much.”
 
   “Are there merchants here heading north?” Sofea asked hopefully.
 
   “Just the ones that got stuck here when the bandits moved in,” Bulward replied. “They’ve already gone through everything they had to sell so who knows where they’ll go if they can ever leave.”
 
   He stopped outside a tiny door along the darkened hall. The plank walls were bowed outward from the hallway, almost as if they were stretching away to allow for the fat innkeeper to walk comfortably. The door stuck a bit even after it was unlocked. Bulwark had to put his meaty shoulder into the center of it a couple times to knock it open. The interior of the room matched the description. Two narrow cots sat on either side of the little six foot by eight foot room. The cots were only about two feet wide a piece, covered in moldy old straw, leaving two feet of empty stone floor between them.
 
   “That’ll be a silver for the night,” Bulwark said.
 
   “For that closet?” Wendy objected.
 
   “If you don’t like the accommodations, you can sleep in the gutter and see if that suits you better. Or, if you don’t have the money, there’re other ways to work out the bill,” Bulwark said, his eyes going to River first who was the most scantily clad of their trio.
 
   Wendy sighed, reached to the net on her right hip that held most of her spell components, and removed something that definitely wasn’t a silver piece. She held out her hand, Bulwark held out his, and she dropped a strange, black worm or a twisted bit of string into his fleshy palm. Immediately the item squirmed down into one of the deep creases across his hand and vanished.
 
   “What the…?” was all Bulwark managed to say before going completely comatose on his feet.
 
   “Show us to better accommodations,” Wendy said, “and keep your eyes to yourself.”
 
   Bulwark nodded mechanically, his mouth falling open in the process. He turned slowly, and wobbled down the hall with his arms swinging limply at his sides. Wendy followed first with Sofea and River bringing up the rear. The fat innkeeper’s eyes had rolled back into his head, leaving only the white parts showing like he was a long dead fish floating on the surface of a pond.
 
   “What was that?” Sofea whispered.
 
   “A memory worm,” Wendy replied. “It is eating every memory being made from the time I spoke until it dies. The worm is in charge of him now.”
 
   “Is he going to be okay?” Sofea asked.
 
   “What do I care?” Wendy snorted. When Sofea and River stopped walking, Wendy was forced to turn back. “He’ll be much improved from the fat, greedy, lecherous innkeeper he once was.”
 
   “So it’s going to kill him,” River deduced.
 
   “Not right away,” Wendy said. “Besides, there’s nothing either of you can do to change that now so you may as well stop pestering me with questions.”
 
   “What about you? Is there something you could do?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Yes, but I’m not going to, and you can’t make me.” Wendy turned to follow the enthralled innkeeper who had paused to wait for them.
 
   “This is exactly the sort of witchcraft that’d get a person burned at the stake,” River whispered to Sofea.
 
   “She’s new to traveling,” Sofea replied. “She doesn’t know that you’re not supposed to kill innkeepers no matter how disgusting and money-grubbing they are.”
 
   “Here’s hoping we all live long enough for her to learn from her mistake,” River said.
 
   They continued on, following the worm-controlled innkeeper to a room at the very end of the curving hallway. This door too required a bit of weight against it to open, although the worm apparently thought that’s what Bulwark’s prominent stomach was for and proceeded to belly-bonk the door open. The room had a small window on the outer, stone wall, a proper bed with a straw stuffed mattress and a few rough blankets, a chair, a chamber pot, and a hammock dangling from a hook in the corner meant to be strung across the room for a second sleeping arrangement.
 
   “Good enough,” Wendy said. “Fetch us water and more blankets.”
 
   The worm nodded Bulwark’s head in a gross, swaying motion that looked more like a drowned body being whipped around in the surf. Sofea and River pressed up against the walls on opposite sides to allow the enthralled innkeeper to pass. They followed Wendy into the room once the way was clear. Roderick hopped off River’s shoulder to perch on the back of the chair while Sofea sat on the edge of the bed.
 
   “A hammock and a bed for three people,” River said. “Who gets to double up?”
 
   “Turn tiny again and sleep on the floor,” Wendy said.
 
   “Doesn’t work like that,” River replied. “Once I’m normal sized again, I won’t be able to get big for another month. Someone’s going to have to share that bed.”
 
   Sofea honestly liked sleeping in a hammock best of all, and so part of her was going to offer to take it just because most people preferred beds. From the look Wendy was shooting River, Sofea assumed that wasn’t the arrangement the Witch would like best. Still, there was something else going on too that didn’t exactly make sense to Sofea. If Wendy didn’t want to share the bed with River, why wasn’t she demanding the hammock for herself? It wasn’t as if Wendy struggled to say what she wanted.
 
   “Um…flip a coin?” Sofea offered when nobody else proposed a solution.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 16
 
   In the Stars
 
    
 
   Harper awoke in the cold gray of dawn, not entirely sure of where she was or how she’d come to be there. She was in an unfamiliar room, curled around Bianca as half of a small fortress of humanity on the bed. Calista was curled around the other side, sleeping quietly. The trip to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest and arriving at the Red Enders Inn slowly came back to her. They’d fallen asleep and missed dinner the night before. That also explained why She was ravenous.
 
   Bianca awoke shortly after and seemed to suffer the same discombobulation. When she came out of it, she began crying, awaking Calista and rattling Harper to action. She scooped up her daughter and stood from the bed, bouncing her to calm her some.
 
   “I’m going to take her out and see if we can’t find something to eat,” Harper said.
 
   “I’m going to go back to sleep then.” Calista immediately followed through with the plan.
 
   Harper walked out with a bundled Bianca, making her way down the darkened hallway and staircase to the main hall of the inn. Athol and Mr. Katz were both passed out in their respective chairs in front of the fireplace, snoring up a chorus. There really was a limit to their group’s effectiveness at present that worried Harper. Athol was good in a fight and surprisingly gifted at babysitting, but he had very few other talents that would serve the goal of resolving the Eternal Autumn. Harper felt a little sheepish when she realized those two skills were about all she brought to the table as well. As much as she detested the idea of letting Calista go out alone to investigate, it was really the only course of action available.
 
   Harper stood in the room, bouncing Bianca on her hip while she considered her options. She could hear Ankour in the kitchen working on breakfast, and she was hungry, but she also heard Professor Katz in the observatory. Calista had needled a good deal of information out of Ankour the Dwarf the night before, with the help of Bianca apparently, and so Harper decided she might try her hand at questioning the other half of the inn-keeping duo while aided by her daughter. Subtle interrogation was not in her skill set, but she didn’t like feeling useless and the more information she could pass on to Calista, the less often she’d have to take to the streets to learn more.
 
   Harper walked up the spiral staircase to the observatory with Bianca still fussing at her side. Her footfalls on the metal steps echoed up into the dome of the observatory and a blast of cold air greeted her at the top of the stairs. The giant, domed roof was closed off with the telescope retracted, but Harper could still see gaps in the machinery that blocked off the slice out of the side. The telescope was nearly as long as a ship mast and twice as big around. The entire thing moved on giant, ancient gears that appeared to be tended to a polished and perfect state. Professor Katz wandered leisurely between charts rolled out on desks and held down at the corners by stacks of books. He wore a blanket around his shoulders, and his breath puffed out in steam whenever he blew into his cupped hands to warm them.
 
   Harper drew upon the power of her Goddess to create a small sphere of warmth centered on a glowing pink orb that trailed off to her side. Professor Katz didn’t immediately spot her approach, but he did feel the sudden shift in room temperature and shed his blanket as though random warm patches were a common occurrence in the observatory.
 
   “Good morning, Professor,” Harper said, finally drawing Professor Katz’s attention to her.
 
   “Ah, yes, good morning,” Professor Katz said. “I assume I have you to thank for the warmth. Most appreciated.”
 
   “Bianca is already a little irritated this morning. I didn’t want to add a chill to her grumpy mood,” Harper said.
 
   “Yes, yes, I imagine tending a little one is an enormous undertaking,” Professor Katz said, noticing Bianca presence for the first. “Long ago, Ankour and I wanted children, but we weren’t fortunate enough to have three Goddesses conspire to grant us one.”
 
   “You could have adopted,” Harper said. “You still could.”
 
   “In a way, I suppose we did.” Professor Katz dipped a quill in an ink pot on one of the tables and jotted down a few quick notations directly on one of his star charts. “You haven’t met the lad yet. Wobbly’s his name. A good boy, a touch strange perhaps, but he has a heart of gold and works harder than anyone you’re likely to meet. He came to the inn about a year ago, asking for food in exchange for work. He won’t talk much about where he came from, but Ankour and I get the impression he’s an orphan from the hills.”
 
   “He’s the one helping to move all the animals around to make room for the elk?”
 
   “That’s the lad,” Professor Katz said. “Wobbly has a real knack with animals of all kinds. He moves sheep without a stick, goats without a rope, and feeds squirrels right out of his hands. I’d swear he talks to them if I didn’t know that was nonsense. Or maybe it’s the smell—he doesn’t like bathing and so he often smells enough like the livestock to confuse just about anyone.”
 
   “Are these the charts of the stars that you’ve seen so much in?” Harper asked, taking a few steps closer to look at the particular chart Professor Katz was working on. It all looked like random geometric shapes and scribbles to Harper. Dots, lines, and numbers all chased each other across the paper, making a mess out of what seemed a perfectly lovely rendering of the night sky.
 
   “Given enough patience, a person can see a great deal in the stars and planets,” Professor Katz said. “Astronomy isn’t an experimental science like alchemy. I cannot form a hypothesis and make the stars carry out a test to see if it is true. It is an observational science where I watch and try to find sense and patterns in what I see.” Professor Katz moved some of his charts around, unrolled another and rolled up the handful on top. “This constellation here vanished on what I’m guessing is the same date as your daughter’s conception.” Professor Katz pointed to a space on the star chart with a range of dates written next to it and the word ‘vanished’ in bold lettering.
 
   “Yes, in that range,” Harper admitted.
 
   “That was the Dahlia constellation placed there centuries ago by a Goddess,” Professor Katz explained. “The emergence of the new Goddess Dahlia allegedly coincided with the constellation of the same name vanishing. The power of snuffing out stars is incredible, and most of it was used to create the new Goddess, your Goddess incidentally, but some of it was probably used to create your daughter. Now, it is certainly reasonable to assume this much energy being expelled in such a short time and in such a finite space could cause the seasons to stick, but it didn’t.”
 
   “How are you so sure?” Harper asked.
 
   “Because the expenditure would have come at the child’s conception, not her birth.” Professor Katz rolled out one of the star charts above the one he’d been pointing to, flashing back and forth between the two so Harper could see the dates and relative positioning of the stars and planets as they changed between the two charts. “Since her conception date aligns with the disappearance of the Dahlia constellation, the Eternal Autumn would have begun at the same time if she was the cause. But as you can see, we continued to move relative to the stars in a normal pattern for almost nine months after.” Professor Katz unrolled the most recent star chart he’d been working on back to the top of the pile. “When the Eternal Autumn began, the stars stuck in their current position on the eleventh day of the eleventh month of the year, and they have stayed there ever since. I knew your daughter could not be the cause of the Eternal Autumn because she is nine months too old for when it began.”
 
   “That make so much sense,” Harper said in an awed tone. “The birth really was fairly mundane. The real miracle was in the conception.”
 
   “Precisely, and the seasons changed in between,” Professor Katz said.
 
   “What do the stars say caused the Eternal Autumn?” Harper began studying the star charts with new interest. They looked like strange scribblings but apparently held an enormous amount of vital information.
 
   “The stars haven’t revealed that particular mystery yet, and they may never,” Professor Katz said with a sigh. “To be honest, there isn’t a great deal of observing to be done right now. As I’ve said, our relative position to the stars has been the same for sometime. I can look back in time on my charts to make the deductions I’ve explained to you and calculate the exact day the Eternal Autumn began, although that has exhausted what I’ve been able to learn from the charts and no new information is forthcoming from the night sky.”
 
   “Have other constellations vanished since?” Harper asked.
 
   “Oh my goodness, no,” Professor Katz said. “To be honest, the disappearance of the Dahlia constellation was…well…impossible. The astronomical forces, if you’ll pardon the pun, required to even hold our planet in the current tilt through a full revolution are unbelievably large already. To remove five stars, which may well have been immeasurably far from each other, all at the same time…until I’d seen it happen with my own eyes and telescope, I would have told you it couldn’t be done. The creation of your Goddess and daughter quite literally changed the heavens.”
 
   “So, I suppose it’s understandable that people think Bianca is the cause of the Eternal Autumn,” Harper said.
 
   “Understandable, but incorrect, and frankly, the Eternal Autumn is a minor occurrence in comparison to the formation of a Goddess from five stars,” Professor Katz said. When Harper gave him an incredulous look, he amended the statement. “From the astronomical and mathematical standpoints, that is. We notice the Eternal Autumn more acutely because it is happening here while the disappearance of the Dahlia constellation took place countless miles away. You see, I believe the genesis of the Goddess fed back along the light reaching us from the stars and then fed upon the stars themselves, which means her coming into being actually took place there, not here. If it happened the other way around, we’d still be seeing the light from the stars for quite awhile.”
 
   Most of what the Professor was saying made some sense from the divine standpoint, even if the more scientific elements sailed over Harper’s head with ample clearance. She was too hungry and too amazed to learn anything else at that point. She had proof, albeit strangely arcane and convoluted proof, that Bianca did not cause the Eternal Autumn. Certainly the Professor’s explanation made sense and confirmed what she hoped was true, but it also left them with very few new avenues to explore as to what actually was causing the Eternal Autumn. There were assassins, Witches, dragon cults, and giant scarecrows to consider, but all of these were outside of Harper’s investigatory skills.
 
   “I believe we will go see about breakfast and ruminate upon what you’ve told us,” Harper said, holding up Bianca’s tiny, balled fist to wave to Professor Katz.
 
   “Wake my father, if you could, on your way through,” Professor Katz said. “He’ll forget to eat otherwise.” And with that, the Professor returned to his studies, barely noticing when the warmth following Harper left the room. He scooped up the discarded blanket without tearing his eyes from his star charts and wrapped it around his narrow shoulders again.
 
   Harper descended the stairs from the observatory to the main hall, feeling at once relieved and concerned.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Calista spent her day without Bianca working on her armor and trying to convince the Sylvans to join her in some late night skulking about town. Neither errand went particularly well.
 
   As the evening was maturing and the time to explore was drawing nigh, Harper returned to the room with Bianca to find Calista in the midst of a grand disaster of armor upgrading. Calista had abandoned her hope of one day fitting into her old armor, deciding instead to try to make it fit her new body. Her efforts in this had mixed results at best.
 
   “Maybe we should have a new suit commissioned,” Harper offered.
 
   “With what money?” Calista asked, struggling yet again to bend out the interior plate on her shoulder guard mounting to accommodate her increased bust size that everyone said would diminish with breast feeding, but had remained.
 
   Harper sat on the edge of the bed, balancing Bianca on her knees. Their daughter was getting pretty good at standing already and was eager to walk. “I still have some of my savings left over.”
 
   “We need to keep that in savings until one or both of us is ready to go back to earning,” Calista said.
 
   “Earning in your case would be assassination work,” Harper said.
 
   “Yes, if Solancacae gives me another task, although as of late she seems to think I’m as useless as I feel in that regard.” Calista abandoned her attempts at altering her armor further. She shifted her focus to combining the random pieces she’d scavenged with the pieces that had cooperated to form something of a suit. The coverage would have holes, but it was a lot better than nothing and marginally better than what she’d had.
 
   “Did the Sylvans agree to go with you?” Harper asked.
 
   “No,” Calista grumbled. “Apparently they only want to kill Bianca’s enemies. They said the dragon cultists are my enemies, so I’ll be killing them on my own until they do something directly to Bianca. I guess being the woman who gave birth to their savior doesn’t afford me any special consideration.”
 
   “You could still wait for Caleb,” Harper said. “Maybe even Sofea. You said yourself she was pretty stealthy.”
 
   “It might be weeks if they make it at all. We can’t count on help coming.”
 
   “I could go with you, or Athol could…”
 
   “…or I could wear bells and sing raucous ballads at the top of my lungs while banging pots together,” Calista finished for her wife.
 
   “I’m not that loud, am I?”
 
   Calista looked up from her work and gave Harper a wry grin. “How many times did you try to walk across the hallway with your armor on and wake up the baby before you finally started having to dress outside?”
 
   “I could never hold the plates on the backs of my shoulders still enough,” Harper admitted. “Okay, I see your point, as indelicately as you chose to put it.”
 
   Calista considered whether or not she should tell Harper the other reason as well. It was the sort of thing she wasn’t sure Harper would understand or agree with. There wasn’t much risk in it, she supposed; if Harper understood, it would end the pestering about taking help; if she didn’t, nothing would really change.
 
   “I also want to go alone,” Calista said. “I need to feel like my old self again for a little while.”
 
   “And steal.”
 
   Calista shrugged. “If the opportunity arises.”
 
   “I don’t want you stealing.”
 
   “I know you don’t, but…” Calista sighed and hung her head while she thought. Her arms were bigger and rounder than they’d ever been before becoming pregnant. Just looking at them made her feel uncomfortable in her own body. “…I need you to get over it. I’m losing myself in all this, and trying to adhere to your code of honor is only making it worse.”
 
   “If I knew you stole something, it would be my duty to try to return it and bring you to justice,” Harper said.
 
   “Then I suppose the only option left to us is having lies in our relationship,” Calista said. “I won’t tell you where I get things, won’t tell you where I’m hiding them in between, and you can just believe whatever narrative you need to for your code to coexist with our marriage.”
 
   “Or you could not steal and assassinate people!” Harper’s raised voice was so uncommon, so different, and hit such an unpleasant part of Calista and Bianca’s ears that the former flinched and the latter started crying.
 
   “All you’re asking is for me to be someone else.” Calista stood quickly, snatched Bianca from Harper’s lap, and held her close while stroking her back until the crying stopped. “I offered my solution, and you didn’t like it. That’s fine, but you’ll need to come up with one of your own now.” Calista handed back Bianca once she was soothed. She began putting on her armor quickly and without a request for help.
 
   “I did offer a solution,” Harper said.
 
   “Then I guess we’re on opposite ends of ultimatums.” Calista finished putting her armor on, strapped on her knives, and kissed Bianca on the forehead. “I’ll try to be back before dawn.”
 
   Calista pried open the window she’d opened earlier in the day to make sure she could fit. It had taken her awhile working with a knife to worry open the long rusted hinges and cut away the paint and pine pitch built up around the frame. So much time in fact that she refused to go out the door on principle regardless of how difficult it was for her to squeeze her hips through the tiny window, which would have given her trouble even before her pregnancy. The pine tree outside the window was an easy grab, and she worked hand over hand down the length of the branch until she reached the trunk. A quick glance back over her shoulder found the window already closed and the curtains drawn.
 
   Harper was petulant when she was upset. It wasn’t an attractive quality, but Calista had long ago made peace with the fact that her wife was so childish when she was angry. Harper had gone the very traditional road of marrying the same person who took her virginity. Doing so had left her with an emotional pettiness that lingered long after their marriage had matured, and likely would remain in some portion the rest of their wedded lives.
 
   A giant gap in experience wasn’t remotely uncommon in Vaelandrian marriages, although traditional gender roles and massive imbalances in power tended to dictate behavior in cases of old men marrying young women. Calista wasn’t a man, she wasn’t decades older than Harper, and she didn’t have massive amounts of money and influence to create the near parent to child relationship common to virgin brides and those who claimed them. Nor was she particularly interested in having that sort of dynamic with Harper or anyone for that matter. She liked being thought of as knowledgeable and capable, but only since she knew Harper was on equal footing in many ways.
 
   The more she thought and skulked about the town, the more she wondered what in the world she was even doing married. They’d fallen in love and into bed very fast, which wasn’t unusual for Calista. Then they’d exchanged vows, a tattoo, a ring, and had a child; all of that was well outside her typical comfort zone. She reached the first bridge across the river leading back into town. The trees gave way to buildings around the wooden, trestle bridge. The night was dark enough to cover her crossing as banks of clouds continually blew in front of the moons and a light, freezing fog descended from the mountains.
 
   The streets were largely empty, excepting a handful of men in long robes wandering around with cowls pulled low to cover their faces. Calista couldn’t see the coloration for sure as the town did not employ lamplighters or streetlamps, but she suspected the robes were burgundy and the cowls drawn to conceal masks. She kept to the shadows, following closely to see what the dragon cultists might be doing.
 
   A few of the cultists scurried toward a square, turned two corners in quick succession, and vanished before Calista could catch up. She ventured forth slowly, cautiously, and with one hand on a knife handle. The small town square of the upper level contained a couple empty, ramshackle wagons, but no cultists.
 
   The faintest scent of rotting flesh and cinnamon found her nose. Someone had a blade covered with Belly Rot nearby. If it hadn’t been such a calm, cold night, she might not have even sensed it. She glanced subtly over her shoulder to find a slender figure doing their dandiest to creep up on her. Calista slid her knife from its sheath and turned quickly to flick the blade at the assassin.
 
   The petite, black-clad attacker pressed quickly to the side of the building Calista was utilizing the shadow of, letting the knife sail past. Before the assassin could regain themselves, Calista leapt forward, a knife in each hand, sending a flurry of attacks at every opening the assassin might have. At first, the assassin gave ground, trying to keep the long, narrow bladed dagger in front. When this single dagger defense looked to be on the verge of failing, the assassin drew a rapier from within the dark confines of their cloak.
 
   Calista leapt back from several wide slashes of the rapier. The assassin hadn’t intended to hit her so much as they wanted to clear her out of their guard. They circled one another in the wider part of the alleyway, scanning for weaknesses. When both seemed satisfied in their course of action, they lunged at each other. The assassin attacked rapier first, feinting a slash, rolling their shoulder, and aiming a thrust at Calista’s upper leg. Calista ignored the feint, parried the slash with a cross cut from her left hand dagger, and lunged into the gap created by the thrust turned aside. The assassin slashed diagonally at Calista’s face with their dagger, apparently fully expecting the rapier stab to fail. Calista tilted her head just enough to let the dagger ruffle her hair as it passed by her ear. One more step brought her fully into range for the most intimate of attacks. Her elbow smashed across the assassin’s throat, she carried her arm over the assassin’s shoulder, stepped through the attack, and buried the blade in her right hand into the back of the assassin’s right arm in an overhand stab.
 
   The assassin let out a shout of pain in a voice that Calista knew from a lifetime ago. She twisted the blade hard, dropped the knife in her left hand, and flipped the assassin on her back. The assassin let out another shriek of pain, dropped her weapons, and struggled to grab at the knife twisting in her upper arm.
 
   Calista snatched away the black cowl covering the assassin’s face to reveal a young woman with adorable dimples in the center of smooth, white cheeks, fierce green eyes, and a jagged knife scar running from the left corner of her mouth up to her ear.
 
   “Angelica?” Calista asked, barely above a whisper.
 
   “Calista?” the assassin hissed in pain.
 
   Before Calista could give words to any of the countless questions rattling around her head, Angelica’s free hand came up to the back of her neck and pulled her down. It took a moment for Calista to realize she wasn’t under attack. It took her two moments to figure out she was being kissed in a familiar, long-ago sort of way. Angelica had the pain threshold to enjoy, and make enjoyable, such a kiss even with a knife buried in her arm—Calista knew all about her former lover’s affinity for suffering.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 17
 
   In the Night
 
    
 
   Wendy won the coin toss. Sofea expected River’s disappointment in the outcome. She hadn’t anticipated how pleased Wendy would be. Being happy about something came off as slightly creepy with Wendy since she tinted even joyous emotions with a sinister pallor. Despite being exhausted, they did not retire for the night into their decided sleeping arrangements. River wanted more information, and Wendy pointed out that they couldn’t very well leave the giant bear standing in front of the inn all night.
 
   River and Wendy took to the main room of the inn to eat, drink, and gather news while Sofea exited through the front door to find a space in the stables large enough for Bjorn. Freezing mists hung over the town, obscuring the scant lamps and lantern lights visible on poles and through building windows. Bjorn stood when Sofea approached, looking as though he were eager to get back on the road and away from the town. Or perhaps Sofea was projecting her own desires. Her cavalier attitude about the town and noble desire to warn Willard were all well and good until she actually witnessed what had become of the townspeople. She gave the burned skeleton in the middle of the square a sideways glance as she led Bjorn around the back of the inn to where she suspected the stables stood.
 
   The smell of disuse and decay reached her nose as she approached the slant-roofed wooden structure serving as the inn’s stables. Hay and wood shavings had fallen to mildew and the metal hinges, tack, and bands on buckets were all rusted to the point of failure. She pushed open one of the already ajar doors, and immediately jumped back when the hinges gave way. The door didn’t fall in any sort of dramatic or frightening fashion. Instead, it sagged against one of the stall doors inside and settled into the muddy floor.
 
   Sofea led Bjorn into the dark interior. She worried about lighting a torch in such a decrepit structure, but saw no other choice. The dank, moldy smell within the stables told her it might take a good deal of fire to get the wet interior to ignite, at least she hoped so. She found a torch along the outside of Bjorn’s saddle, sparked flint along steel, and turned the torch slowly to spread the small fire through the oiled wrapping.
 
   She walked the row between the stalls, looking for one big enough to house her bear. The last two stalls on the left had fallen in entirely, creating one, large, barely enclosed area that she suspected would work if Bjorn wasn’t motivated to go anywhere. She placed the torch in a mounting bracket along the wall and set to work cleaning out the crumbling bits of wood to provide an area for Bjorn to lie down in.
 
   When she’d cleared out the muddy stall, she led Bjorn in, removed his saddle and other burdens, and found an old horse brush to try to take some of the tangles out of his thick, gray fur. She’d need to lug the immeasurably heavy dragon skeleton into the inn when she was done. Wendy wouldn’t be pleased at all about leaving the muddy old bones where someone else might steal them, as asinine as that thought was.
 
   While she worked on Bjorn’s comfort, Sofea decided what she really needed was guidance. As a member of the North Wind Valkyries, she’d had Ingrid to instruct her in most things and examples aplenty to emulate. But her sisters were dead or gone back into the snowy north to tell the tales of their victory in the Winter War. The only woman Sofea could even think of to match the quality of her former sisters in arms was Harper the Sword Maiden, and she was very far away.
 
   Sofea’s romantic infatuation with Harper had faded, or so she hoped, even if her general admiration had grown. Harper was brave, mighty, and respected. She’d found a wife, earned a child of her own blood, and built a family worth protecting. Someone like that would certainly know what to do about River and Wendy if Sofea could ask her opinion.
 
   River and Wendy were unlike anything Sofea thought she knew of women who favored women. The two women who had paired within the North Wind Valkyries didn’t behave as River or Wendy. Astrid and Vendela had fallen in love before the Valkyries even formed. They were fiercely loyal to one another, in near constant physical contact, and discussed everything with each other. Even Sofea’s own parents hadn’t had the emotionally intimate relationship Astrid and Vendela displayed. Certainly Sofea’s mother and father had a more intense and obvious sexual relationship, but that wasn’t necessarily intimacy in Sofea’s mind. Astrid and Vendela were both large and mannish, even by Valkyrie standards, and had the gruff, no-nonsense demeanors of north men. Perhaps that was the type to find that sort of intense connection with while the more feminine women from south of the Crown of the World Mountains would require game playing and hordes of confusing words. Astrid and Vendela both perished in the Winter War, so writing to them to ask their opinion wasn’t an option any longer. Sofea regretted not asking more questions when she realized she was more like them than not.
 
   Sofea felt a little twinge of shame at her behavior. She should have been thinking of battle tactics to remove an entrenched group of bandits from around the road. Instead, she was considering how best to find her way into a relationship with River or Wendy and self-flagellating over minor past mistakes. It was all pathetic, unbecoming behavior for a warrior of the north. If she emulated past heroes of the North Wind tribes, she would simply act bold, distinguish herself in battle, and women would hurl themselves at her feet.
 
   She left Bjorn tended and comfortable in hopes of finding food for the bear before lugging all their goods back into the inn. It was increasingly clear they would need at least a couple nights to sort out the situation in Tangle Town. This also frustrated her as she worried about Willard taking to the sea in the meantime. Her lack of patience aside, Tangle Town made her skin crawl and she was eager to be away from it.
 
   Sofea’s search for something that would constitute bear food in the derelict stables was cut short when a dark figure stepped into the faint halo of torch light. Sofea’s hand immediately shot to the nearest weapon she could find, which was little more than a hunk of broken wood with a nail in it. She let out a nervous, ragged sigh when she recognized Wendy’s robes.
 
   “I nearly clubbed you,” Sofea said, her heart still thundering from the fright. She tossed aside her scavenged weapon, unsure of whether it would have even hurt all that much to hit someone with the rotting chunk of board.
 
   “You would have regretted that,” Wendy said.
 
   Sofea couldn’t be sure if it was a threat. Wendy’s speaking voice was so flat and her words so vague that it was impossible to tell what she ever really meant. Normally, Sofea could piece the meaning together from the context, but a vaguely threatening statement in a crumbling stable within a town full of crazed blackberry farmers…she didn’t think the grandest scholar could puzzle out an accurate meaning based on that context.
 
   “Why exactly would I have regretted it?” Sofea asked, increasingly not in the mood for Wendy’s guessing games.
 
   “Shut up,” Wendy said.
 
   Anger flashed across Sofea. She fumbled to say something harsh in return. Her words, poorly chosen and likely not nearly as biting she hoped, never made it off her tongue. Wendy’s mouth pressed against hers and confusion washed away Sofea’s fury. Wendy’s mouth was cold, intense, and tasted of blackberries. Sofea returned the kiss with all her inexperienced verve. It was different than kissing River in her dreams. Everything about Wendy was clearer, yet more confusing. Sofea could taste the berries Wendy had been eating, could feel the dampness of the mist that clung to her pale skin, and smell the hemlock that must have brushed through Wendy’s black hair over and over the day before. The kiss was a remarkable feast for the senses and more intoxicating than the strongest wine she’d tasted.
 
   Sofea began to wonder if Wendy also hadn’t bewitched her with actual magic as she suddenly found herself fumbling to undress her. With a little help from the Witch’s slender, soft hands, she managed to pull down her own trousers and open the front of Wendy’s dress. The soft, sweet dream of River and the spring flowers paled in comparison to the dramatic reality of awkward rutting in a rotting manger.
 
   Wendy’s small, pale breasts were beautiful to look upon, smooth to touch, and marvelous to taste. Sofea pressed her mouth against Wendy’s chest, licking and sucking, fondling and caressing until she was breathless and Wendy’s pale skin had pinked from her eager attention. The Witch made tiny sounds of pleasure, unrefined yet delightfully human in their honesty.
 
   Wendy pressed Sofea back against one of the large support beams, fell to her knees in the scattered hay, and buried her face between Sofea’s legs. It all happened so fast that Sofea barely managed to grip Wendy’s shoulders before she nearly fell forward from the intensity of the sensations shooting through her. She didn’t know anything could feel so good. Wendy breathed hotly against her, licked and tickled, adding her own tongue to the soaked state Sofea already found herself in. Sofea’s head fell back against the beam. The moans and cries flowing from her mouth were as natural and necessary as a battle cry before diving into a fight. The sensation in her built quickly, peaked much higher than in her dream, and came crashing down upon her like a rogue wave over a longboat’s gunwales.
 
   Her senses came alive in such a way that she believed she could be brought to another climax with a single breath across her neck. Wendy pulled her face from between Sofea’s legs, and Sofea nearly fell to the ground. She glanced down to find Wendy’s normally dour face held a wicked smile and was glistening from the tip of her nose to the point of her chin. Wendy’s pale pink tongue darted from between her thin lips to lick some of Sofea’s juices from her own face. Sofea believed she might never see anything so lurid and appealing again.
 
   Sofea began to speak, managing a muddled “um” before she felt Wendy’s fingers slide inside her.
 
   “I told you to shut up,” Wendy whispered.
 
   Sofea obeyed. She would have done anything Wendy said at that point so long as her fingers remained where they were. To reward Sofea for abandoning her attempts at speaking, Wendy rolled her digits within, creating an entirely new craving.
 
   “This is real sex, real lust, desire driven fucking that washes away all thoughts of location and regret,” Wendy said. “No dream can compete with what can be done in the waking world.”
 
   Sofea couldn’t agree long enough or loud enough, especially not when Wendy’s fingers were inside her, driving her slowly toward another climax. She was a trembling, overheated mess, vulnerable to the woman on her knees before her, and any other thoughts seemed vanishingly unimportant. Wendy was apparently a generous lover so long as Sofea kept her words to herself. She guided Sofea’s hips into the rolling motion to amplify the pleasure drawn from her fingers and quickly another, yet entirely different type of pleasure followed. The realization that there were at least two different types of climaxes was nearly as mind-boggling as every other part of the encounter.
 
   “Tonight you will know the joy of sleeping next to a lover who has fucked your brains out,” Wendy said. “Wouldn’t you have regretted striking me now?”
 
   “Yes,” Sofea murmured.
 
   “Grab the dragon and come with me.” Wendy stood slowly, brushed the straw from the front of her robes, and licked Sofea from her fingers.
 
   Sofea pulled up her pants, gathered her fragmented thoughts, and hefted one of the sacks containing the dragon bones up onto her shoulder. Wendy tucked her breasts back into the front of her dress, smoothed her silky, black hair, and dowsed the torch. They walked from the stables, leaving Bjorn snoring loudly in the corner of the darkened, crumbling building.
 
   Walking a step or two behind Wendy, Sofea struggled to see her as the same person. The Witch she was before their tryst was an entirely different entity. She was enamored with Wendy in a way that made very little sense. It had to be magic of some kind causing her to suddenly feel so emotionally connected to the sarcastic, discourteous woman.
 
   They walked into the inn to find River the center of attention at the table in front of the fireplace. She was showing the merchants her skills with a dagger by placing her hand over the top of one of theirs, splaying their fingers, and then tapping the point of the knife against the table in the spaces between at a blurring pace. Sofea had seen the finger-filet game played before, but typically someone only did it with their own hand and never at the speed River boasted.
 
   River looked up from her tapping of the dagger, releasing the merchant’s hand she’d held under her own for the game. The merchant held out his unmarred hand for his fellows to inspect. River glanced across the gloom of the main hall to make eye contact with Sofea. Somehow the Brownie seemed to see the act that had taken place between Sofea and Wendy within the stables simply by looking at them. She offered Sofea a half grin and a tiny shrug. It struck Sofea like a punch to the softest part of her stomach. Still, she followed Wendy down the hall rather than going to River to apologize or try to explain. Sexual conquest was a right of passage for raiders of the north, and a source of pride among a crew. Sofea felt more like she’d been conquered, and the two people she’d been sexually intimate with were the closest people she had to a crew. It was painfully clear that she was doing it wrong.
 
   Wendy stopped them short of the bedroom door, freezing stock still in the darkened corridor as though an unseen wall had sprung up between them and the portal to their room.
 
   “Do you smell that?” Wendy whispered.
 
   Sofea sniffed. It was the scent of rotting flesh and something else. It seemed strangely familiar, but she couldn’t quite place why. The entire town smelled wrong to her. The stench of burned human flesh, decay, and the sticky-sweet odor of blackberries clung to the town like a horrid perfume splashed on a corpse. Wendy was right—the hallways smelled of something else.
 
   “Is that cinnamon?” Sofea asked.
 
   Wendy held out her staff, striking a purplish glow to the end as she passed the length of gnarled, black wood in front of the doorway. The strange light coming off the staff illuminated writing that hadn’t been there before, written in an ink that wasn’t visible under normal lantern light. A drawing of a hand bisected with a dagger held over a pentagram glowed on the doorway.
 
   “The assassins are here,” Wendy said, “and they know where we will sleep.” 
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Calista broke away from Angelica’s kiss. She also rolled away for good measure, leaving her knife in her former lover’s arm. Angelica popped up, glanced only once to the blade jutting from her, and focused instead on pulling her curly, chestnut hair from her cowl that had gotten rather tangled in the scuffle turned to a heated embrace.
 
   “Had I known you were working this job, I wouldn’t have bothered taking the contract,” Angelica said.
 
   “What job exactly?” Calista nodded in the direction of her knife in Angelica’s arm. Angelica shrugged and held out her wounded limb. Calista grabbed the handle of the blade and drew it out slowly. Angelica let out the tiniest moan that was an uncomfortable mixture of pleasure and pain. Of all the Dark Stalker trained assassins Calista had known Angelica was the only one who actually enjoyed the counterintelligence training of resisting torture. Their instructors had nearly driven themselves mad trying to break Angelica. When Angelica felt like telling the truth, she told it as blunt as a mace to the head, but when she did not feel like talking, nothing under the stars could move her to speak.
 
   “You’ve gotten so fat,” Angelica said, quickly wrapping her wounded arm with a torn scrap off her cloak.
 
   “Do you want this blade put back in you?” Calista held out the Dwarven long knife that was still dripping with Angelica’s blood.
 
   “Okay, fine, not fat specifically,” Angelica said. “Um…voluptuous?”
 
   “Sure, whatever.” Calista secretly liked the sound of voluptuous, but she wasn’t about to give that one to Angelica. “I had a child. Some changes are to be expected.”
 
   “Oh, don’t break my heart by telling me you’re back onto men,” Angelica whined.
 
   “No, it’s significantly more complicated than that.”
 
   Angelica’s green eyes went wide, showing off exactly how stunningly white and clear they were around her emerald irises. Calista couldn’t remember the last time her own eyes hadn’t been at least slightly bloodshot when looking in a mirror.
 
   “The stories are actually true? The assassin married a knight and the Goddesses blessed it all with a bawling baby?” Angelica rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I thought that was just the most recent story the religious weirdos were passing around to justify their pathetic life choices.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s all true,” Calista said. “Besides, who are you to judge us religious weirdos since you’re little more than a hireling of a cult well down the divine food chain from my Goddess?”
 
   “What do I care what those lizard worshiping idiots believe?” Angelica asked. “Their gold spends as well as a sane person’s, and that’s all that really matters.”
 
   “Mercenary loyalties aside, I should kill you on principle for working with the assassins trying to kill my daughter,” Calista said.
 
   “I’m not working with them specifically and we’re not here to murder your baby, so maybe you could downgrade the killing to a hard spanking,” Angelica said with an inviting grin.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You know as well as I do that the Brotherhood doesn’t work that way.”
 
   “Shit,” Calista muttered. The Brotherhood of the Bloody Palm wasn’t an assassin group in the traditional sense. At best they were a collection of nefarious, sometimes divine touched Dark Stalkers, working directly for the Thief Lord, who accomplished goals that often seemed counter to other jobs done by other cells within the Brotherhood. Only the Thief Lord knew precisely what everyone was doing and why they were really doing it. The cells could hire their own assassins, set their own dress code, and utilize whatever brutal tactics they liked. The only constant among the Brotherhood was the use of Belly Rot poison and the painting of signs to communicate with one another using an ink that was only visible under certain types of light. All of the assassins sent for Bianca while they stayed with Baron Ungerston bore different weapons and armor, making them difficult to discern as members of the same ultimate group. Calista still blamed her dulled, sleep-deprived, pregnancy brain for not piecing things together. “What is your specific cell working on?”
 
   “You know I can’t tell you that,” Angelica said.
 
   “I could beat it out of you.”
 
   “You could certainly try.” Angelica’s smile broadened.
 
   “The dragon cultists hired the Brotherhood? Where did they get that kind of money?” Calista asked, trying desperately to divert the conversation away from flogging Angelica. Despite every fiber of her being working against the memories, she couldn’t quite keep out the mental images of tying Angelica up and whipping her until she screamed in pleasure. Sex with Angelica had been a violent, energetic affair always on the sharpest edge of Calista’s comfort zone.
 
   “Technically, both of those questions are probably faulty,” Angelica said. “I’m thinking the Thief Lord is using the dragon cult as cover for his real goals, whatever the hell those are, so the dragon cult only thinks their gold hired the Brotherhood. And I’m just a private contractor brought in because the rank and file of the cell operating in this area has failed miserably at everything—I’m still an independent operator.” Angelica stood slowly, cradling her wounded arm. “If you gave me a hand, we could be done with the job in a wink and be on our way to somewhere swanky to spend the gold on good wine and leather floggers.”
 
   “Not likely since the job is to kill my wife and child…”
 
   “I already told you that’s not what this cell is doing, but, seriously, gag me with a cupboard full of utensils,” Angelica said. “I’d kill them at this point just to fix your backward thinking.”
 
   Calista lashed out, spinning a half turn to bring a roundhouse kick against Angelica’s wounded upper arm. She followed through on the attack with a hard punch brought up into Angelica’s midsection that lifted her off her feet and dropped her onto the ground, doubled over. Calista fell to her knee, bringing her elbow down hard into the vulnerable space between Angelica’s shoulder blades. The entire assault took less than a couple of seconds, but it left Angelica flat on her face struggling to draw breath or even move.
 
   “We have history,” Calista said. “That’s the only thing keeping you alive right now after even making a half-joke about killing my family.”
 
   “I used to get off from a beating like that delivered by you,” Angelica wheezed. “It must be because you’re so fat now that I didn’t even get a tingle.”
 
   Angelica could never best her in a straight up fight. Calista was the top of her class even without use of her divine powers. But Angelica could get inside her head, make her mad, and trick her into revealing information she should guard with her life. Calista sighed. She flipped Angelica onto her back with the toe of her boot.
 
   “Then I guess I’m sorry for what I have to do,” Calista said, drawing one of her knives.
 
   “Whoa!” Angelica held up her good hand. “I didn’t think you were being serious. I thought we were just flirting.”
 
   Calista narrowed her eyes at Angelica. It was almost certainly a true statement. What Angelica saw as flirting and what normal people would call physical and emotional torture were virtually indistinguishable. Aside from the blurry lines between sex and violence that always made Calista a little uncomfortable, it was tough to trust Angelica. A credible threat of death might get the truth out of Angelica, or it might just yield more disinformation.
 
   “Fine, but now that you’re clear that we aren’t flirting, you have to get out of here,” Calista said.
 
   “And end our little reunion so quickly? I think not. Besides, you’re going to need my help.” Angelica held out her hand. Calista took it and helped her stand. “You’re a married woman now. I can respect that, sort of. We can still have fun even if it isn’t the sweaty, stinging kind.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Calista asked.
 
   “Meet me here tomorrow night and I’ll show you.” Angelica nuzzled in close and kissed her on the neck before Calista could object. “I could probably get used to that big ass of yours with practice,” she whispered before another quick kiss on the neck.
 
   Calista watched Angelica scamper off into the fog, vanishing almost immediately into the night. The dragon cult must have paid her in advance. That was the only reason Angelica would flip on them so easily. It occurred to Calista, only after Angelica was well out of reach, that they’d nearly killed each other when they broke up three years ago. Sex and violence were inextricably linked with Angelica—she represented a confusing, mostly awful part of Calista’s life she wished she could forget, but still couldn’t keep from being turned on by the memories of.
 
   Blowing off steam by slaughtering the dragon cultists on the street sounded like a good idea, but if Angelica was watching over the two she’d followed, the whole city was likely lousy with Brotherhood assassins guarding the dragon cultists. More difficult still, Calista had to figure out how much she was going to tell Harper.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 18
 
   Take With Both Hands
 
    
 
   Bulwark, still controlled by the memory worm, swayed his way down the hall, called by Wendy to the door. River followed closely behind.
 
   “Why are these assassins after you?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Wendy said. “I know they are, but that doesn’t mean I have to know why.”
 
   “Venture a guess,” Sofea said, folding her arms over her chest.
 
   “Fine, they lack a self-preservation instinct,” Wendy said. “I didn’t even know they were the same group until after I figured out their little invisible ink trick in Griffon’s Rock.”
 
   “That’s not a real guess,” Sofea said.
 
   “If you don’t like it, feel free to come up with your own.” Wendy motioned to the door and stepped aside while Bulwark passed. The thrall innkeeper bounced his belly off the door several times until it opened. Wendy winced only slightly, clearly expecting a trap to spring and obliterate the fat innkeeper. When no such trap triggered, she nodded into the room. Bulwark trundled in, turning a slow circle in the center of the room. Again, Wendy waited for traps aplenty to activate and again, none did. “Go away,” Wendy said to the innkeeper.
 
   Bulwark wandered back out of the room with his vacant stare fixed straight ahead and his arms swaying limp at his sides.
 
   River poked her head into the room, looked to Roderick still perched on the back of the chair, and then glanced to the bed. “He says there’s a snake under the bed.”
 
   “Your owl talks?” Sofea asked.
 
   “To me he does,” River said.
 
   The trio knelt at the threshold of the door. Sure enough, coiled beneath the bed in the corner of the room was a large, black snake. Sofea knew nothing about snakes, but she assumed it wouldn’t have been placed there if it wasn’t dangerous.
 
   “That’s a big snake,” River said.
 
   “It’s a cobra,” Wendy said.
 
   “How do you know that?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Cobra venom is used in many curses,” Wendy said, “the fresher the better.”
 
   Wendy blew on the end of her staff. Frost crept through the knotted wood on the last foot of the weapon. She slid the staff beneath the bed, gently slipping it beneath the coils of the huge, black snake. The snake went limp at the touch of the cold wood. Wendy beckoned for Sofea and River to enter the room. Sofea placed the sack filled with dragon bones between herself and the snake. River stood behind Sofea, putting the redheaded northerner and the dead dragon between herself and the serpent.
 
   Wendy strained to lift the enormous cobra that dangled over the frozen end of her staff, limp and dead looking. Coiled beneath the bed, the snake seemed big; dangling off the end of Wendy’s staff, it looked positively giant. Sofea believed if the snake were a rope, it’d be longer than she was. To Sofea’s surprise, Wendy deposited the snake just outside the door, withdrew her staff, and the snake writhed back up into a ball. Wendy closed the door and locked it.
 
   “It’s still alive?” Sofea asked.
 
   “It wouldn’t be a very dangerous door guard if I’d killed it.” Wendy set aside her staff, slid into bed, and rolled to face the wall. “Take the first watch, Sofea.”
 
   Sofea reluctantly set aside the bag of dragon bones and came away from the corner she’d pressed into. River strung the hammock, keeping a wary eye to the crack beneath the door the entire time. Sofea didn’t suppose a snake that size could fit beneath the door, but she didn’t know that for a fact. River hoisted herself into the strung hammock, swaying lightly for a time by pressing her foot against the wall. Roderick leapt from the back of the chair to walk along the hammock’s cord until he could settle upon River’s stomach. The huge owl covered much of River’s body even when it was curled up with its head beneath its wing. River idly stroked her finger tips down the back of Roderick’s spine even as her eyes drifted shut.
 
   Sofea wished she could tell River what had transpired in the stables. She wished she had someone to confide in about her enjoyment and excitement, as well as her confusion at Wendy’s behavior. If River was a romantic rival to Wendy, she wouldn’t be pleased to hear the details, nor would she be all that helpful in sorting through what it meant. 
 
   Sofea pulled out the chair that Roderick had used as a perch, pointed it toward the door, and sat with her axe across her lap. She felt she was as much on guard for the snake to sneak beneath the door as anything else. She stoked the fire in the little stove, extinguished the lamp, and waited.
 
   A couple hours passed that way. The room was warm and pleasant compared to most of the places Sofea had kept watch in the past. She had a cozy fire and a reasonably comfortable chair. It beat the heck out of huddling in a snow bank without a fire or sitting out on the rainy deck of a ship.
 
   “You two were in the stables for quite awhile,” River whispered.
 
   Sofea glanced to Wendy to see if she was awake as well. The black outline of the Witch on the bed gave nothing away. It was too dark in the room to even tell if she was still breathing or if she’d been magically replaced with a pile of black rags.
 
   “We mated,” Sofea whispered.
 
   River giggled lightly. “Mated, you say? How romantic.”
 
   “You aren’t angry?”
 
   “Never,” River said. “Maybe a little jealous.”
 
   “That was you in my dream last night on the bridge, wasn’t it?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Yes,” River said, “but I have no illusions that a single shared dream gives me any claim over you. You, my dear, are a conqueror at the beginning of a long career of pleasuring women.”
 
   Sofea sat in silence for a moment, considering River’s words carefully. Raiders of the north were supposed to take their sexual pleasures after attacks on villages when their blood was still up from battle. When a raider returned home, they would mate with their wife, hope for children, and never speak of what they’d done after the storm of battle on distant shores. Sofea was exhilarated by combat, but she seldom felt sexually aroused by it and certainly not to the point that she lost control. There were rare occasions when she found the bloodlust of violence turn into something else, but in these situations she found few welcome opportunities or the privacy to take advantage of them. Truly, she did not wish to be a conqueror in the sexual sense; she wanted to be desired, before, during, and after, which conquerors seldom managed any of let alone all three.
 
   “That’s not what I want,” Sofea whispered.
 
   “Fair enough. What do you want?”
 
   “To be desired,” Sofea said.
 
   River giggled again. “You’ve certainly managed that in me and the Witch. Still, it seems to me that you’re struggling against your true nature like something is holding you back.”
 
   Sofea knew precisely what River was talking about. Two years ago, when she was on a meteoric rise within the Valkyries, Sofea believed herself invincible. She was the heir apparent to Ingrid, untouchable in battle, and overflowing with confidence. She fought with a sword in one hand and an axe in the other because she would not need a shield if her enemies were cut down before they could attack. Then she lost the entire rear guard under her command within the Dwarven tunnels. She was spider bitten and nearly died. The Valkyries were largely wiped out and ultimately disbanded. Sofea began fighting with a shield again and questioned every step she took.
 
   “I discovered my mortality,” Sofea said.
 
   The hammock creaked a little when River sat up some at this comment. “All the more reason to fight like mad, make love with abandon, and take with both hands.”
 
   Sofea smiled; she liked the sound of that.
 
   Any further conversation came to an abrupt end with the hiss of a snake. Someone grunted outside the door, a blade bit into flesh, and a body hit the floor. Sofea stood bolt upright. Her hand hesitated at the door, but with a deep breath, she gathered herself enough to open it. The glow of the fire from the stove in the room illuminated the darkened corridor just enough for Sofea to piece together what had happened as her eyes were well adjusted to the darkness by then. An assassin writhed on the floor in the death throes of being snake bitten. The cobra, having delivered its venom, had lost its head about a foot down its length when the assassin struck his own deathblow after being bitten. Sofea spotted another figure at the end of the hallway. The figure spotted her as well and turned to run. Sofea snatched up her shield and gave chase.
 
   She heard River shout, but did not hear what she said. Sofea chased the assassin from the inn and into the square. A quick scan of the ash on the ground told her what direction her quarry had fled in. She followed the freshest set of footprints to a narrow lane, running hard to catch up. As she turned the corner, she spied the assassin fleeing toward the blackberry fields.
 
   The moons broke free of the misty night when she reached the edge of the tangled vines. The assassin lost his advantage when the night no longer cloaked him in darkness. Sofea tracked her quarry easily with the aid of the pale moonlight. She could see the steam of his puffing breath above the blackberry bushes when he paused to rest. She followed his path in the disturbed frost on the grass. Each footstep he made left a dark hole in the pristine little ice crystals dropped by the receding mists. There was nothing he could do to escape her and they both knew it.
 
   She thought he was leading her toward the bandit camp on the north end of town, but he’d made a mistake at some point. She could tell by the mariner star that they were heading almost directly east, putting more and more space between them and any help the assassin might have found to the north or south. The cold air bit at her face and burned in her lungs—it was exhilarating and wonderful to be the hunter rather than the hunted. She was a Valkyrie of the North Wind people; goblins, assassins, and spiders should flee from her even if they hadn’t in recent history.
 
   The assassin made a final blunder. His flight led him down a dead end arm of the blackberry bush maze. Sofea spotted his steaming breath rising into the quickly clearing night sky before she even turned the corner—he was racing back and forth looking for an exit that wasn’t there. The lone, black clad figure stood in the small clearing, a dagger in each hand. She dropped in behind her shield and advanced on him.
 
   The assassin tried his best to strafe around her to turn her away from the entrance to the clearing so he might escape again, but she stepped easily from side to side to keep their relative positioning the same. She didn’t have to worry about her flanks in single combat so there was very little reason to turn rather than mirror his movements.
 
   When the assassin realized he wasn’t going to force her out of position, he made a quick lunge at her, slashing at the broad, wooden face of her shield with his daggers. She easily blocked his initial flurry, not giving any ground in the process. The assassin withdrew again, having spent energy he didn’t have to spare on a futile assault. Sofea inched closer, laying her axe along the upper edge of her shield with the top-spike pointed toward the weary assassin.
 
   He feinted to her right and then ran hard for her left, hoping to avoid being pinned against the blackberry bushes. She made only a cursory stab step to her right and immediately pushed off hard to intercept his true course. She crouched in low behind her shield, powered through with her churning legs, and swung out the shield when she felt it strike the assassin. Her shield bash was solid, sending the assassin stumbling into the blackberry bushes.
 
   He lost one of his knives in the struggle to free himself from the barbed brambles. He blundered out of the bushes at her with his remaining blade held high above his head. His awkward, downward stab meant to go over the top of her shield at her exposed head never received a chance to fall. Sofea swung aside her shield and thrust kicked at the man’s exposed stomach. With his entire body stretched, her foot met the soft spot beneath his sternum with enough force to knock the wind from his lungs. Only then did the assassin seem to realize that she was striving to take him alive.
 
   Sofea reared back, drawing her shield across her body to the axe side in hopes of gaining enough speed to batter the senses from the assassin with the next strike. The defeated man on his knees, struggling to simply fill his lungs with breath, retrieved the knife he’d dropped after being kicked, and drew the blade up to his own throat. Before Sofea could even start the swing of her shield, the assassin sliced across his own neck.
 
   The assassin fell, spurting dark blood across the frosted, dead grass. Rage washed over Sofea at her failure to take the man alive for questioning. She hurled down her shield and axe, rushed to the assassin’s side even as he crumpled to the ground, and pressed her hands to the gaping wound in his throat.
 
   “Who are you?!” she screamed at the dying man even as his blood poured from beneath her fingers. “What do you want?!” It didn’t matter if it was the poison or drowning in his own blood that killed him—he was dead before she even finished the second question. She flew into a rage, grabbing up the front of the man’s clothing in her left hand to hold him still as she smashed her fist into his face again and again. His group had killed Caleb, they threatened one of her lovers, and they were too cowardly to even see a fight through to the end.
 
   A soft hand gripped her wrist as she reared back her right hand to punch the dead man for the twentieth time. Sofea snapped her head around to find River standing behind her. The tension and rage should have fallen away to be replaced by embarrassment. She was pummeling a dead man for no discernable reason and likely doing damage to her own hand in the process. Except the fury didn’t subside. Sofea could have gone from punching the man to kicking him, and that likely wouldn’t have eased it either.
 
   Instead, she turned the focus of her white hot anger to River. She scooped up the slender woman, lifted her from the ground, and kissed her with a growing ferocity. River responded by wrapping herself around Sofea, clinging hard to her clothing and hair, apparently eager to be ravaged.
 
   Sofea laid River on the frosty ground, tearing at the strip of leather over River’s breasts. The blood on Sofea’s hands smeared across River’s tan skin, painting over the winding, chaotic tattoos lining River’s taut, slender body. Sofea kissed along River’s neck, loving the way the other woman writhed against her.
 
   Anger and desire collided in bewildering ways within Sofea’s heart and mind. River’s skin smelled of her namesake, the dead grass she was laying in, and the fresh blood smeared on her by Sofea’s hands. It was a beautiful perfume of nature and death that drove Sofea wild even as she buried her mouth against River’s naval.
 
   Animal instincts took over, catching on the scant scraps of sexual knowledge Sofea had picked up from long ago observations of how raiders took their sexual plunder. She flipped River over onto her stomach and pressed her body down along the length of her. River gasped in surprise and pleasure even as Sofea pulled at the loin cloth covering the tight curve of her ass. Sofea gripped hard around River’s waist, pull her hips up at an angle, and plunged her fingers deep inside from behind. River’s gasping turned to proper moans as Sofea thrust at her with her entire body. She was so wet and so warm around Sofea’s fingers—it only served to excite Sofea more knowing River was deeply enjoying being taken. Sofea pressed the weight of her body against River’s back, pinning her fully against the ground with every harsh thrust. Sofea glanced from the frozen expression of aggressive pleasure on River’s face, with her mouth opened wide, breathing heavy, eyes held tightly shut. River’s hands were gripping the grass to either side, holding on to press back against Sofea’s thrusting as best she could.
 
   The crashing waves of lust and blood frenzy finally crested and fell when she heard River screaming her name through a powerful climax. Sofea felt a sudden easing of everything in her when River climaxed beneath her. Only then did the reality of what she’d done push through the red mists that had clouded her mind.
 
   Sofea rolled off River, lying on her back in the trampled grass. They were both breathing heavily and sweating, although River seemed happier about the outcome than Sofea.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Sofea murmured.
 
   “You shouldn’t be,” River replied.
 
   “That was…” Sofea turned her head to look at River.
 
   “…amazing is the word you’re looking for,” River said.
 
   “You did not feel violated?”
 
   “In the best possible way. Why? Wasn’t that what you were striving for?”
 
   “I don’t know what I was doing,” Sofea whispered. “I lost control.”
 
   River crawled over to Sofea. She lay across Sofea’s stomach and clung to her with her arms and her legs. “Strange, I felt very controlled by you.” When the words failed to interject levity into the situation, River lifted her head from Sofea’s stomach to look her in the eye. “You were victorious in battle and took your reward. Why are you troubled by this?”
 
   “I’ve never done that before.”
 
   “You likely also never had someone so eager and willing to be taken by you in such a state,” River said. “If your advances hadn’t been welcome, I would have said so. You were wanted, you deserved what you took, and it wasn’t as though I didn’t get something out of being your prize.” River stood and began piecing together the scraps of hide and cloth used to cover just the bare essentials of herself. “Lose your self doubts already. It’s irritating to have to reassure you that you did well after I screamed your name for the entire world to hear. I like you better when you’re swaggering, drunk on victory, and looking to fuck your unspent rage away.”
 
   Sofea felt River’s words churning up through her stomach. There was no doubt about it, River had a way of speaking that put steel in a girl’s spine and set a fire between her legs. Sofea stood, gathered River into her arms again and kissed her. River wasn’t the first person to tell her she had an attractive swagger, but River was the only one to tell her so when Sofea needed to hear it most. River was a warrior and raider in her own right so she of all people understood the need for overwhelming confidence in victory and then an outlet for any unspent rage. In short, River got her.
 
   The kiss broke with Sofea’s right hand gripped tightly to River’s firm ass and River’s strong, slender fingers holding to one of Sofea’s braids. It felt good, right, and natural to hold one another in such a way and neither appeared to want to give up their claimed body part.
 
   A rush of air and the patter of light feet broke their stalemate. Wendy dropped out of the sky on a glowing broomstick, came to a soft landing behind them, and spun the broom out from beneath her. The broom faded and turned back into her gnarled, black staff.
 
   “If you two are done rutting in the weeds, a group of bandits is moving to cut us off from the town,” Wendy said.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 19
 
   Dark Heroics
 
    
 
    “Did you see a way to escape on your arrival?” Sofea asked of Wendy.
 
   River tugged Sofea’s braid to draw her attention. “Are you the mighty Valkyrie of the Winter War or aren’t you?”
 
   Sofea looked at her without understanding.
 
   “Loathe as I am to admit it, she’s right,” Wendy said. “The bandits are scattered trying to block all the paths. We’re not going to have a better chance to take them out one at a time.”
 
   “I will be your eyes and ears tonight,” River said. “You are not fighting countless bandits. You are fighting weak men in poor equipment strung out too far to help one another.” River brought Sofea’s face close, still holding to her braid, and kissed her deeply. “You can do this.”
 
   “How will you…?” Sofea began.
 
   River took a step back, released Sofea’s braid, and took a second step back when Sofea followed. Her outline shimmered and slowly she faded from her human size to return to her normal, diminutive state. “I’m sure the Witch will even do something useful if you don’t mind the help being hideously evil,” River said.
 
   A sharp whistle brought Roderick out of the night sky, swooping low over the clearing. River ran alongside her owl as it dove across the grass, leapt up to grab the harness of her saddle and pulled herself into place even as Roderick flapped his wings hard to clear the wall of blackberry bushes at the far end. Sofea watched her vanish into the gloom of night with a longing ache in her chest.
 
   “Being stuck is your own fault,” Wendy said.
 
   “I was trying to take the assassin alive so we could question him.” Sofea gathered up her axe and shield that she’d abandoned to pummel the assassin’s dead body and then to make love to River. Wendy held out her winged helmet to her, which she’d apparently forgotten in the room. Sofea slipped it over her head and strapped it tight.
 
   “And you also insisted we stop here, kill the bandits, and send a message back to Willard,” Wendy said. “Don’t try to diminish how much this is your fault.”
 
   “Fine, it’s my fault,” Sofea said, unsure of what Wendy was even after. “Is that what you want?”
 
   “Yes, and you have to thank me,” Wendy said.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For earlier, in the stables, and helping you kill the bandits, and not making too much of this being your fault,” Wendy said.
 
   Jealousy would have made sense if Wendy was a normal person, but it didn’t fit comfortably on the prickly Witch even in a situation where jealousy was the most natural reaction. “Fine, I thank you for the pleasure within the stables. I thank you in advance for helping me kill the bandits. I do not thank you for not making too much of this as you have made more than enough of it already.”
 
   “I suppose that’s the best I can expect from barbarian manners,” Wendy said. “Let’s get started then.”
 
   Sofea crept slowly from the clearing, keeping her shield in front and her axe at the ready. Wendy followed a few paces behind. Sofea paused, hearing a third set of footsteps amid the frosted grass. She glanced over her shoulder, expecting to find an assassin sneaking up on them. She nearly leapt out of her skin at seeing the assassin who had opened his own throat and then took a solid beating from her. His body was up and mostly mobile, walking beside Wendy with his battered head lolling around on the tatters of his neck. Wendy’s help did indeed come with a creepy price.
 
   A rush of air and a brief moon shadow of owl wings flashed ahead of them around the corner. The twang of a tiny bow was followed by two purple streaks shooting out of the night sky. Men grunted and cursed from ahead. Sofea skulked around the edge of the blackberry bush clearing into the lane occupied by two men. They weren’t the same as the assassin she’d killed. They looked like garden variety highway men, dirty, poorly equipped, and half-starved. River’s tiny, purple arrows jutted from their shoulders. Unlike the Goblins who swelled and exploded from the strange Brownie venom, the grown men simply grew giant, glowing knots in their flesh around the arrow shafts. It looked like they’d suffered enormous, painful bug bites.
 
   Sofea rushed them when they dropped their weapons to tear at the arrows. She was a warrior from north of the Crown of the World Mountains where women grew larger than the men in the south, stronger too, and knew only to fear the mounted knights in the warmer lands. She was bigger, stronger, and better equipped than the distracted men who sought to block her escape. These men were not warriors, while the blood of a thousand generations of hardened raiders flowed through her veins. They learned this too late for the lesson to do them any good. She cleaved one man’s head from his body and nearly split the other down the middle from collarbone to waist. The pathetic scraps of leather they called armor offered less resistance than the bones holding up their flesh.
 
   “They aren’t worth raising if you annihilate them like that,” Wendy whispered to her when the two men thumped to the ground in wet, bloody heaps.
 
   “I’ll try to kill them more gently in the future,” Sofea said, stepping over the bodies of the vanquished.
 
   River circled around a larger group ahead, firing down at them, barely visible against the face of the twin moons. This time, the bandits fired back. Arrows streaked out from the maze ahead toward the owl and rider. Sofea rushed to attack the bandits who had turned their attention skyward.
 
   Around the corner, a group of seven men were peppered with purple arrows, firing crude bows up at the owl circling them. Slowly, the untrained archers were finding the range and Sofea suspected they would hit River given enough time. She rushed through them, knocking one man down with her shield and cleaving the lower leg from another with her axe.
 
   Wendy’s enthralled corpse leapt on the man Sofea knocked down and began tearing at his flesh with teeth and fingernails. Wendy strolled casually into the clearing, sweeping the ground ahead of her with her staff. The earth split like a wound where the tip of her walking stick touched. Snakes poured from the slice, slithering across the gap between Wendy and the bandits, first covering the screaming man Sofea had hacked the leg from.
 
   The remaining five bandits didn’t appear to know quite what to make of their shift in fortunes. They still technically outnumbered their assailants, not including the dozen or so mystically conjured snakes, but Sofea could tell from their fidgety feet that they weren’t used to being afraid when they held the larger force.
 
   River broke the tense stalemate by swooping down and strafing the confused men with a volley of purple arrows. One of the men took a shaft to the back of the head. The arrow sprouted an enormous, glowing knot that looked hideously painful. He grabbed at the tiny arrow, accidentally breaking it off in his quickly expanding skin.
 
   “Bloody Brownie whore,” the man shouted at the sky. “I’ll rip your legs up the middle when I get my hands on…”
 
   Sofea put an end to his threats hurled after River’s ascending form by planting her axe in his guts. The man doubled over her blade. She pulled it through along the side and used the momentum to smash the edge of her shield down on the back of his head where the purple, glowing welt provided a perfect target. The boil exploded from the impact, spraying purple goop and most of the man’s dashed brains across the pathway.
 
   The will of the remaining four men broke. Three of them had already taken a Brownie arrow or two and Wendy’s snakes were approaching fast. The bandits ran, but not before Sofea felled another by hurling her axe at the broad target of his fleeing back. She ran fast after their escaping forms, snatching her axe from her victim on the way past.
 
   Her blood was up again, the victory rush was on, and she had them running. In Valkyrie terms, it was time to roll over their formation like a wave devouring the beach. Wendy shouted something after her, but it was lost in the pounding of her heart in her ears.
 
   Sofea chased the fleeing men, following the purple glow coming from their wounds as it illuminated the blackberry bush corridors. They ran fast, motivated by the horrific deaths of their fellows, but Sofea was swift and gaining ground quickly. She turned a corner, hot on the heels of the three escapees. When she rounded the next corner, she barely managed to get her shield up to block the giant, stone maul aimed at her head. The wooden face of her shield shattered over her like broken glass. The large man with the even larger maul screamed out when Sofea buried the point on the top of her axe in his exposed groin as he lifted the hammer above his head to finish her off.
 
   She tossed aside the tattered remains of her shield, balled her left fist, and drove it hard into the soft spot beneath the man’s ribcage on his side. He was solid, and the soft spot wasn’t nearly as soft as she’d hoped. Her hand came away aching and the punch did little to fell the behemoth.
 
   Sofea lost her grip on her axe when the man smashed his balled fists down onto her back. She fell to the ground, rolling away in time when the man drove his foot down where she’d landed. She felt the shaft of his discarded maul beneath her back as she rolled. She came to a quick stop, grabbed at the ground behind her until she came away with the hammer, and hefted the weapon to swing in a wild arc around her body to clear any incoming attacks. The hammer, with the shaft as long as she was, made solid contact with one incoming bandit, splattering his brains across the face of the fellow to his left.
 
   The large, wounded man who had shattered her shield regained himself and plucked the axe from his groin in time to be washed over by four animated corpses and half a dozen conjured snakes. He screamed and fought all the way to the ground as the evil attackers bore him to his back.
 
   Sofea considered trying to retrieve her axe from the mess of corpses and snakes killing the huge man, but decided against it. Limbs were flying every which way, and while the bandit man was clearly losing, he wasn’t going out easily.
 
   She turned her attention to see exactly how many bandits had gathered in the larger clearing she’d blundered into. There was the man with the crushed head that she’d felled with her wild attack. The three men who had fled from the last clearing stood among another ten of their compatriots. Even with a baker’s dozen arrayed against her, the bandits were hesitant.
 
   Sofea struggled to think of something biting to say. Ingrid always had such triumphant, knee-weakening statements to shout before hurling herself into the fray. She’d envied that about her former captain, and had hoped to emulate it when the chance arose. Sofea filled her lungs to shout something, but her words were cut off by the swooping of owl wings and another flurry of purple arrows fired out of the night sky.
 
   “Dig your own graves to escape Swift River’s death from above!” River shouted as Roderick flapped hard to regain altitude.
 
   It was a way better taunt than Sofea had thought of, and so she let River’s words stand in place of her own. She hefted the giant, stone-head maul she’d scooped from the ground and charged at the confused and wounded bandits struggling to pluck purple arrows from their flesh. Scattering them wasn’t difficult. They were on the edge of fleeing anyway and the crushing rock on the end of the maul gave them something specific to flee from. Sofea spun through the swinging of the hammer around her in great circles. Getting within the reach of the weapon to harm her would be nearly impossible if she kept it moving. The maul’s head skipped off the bandits trying to flee, sending several of them skittering into the blackberry bushes rather than down the pathways they’d tried to escape through. The hammer’s head suddenly caught in a bush, knocking Sofea from her feet when the heavy weapon in her hands came to an abrupt stop.
 
   The four men she’d scattered into the bushes on her charge couldn’t regain their feet before Wendy’s animated corpses leapt upon them. The dead bodies didn’t care about the prickly vines tearing at their clothing or flesh, but the men they attacked cut themselves to ribbons simply trying to struggle out of the brambles while the corpses assaulted them. The rest of the bandits found pathways to escape down, fleeing in half a dozen different directions.
 
   River and Roderick fluttered out of the sky, coming to perch on the handle of the maul that was buried deep inside the blackberry bushes. River looked flushed, yet pleased with herself. Roderick even seemed to puff up a little with pride at the course of battle to that point.
 
   “That was the hardest part of their line we just shattered,” River said, “and if I had to guess, the big guy was their leader.”
 
   “Great, we’ve stepped on the leader of the ants,” Wendy said.
 
   “These aren’t the same men as the assassins.” Sofea walked among the corpses, starting with the shredded leader first. She retrieved her axe and a rusted broadsword from the mess. “These are desperate, hungry men used to taking easy prey with large numbers. Not that the assassins faired much better against your corpse army spell when they attacked our camp days back.”
 
   “I could fly up and find more,” River said, “but I’m betting they’ll run without much encouragement now that their leader is dead.”
 
   “They’ll go for their camp and the blockade on the north end of the Last Road,” Sofea said. “Let’s make for their base instead and see if we can’t beat them there.”
 
   “Move fast and follow my arrows,” River said. “I’ll guide you from the air.”
 
   They sprinted through the maze of bushes, following the purple glow of River’s arrows fired into the ground of the path they were meant to take. Sofea felt exposed without her shield. She was used to fighting with a sword in one hand and an axe in the other, but the style offered little protection, especially when running blind down darkened corridors potentially filled with bandits to ambush her. She had to trust in River’s navigation, run hard, and block out the nagging fears that told her to be cautious.
 
   The blackberry bush maze opened onto the Last Road amid a large camp cut from the tangles on either side. Bonfires brazenly announced the camp’s existence. Wooden ramparts were built facing out in either direction on the road, hastily constructed from scuttled wagons and carts. The remaining bandits in the camp were confused at the sudden arrival of a Valkyrie and a Witch.
 
   “You’ll never see another dawn!” Sofea shouted as she kicked one of the stunned bandits into the nearest bonfire.
 
   Wendy was about to say something, but had to stop her spell in the midst of her laughter. “Seriously?”
 
   Purple arrows flew out of the night sky.
 
   Corpses and venomous snakes flooded from the blackberry bushes.
 
   Hours later, the sun rose lazily over a scene of absolute slaughter within the bandit camp. Bodies strewn across the ground were hacked, bloody, and bristled with tiny arrows. Wendy’s animated corpses had long give up the ghost and lay down beside their fallen brothers. Only with the light of day did Sofea truly see the scope of both the carnage and the amount of loot it earned them.
 
   Bandits had fled blindly back into the camp a few at a time throughout the night. The trio had slain them as they arrived, watching down every trail from the blackberry maze leading into the camp until they were certain the last of the bandits had either fled into the woods or lay dead in the former safety of their camp.
 
   Chests of money, trade goods, food, and finery sat beneath oil cloths in wagons on the edges of the bandit camp: the spoils of having fleeced to the bone every merchant who had passed through for months. Sofea’s mind jumped to all the ways they might haul away the treasure. The loot would have been a good payday when split among the sixty or more bandits who had taken it, but split between three women, it was a full-blown fortune for each.
 
   “We can’t keep it,” River said, seemingly reading Sofea’s mind.
 
   “I think you meant to say we can’t take it with us when we die, which isn’t going to be a problem since I’m planning on spending it all,” Sofea said.
 
   “She’s right,” Wendy said. “We’d have to march it through the town where we will be arrested and burned at the stake if we try to argue finders-keepers. The surviving owners of these goods are likely in town, and anyone with half a brain would claim the items belonging to slain fellows.”
 
   “Could you two agree on good news for once?” Sofea grumbled.
 
   “All of that aside,” River said, “I don’t see any means of transporting so much treasure. No horses, no oxen, no dogs. Wagons that heavy won’t move on their own.”
 
   “Wendy could raise corpses to carry it for us,” Sofea offered.
 
   “That would cause more problems than it would solve,” Wendy replied.
 
   Sofea wandered amongst the wagons, stepping over bodies along the way. She collected coins here and there, filling several pouches to replenish their traveling money plus a little extra for their effort. It was a shame to give up so much hard-won plunder, but Wendy and River were right. They couldn’t haul it south, which was the direction they were going; indeed, they couldn’t haul it at all without livestock to pull the wagons.
 
   “I guess there’s nothing else to be done about it,” Sofea muttered. “Let’s head back to the lousy little inn with the mindless innkeeper. I could use a stiff drink to forget how much loot we’re just leaving for the birds of the fields.”
 
   Sofea slung her axe across her back. The rusted old broadsword had broken at one point in the night, and she hadn’t found a bandit with another one. Among the treasure piles she did find another wooden shield to replace the one broken earlier. Most of the bandits couldn’t muster armor beyond rags or weapons aside from bows and old spears. If Tangle Town’s guards hadn’t been killed by the assassins, Sofea assumed they would have cleared out the bandits easily. Large numbers were good and all, but it was difficult to overcome thick, metal armor, stout shields, and sharp swords with numbers alone. The assassins had to still be somewhere nearby even if the bandits they’d puppeteered lay dead.
 
   They didn’t make it very far down the road before a large group of peasants blocked the road. The townspeople were armed with wooden pitchforks, stout boards, and flimsy old kitchen knives. Still, there were close to a hundred of them, more than enough to make things difficult in the narrow corridor the Last Road created through the blackberry bushes.
 
   The townspeople looked from the destroyed bandit camp, the slain highway men, and the three women strolling away from all the wealth collected. Something strange passed through the crowd before Sofea could even reach for the axe across her back. They smiled, some wept openly, and others tucked away their crude weapons as though they were embarrassed to have brandished them in the first place.
 
   “Three cheers for the saviors of Tangle Town!” one of the men shouted.
 
   It didn’t take long for the elation to spread. They reached the three cheers requested and kept right on cheering. A Brownie thief, a northland raider, and a corpse-conjuring Witch were escorted back to town amidst the goods and gold they’d liberated. The glad tidings spread quickly through the village. Casks of wine and ale were broken open and the streets, formerly dusty with the ash of burned corpses, ran thick with celebration.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 20
 
   Drunken Messengers
 
    
 
   Harper waited up for Calista even while Bianca slept. Thoughts alone in a dark room with a sleeping child took strange turns. She was jealous of Bianca’s peacefulness in one moment and thankful for it in the next. Bianca didn’t know one of her mothers was a thief and an assassin…or she did and she liked it; irrationally believing her daughter was aware of Calista’s perfidy and supportive of it lingered far longer than it might have in the light of day.
 
   Eventually Calista returned sleepy and covered to the elbow in blood. It wasn’t Calista’s blood, that much was clear by her nonchalance. She stripped her armor, washed her hands in the basin of cold water by the window, and came to bed.
 
   “Thank you for washing the blood off,” Harper whispered, hating how whiny her voice sounded.
 
   “It wasn’t mine,” Calista said.
 
   “I gathered.”
 
   “Glad to have that all cleared up then,” Calista said through a yawn.
 
   Harper struggled to sleep the rest of the night. Bianca and Calista sharing the bed had no such issues. Within minutes Calista’s breathing evened out and fell into the typical pattern of sleep Harper knew all too well.
 
   It wasn’t fair. Harper agonized over the people she’d had to kill over the years, often lying awake in bed fantasizing of all the ways she could have avoided slaying them. Calista came in, washed the blood from her hands, and fell asleep without a scrap of remorse.
 
   In the earliest hours of dawn, Harper abandoned the mission of sleep and slipped from the bed to start her day early. She dressed warmly, but not in her armor. She strapped her sword on her back and tied a cloak around her shoulders, leaving the handle of her blade jutting up between the back of her neck and the hood of the cloak. Only when she was about to leave did Bianca stir and awaken Calista.
 
   “Where are you going?” Calista asked groggily.
 
   “I’m going to take Athol and ride down to Port Fordham to send messages to Ovid and the Baron in hopes of warning Caleb, Sofea, and Willard about the scarecrow cultists,” Harper said. “I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   “What if I have to go somewhere tonight?” Calista asked.
 
   “Your victims will have to wait another night to be murdered and robbed, I suppose,” Harper said. “One more day with their families.”
 
   “You’re being histrionic,” Calista said, “but you’re right. I should start killing whole families to prevent unpleasantness at funerals.”
 
   “That’s not funny.”
 
   Calista held out her finger for Bianca to grab hold of. “It was a little funny.”
 
   Bianca took Calista’s offered finger and giggled.
 
   Harper stared hard at her wife and daughter cuddled in the bed, laughing with each other. The strange, unwelcome thought that Bianca knew what Calista was and approved of it wouldn’t leave her in seeing her daughter laugh at the inappropriate joke. She shook off the ludicrous thought—Bianca couldn’t have understood the joke…probably.
 
   “I love you,” Harper said.
 
   Calista used her finger to wave Bianca’s hand to Harper. “We love you too,” Calista said.
 
   Try as she might to see the whole thing as manipulation, Harper couldn’t. The words and sweet gesture cut right through to her core. She still had the crazy, out of control type of love for Calista that could be rekindled at any moment, making her forget who they both were. She practically ran from the room in hopes of clearing her head.
 
   Athol was asleep in front of the fireplace again. Passed out was more accurate. Harper wondered if he’d even been to his room yet. She nudged his foot with hers until he woke up. A good deal of his beard had found its way into his mouth at some point during the night. He struggled to clear it all out with hands still clumsy from sleep.
 
   “What am I doing awake to see this unholy hour from the morning side?” Athol asked.
 
   “We need to ride down to Port Fordham to send letters,” Harper said. “Are you sober enough to sit a horse?”
 
   “My horse is sober,” Athol said. “All I have to manage is to stay above him while he does the rest.”
 
   Athol had a point. Even sober and fully awake, he wasn’t much of a horseman. He rode an older draft horse not just because of his size, but also because it was an entirely stable platform to sit upon and wasn’t likely to run or jump out from under him. Harper also guessed that Athol liked draft horses because they had beards below their chins and on their hooves, but she doubted he would ever admit to the bearded kinship.
 
   “Fine, let’s get going then,” Harper said.
 
   It took far longer than she would have liked to saddle their horses and hit the road. Wobbly, the boy mentioned as a pseudo-adopted son of Professor Katz and Ankour, did his best to help them, but Athol confounded the talented stable boy’s best efforts with his drunken clumsiness. Wobbly, to his credit, kept his temper and eventually had them on their way, riding out into the quickly fading autumn mists.
 
   Aerial wanted to gallop immediately, glad to be back in the world to stretch her legs, but Harper held her in check through the town. She eyed every lane, every street, indeed every cobblestone she could spot, looking for bloodstains to match the ones on Calista’s arm. She half expected to see countless grieving families wailing in the streets about being robbed or having the heads of their loved ones stabbed in the street. Windingshire mocked her by getting on with a completely normal morning. She didn’t see any blood and all the families looked happy and whole. Whatever Calista had done to earn the blood on her arm hadn’t shattered the peace of the town. By the time they crossed the bridge, passing beneath the arch to enter the countryside again, Harper felt foolish.
 
   Athol was slowly rousing from the nap he’d fallen into during the ride through town. Perhaps the brandy was wearing off too since he seemed to be in a chatty mood all of a sudden. Harper didn’t want to talk about what was bothering her, didn’t want to hear about Athol’s epic drinking competitions with Mr. Katz, or act as Athol’s confidant when it came to all the vile things he’d want to do with young men and women who might be persuaded to drink with him now that they were stopped and settled again. She nudged Aerial into a trot and then into a gallop, forcing Athol to buckle down and follow at the quickest speed he could manage without falling from his saddle. She outpaced him for a time, thundering down the rolling hills warming with the morning sun.
 
   The cool, autumn air tugged at her hair and the wind whipped across her face, making it burn from the cold. She breathed deeply of the scent of horse and farming and the late season. Her mind cleared of all worrisome thoughts. To be sure, thoughts of any kind, worrisome or otherwise, fled from her until she found herself at the crossroads at midday. She reined in Aerial to wait beside the sign for Athol to catch up. She listened to the wind blowing over the hills and through the distant mountain trees. Meadowlarks chirped as they zipped low across the fields. Beneath all the pastoral beauty, Harper could feel a strange thrumming that seemed to elude the birds, trees, and wind.
 
   “Dahlia, Goddess of the Faithful Heart, hear my prayer,” Harper whispered. “Guide me now. Help me to know what it is I am meant to do here.” Direct requests, selfish requests like asking for help in her marriage, were blasphemous. Things Harper could do on her own should be done on her own. Relying on a deity to solve simple mortal problems was a fantastic way to lose the respect of immortals. It wasn’t the duty of the Gods to solve the trivial issues mortals faced on a daily basis. Harper wondered if her new request would reach such a simpering, pathetic level. “What is going on in this valley? Why is the Eternal Autumn persisting?” She listened intently, focused on the swirling pink and white opal of her divine spark, and heard nothing in reply. Harper wouldn’t profane to even venture a guess at why Dahlia wouldn’t answer her prayer. She asked presumptuous questions and was ignored, as she should be. Dahlia might not even care what was going on within the valley, so Harper’s questions might not even make sense. She was owed nothing by her Goddess, least of all answers.
 
   Athol eventually caught up to her, red of cheek and beard dripping with the condensation of his great, puffing breaths. They took a moment beneath the crossroads sign for him to collect himself before continuing on at a more reasonable pace.
 
   Soon the crashing of ocean waves filled the air, traveling up the narrow pass through the rocky hills on the most southern edge of the valley. At one point in Harper’s life, the sound would be considered blessed. When Maraline left her, robbing her of her former divine spark, all the magic went out of the ocean. She saw it as she once had when she was a child—awe inspiring, but not supernaturally so. They wound their way down the hills on a narrow path cut between the steep walls. During the ride, they saw for the first time in more than a year the color green upon the ground. The long grasses lining the hills weren’t dead the way grass was all over Vaelandria during the Eternal Autumn.
 
   The air grew heavy with saltwater the lower they descended until the winding, narrow valley emptied onto a wide, flat bay. Down the middle of the bay, like a wall between the halves of a waning moon, ran a natural ridge of sea rocks black on one side from the water soaking into them and gray on the other after a day’s worth of sun had baked them dry. At the far end of the rocky outcropping stood an ancient stone lighthouse, low, squat, and solid against the waves crashing at its base. Getting to and fro from the lighthouse would require a remarkable understanding of the tides as violent waves threatened from the ocean, rolling around both sides of the point with every strike in a white splashes of froth.
 
   On the western side of the natural jetty sat the reasonably placid bay with three fingers of short, hearty docks jutting from the flat ground leading down to the surf. The bay was of a dark, unbending gray water that spoke of incredible depths and rocks below rather than sand. A few smaller boats bobbed with the shifting waters at the docks while larger cargo ships sat at anchor well out to sea. Piloting one of the clumsy merchant vessels into such a small, oddly shaped bay would be a near impossibility to say nothing of getting back out.
 
   On the other side of the natural jetty sat the town in the strangest configuration Harper had ever seen. The buildings all rested partially on thick pylons, clinging to the steep walls of the hills leading down to tide pools and rocks where a town square would normally sit. Port Fordham was a collection of a couple dozen buildings at most ringing the tide pools with a single office at the head of the docks on the bay side. People were out and about, walking among the pools while the tide was out, collecting random items into baskets and tending what looked like a kelp garden among the rocks.
 
   “Which side do we go to?” Harper asked.
 
   “If you’re intending to send a letter or two, I’d recommend checking the building nearest the bay,” Athol said. “If I’m intending to find a flagon of something to take the ache out of my back, I’ll be checking those strange buildings for a hanging sign.”
 
   Harper had half hoped to find Romulus and Remus in Port Fordham so she might sell what Calista had told her second hand from Ankour about a dragon beneath the mountain peak north of Windingshire. The Ash Twins likely sent their message to their benefactor and moved along quickly as there didn’t appear to be much room in the little port for thirty or so mercenary tourists. Besides, the Ash Twins were probably itching to get back to the task at hand after suffering so many setbacks. When she last saw them, despite their jovial demeanors, she thought they seemed displeased with their lack of progress. She could understand this sentiment—she too hated when ostensibly simple jobs didn’t go well.
 
   A small manger accepted their horses for a sensible fee. The redheaded young men and women tending the horses of visitors seemed at home with the two large horses Athol and Harper rode. Harper guessed they saw a lot of hefty livestock for hauling goods to and from the port. Harper strode toward the docks while Athol wandered out across the tide pools to look for a tavern or inn.
 
   The shack marked as the port authority had holes enough between the boards to let every passing wind off the bay blow directly through. An old, hunched man sat beside a dented, black stove with a crooked stovepipe winding its way up to the ceiling. A poorly knitted shall draped around his shoulders and a long, briar pipe dangled from beneath a bristly salt and pepper moustache more interested in growing directly out from his face—a moustache that cared nothing for the downward direction of gravity.
 
   “Good afternoon,” Harper said.
 
   “Afternoon, is it? That is good news,” the man said. “It means suppertime is nearly here.”
 
   “Are you the harbormaster?” Harper asked. “I need to send some messages if ships are available to travel.”
 
   “I’m the harbormaster if I’m anyone,” the man said. “Where do you need these messages sent?”
 
   “Ovid and the Ungerston Barony,” Harper said.
 
   “The Ungerston Barony is landlocked. It’ll require a caravan connection to reach him. It’ll have to travel through Ovid, it will, since no caravans are going east along the road anymore. The Dancing Pony is sailing tomorrow for Ovid and other ports to the north.” The harbormaster pulled a brand from the slightly ajar door of the oven and re-lit his pipe. He beckoned toward a low desk beneath one of the front windows with the glowing brand once his pipe was puffing again with cherry-scented smoke. “That’s the ledger there. Mark down the number of letters next to the ship name. The columns are labeled if you’re literate; otherwise, it’s the third row from the top and the fourth column from the left. Stack the coins on the letter along the flattop bit there. You’ll know it from the carvings. The rates are posted beside the ledger if you’re able to sort numbers.”
 
   Harper walked to the desk to find everything as the harbormaster said. The ledger was open, immaculately kept, and as easy to read as you please. She wrote the number two in the box provided for the Dancing Pony, set the two letters she’d composed the day before beneath a small stack of silver on the top edge of the desk directly over the carving of a scroll dug roughly into the wood. With enough years of practice and a creative system, apparently harbormaster was a job that could be done entirely from a comfy chair in front of a fire.
 
   “Thank you,” Harper said.
 
   “No, thank you for not mucking up the process with a lot of questions I’d already given the answers to,” the harbormaster said. “It’s a remarkable world where so few can follow simple instructions, making an old man get up from his chair to lead them around by the nose.”
 
   “It’s a well thought through system,” Harper said. “Is there an inn or a tavern in town that might have a room or two for rent?”
 
   “You’ll want the Gang Plank partly because it’s the cleanest, but mostly because it’s the only game in town,” the harbormaster said. “You might find a room or you might not, but you won’t have to have one to stay there if you’re drinking. It’s got no traditional sign. Just a chunk of old gang plank hanging from the typical tavern chains out front. Had words painted on it at one point, but the salty air takes paint off wood inside a month if a person isn’t willing to lacquer. The owner of the Gang Plank isn’t the type for lacquering if you catch my meaning.”
 
   Harper didn’t catch his meaning, but she wasn’t concerned enough to ask what he meant. Harper glanced from the old man’s back. The entire conversation was carried out with the back of the man’s head while he spoke around his pipe directly at the stove in front of him. She looked over at the efficient system of ledgering the harbormaster had concocted. She imagined a man unwilling to lacquer his sign was precisely the disorganized sort that irritated the harbormaster.
 
   “I’ll keep an eye out for that,” Harper said. “Thank you, again.”
 
   The old man lifted his nose to the air, sniffed at the wind pouring through the gaps in the walls, and then huddled back into his blanket. “You’ll want to hurry. Tide’s coming in and this time of year, which is the time of year we’re stuck on, it comes in fast.”
 
   Harper hurried from the harbormaster’s office, hurling yet another thank you over her shoulder. She’d served as the Sea Queen’s faithful long enough to know tides were nothing to muck around with. The tide pools the town was built around were already cleared of people when she crested the hill bisecting the shore of the bay. She hurried across the slippery rocks as fast as her balance would allow, alternating between looking down to where her feet were landing and up along the buildings to watch for the blank plank the harbormaster said would mark her destination. She spotted the Gang Plank at the far end of the crescent shaped town, nearly at the rocky edge where the ocean struck the cliffs. She raced across the tide pools even as the water levels began to rise. Each wave in from the ocean carried a little farther until they were lapping at her feet. She climbed the rusted metal ladder just in time to escape a larger wave that would have likely struck her at hip level.
 
   From outside, the inn smelled of seafood stew, dark ale, and wood smoke. She climbed the ladder quickly among the barnacle encrusted pylons supporting the front half of the inn. She crested the ladder onto a walkway around the front of the narrow building that wound up the steep hill like a snake with a badly broken spine. She pushed open the heavy, oaken door to find the interior of the inn just as soggy as the exterior. Men who worked the tide pools clearly didn’t wipe their feet upon entering the inn, hauling in sand and water with them. Harper didn’t feel bad about adding her own wet feet to the mix once she saw the sorry state of the floor.
 
   Athol was easy to locate among the patrons, standing a third taller than everyone else and half again as wide. She crossed the dank room with the low ceiling to sit next to him on one of the mismatched stools pulled up to the bar. It seemed as though the entire tavern had been constructed of pieces scavenged from shipwrecks. The bar itself was a gunwale of an old balinger ship cut from the vessel, turned on its side, and shaped mostly straight.
 
   “This is my type of tavern,” Athol exclaimed, hoisting a tankard of ale. “If you try to leave before the drinking is done, you’re liable to be washed out to sea. The Sea Queen herself keeps teetotalers from wasting everyone’s time.”
 
   Harper ordered a goblet of wine as not to waste anyone’s time. The bar matron who served her was an elderly woman with an easy smile, a head of silvery hair, and a sturdy carriage. Harper was a little disappointed the owner himself hadn’t served her so she might see what a man unwilling to lacquer looked like, but maybe not even working his own tavern told her all she needed to know about the owner. She sipped the bitter, salty tasting wine. She guessed most things in the tavern would smell and taste like the sea regardless of what she ordered, and so she decided not to complain about the briny vintage.
 
   “Remember the first time we drank together?” Athol asked. “It was right after the Sea Queen kicked you from her sight. You got drunk, vomited, and we killed spiders. It was a grand day.”
 
   “I hate spiders,” Harper said, forcing herself to imbibe more of the salty wine. She hadn’t thought about that day in a long time. She’d denied her Goddess in the name of the woman she loved. That was a rare enough thing for a person to do that she could count the number of times it happened on one hand as each of them had a song written about the occasion, and one of them was about her and Calista. Removing her own instance from the list, she could count the times someone denied a divine order in favor of a mortal love on one hand and have fingers enough left over to pinch someone. It seemed odd that she’d come so far from such a grand gesture to now questioning Calista’s motivations in life. “We’re having troubles, Calista and I,” she said.
 
   “Drinking in a tavern is a fine way to sort through things,” Athol said. “Martial struggles are normal after a child, if Sven and his wife are any sort of example. I don’t rightly know how many ankle-biters they have in their brood, but it’s a preposterous amount. Their marriage nearly came apart after every one of them was born too. Not sure what keeps it all together—complimentary insanity is my guess.”
 
   “So this is normal?”
 
   “Normal isn’t a word that often sticks to my family, but normal enough from what I’ve seen.”
 
   “Her career, behavior in general, doesn’t match with my code,” Harper said.
 
   “So what?” Athol set down his empty tankard and belched loudly by way of ordering another.
 
   “So…it’s important,” Harper said feebly. The wine, salty as it might be, was already clouding her thinking. She wasn’t nearly as practiced as Athol when it came to drinking. Just because Dahlia’s vows didn’t require sobriety didn’t mean she’d leapt into the alcohol ocean feet first.
 
   “Your career isn’t hers, her code isn’t yours, and you’d be an even more tedious couple if that weren’t the case.” Athol motioned to the bar matron for a refill when his belch failed to stand as a proper drink order. He winked and leered at the older woman. She ignored his advances, filled his tankard, and took his money in a quick couple of motions.
 
   “You think we’re tedious?”
 
   “By the Gods, yes!” Athol brought his fresh tankard to his mouth, drank greedily of it, and swished the ale through his cheeks before swallowing. “Does this ale taste like sea water or is it just the smell from the floor?”
 
   “Probably some of both,” Harper said. “I didn’t realize we were becoming tedious.”
 
   “I love your daughter like she’s my own,” Athol said, “but I’ve had all the conversations I’m interested in having about dirty nappies and chapped nipples. If Calista did something nefarious, at least you’d have a new topic to discuss for a week or so. You’re two different people. If you can’t take advantage of that to keep things interesting you’ll have real trouble surviving the perdition of marriage.”
 
   Harper finished her wine while she considered the words carefully. If Athol were to be believed, their differences were a source of strength for their relationship rather than a foible as she’d seen it. Calista was still the woman she would turn her back on a Goddess for—that seemed a lot more important than anything else when she thought about it in those specific terms.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 21
 
   Unsavory
 
    
 
   Sofea drank until her head swam. She ate until her stomach hurt. She watched River tell and retell the tale of their victory with hungry eyes and a sullen heart. River was small again and would remain so until the moon changed. There were things Sofea wanted to do with River, not all of them sexual, that she didn’t want to have to wait a month to do. On top of all that, her mug was empty. She lifted the empty mug for the third time to confirm this odious fact.
 
   The interior of the Wooden Well Inn was abuzz with activity. Many of the merchants who’d holed up there were immediately making plans to escape north. Even merchants coming down from Griffon’s Rock planned to return to the city simply to escape Tangle Town. Sofea had already agreed on terms with several of them to seek out Sven and Willard upon arrival to tell them all that had transpired.
 
   Wendy, Sofea, and River could take to the road again as soon as Sofea sobered up. The town would supply them out of sheer gratitude even though the road to the south was still blocked by bandits and the town still crawled with assassins. Sofea’s musings were cut short when Wendy sat beside her.
 
   “Notice anything odd with the whole town out to celebrate us?” Wendy asked, sipping at a goblet of wine.
 
   “Yep, this town is a fairly unattractive lot,” Sofea said.
 
   “Notice something more important,” Wendy ordered.
 
   “I’m too drunk to play games,” Sofea grumbled. “Tell me what I’m meant to notice or go away.”
 
   “Change your tone with me,” Wendy said icily.
 
   “Why? It’s the tone you use with me,” Sofea argued.
 
   A gruesome smile slid across Wendy’s thin lips. “I like your spine.” To emphasize the statement, Wendy ran one of her cool, slender fingers up Sofea’s back, causing her to shiver.
 
   “Every conversation we have ends with me feeling messed with by you,” Sofea said.
 
   “Probably because I’m messing with you. Don’t worry—I don’t plan to stop,” Wendy said. “If you weren’t drunk and surly you would notice that there are no young men in the town.”
 
   Sofea glanced around, certain Wendy was talking nonsense. She spotted young men, but they were all foreigners attached to quickly departing merchants. The townsmen were all older, berry stained, farmer folk with graying hair and slouched shoulders. The youngest she saw was fifty at best. There were a few young women, but not nearly enough for the town’s size.
 
   “Tell me what that means now that I’ve noticed it,” Sofea said, lifting her empty tankard to her mouth. “Why in the blazes is this still empty?”
 
   “We killed off their young men last night,” Wendy said. “About half of them, anyway.”
 
   “That’s sounds like something we’d do.” Sofea grabbed one of the barmaids as she passed. The woman was heavyset and round in every possible way with curls of mousy brown hair popping out from beneath the floral, blue bonnet she wore. The woman tittered at being grabbed by Sofea.
 
   “Need another drink, sweetheart?” the barmaid asked.
 
   “Yes,” Sofea said. “Also, where are the young men?”
 
   “Looking for a little companionship, are you?” the barmaid asked. “The drink I can help you with, but the boys are all gone. The good-for-nothings abandoned us, they did.  Took to the fields at night and became the bloodthirsty savages you rid us of, thank the Gods.”
 
   Sofea released the woman’s arm. Lifting the blockade off the town hadn’t restored sanity to the people; it had simply changed the quality of their lunacy. “You’re glad of this?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be?” the barmaid said. “They took off to let us starve when times got tough. Started robbing the merchants that are this town’s livelihood. Then, when they got lonely out in the fields, they started kidnapping the young girls from their beds. We’ve got to keep them locked up tight now so we don’t lose any more.” The barmaid smiled, showing off darkly stained teeth. “If you’re of such a persuasion as some of the folk say, I wouldn’t mind giving you a try myself. I ain’t never thought about girls that way, but a roll in the hay with a hero is a roll in the hay with a hero, don’t you know?”
 
   “Things are already confusing enough for me,” Sofea said, “but I’ll take the drink.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” the barmaid said with a shrug. “Most of what I know to do likely wouldn’t work on you anyway, if you catch my meaning, not that I wouldn’t try it all the same.” The woman pantomimed shoving something toward her mouth, poking the side of her cheek with her tongue as she walked off.
 
   “What was that supposed to mean?” Sofea asked of Wendy.
 
   “She offered to suck your cock,” Wendy said.
 
   “But I don’t have one.”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “She probably gets a lot of takers for that offer. Why change what works just because you’re a woman?”
 
   “This town has lost its mind and our help hasn’t…helped, I guess,” Sofea said. “Would you offer to suck my cock if you thought it would work?”
 
   “Wow, you’re an overly honest drunk,” Wendy said. “For one thing, you just got done telling me you don’t have one, and for another, I essentially already did.”
 
   “If that’s what that was, I can see why the barmaid gets so many takers for her offer,” Sofea said. “What do you propose we do about the other bandits?”
 
   “Slaughter them, go around them, whatever,” Wendy said. “I don’t care. This town is probably doomed anyway.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “No young people means no future,” Wendy said. “This town crazied itself right into oblivion.”
 
   “That’s sad,” Sofea slurred.
 
   “Write a song commemorating the clod-hopping yokels if it’ll make you feel better,” Wendy said.
 
   “We should help them.”
 
   “We’ve already established you don’t have the young cock they desperately need to father a new generation.”
 
   “We could talk to the other bandits,” Sofea said. “Maybe convince them to rejoin the town.”
 
   “There’s a charred skeleton outside the door behind you that says the town is just as likely to burn them if they come back,” Wendy said. “Everyone was so happy and drunk that I asked about the people burning. They didn’t want to tell me they burned people for witchcraft, so they admitted they burned deserters that came back. Given the options, it’d be kinder for us to slaughter them.”
 
   “I’m too drunk to figure this out right now.”
 
   “That much was clear from the topics we covered,” Wendy agreed. “Keep celebrating while I speak with our tiny guide about how we might leave tomorrow.”
 
   A new tankard of ale had appeared at some point in the conversation. Sofea abandoned the empty vessel she’d clung to in favor of the full one. There was good news of a sort in the futility of the town’s situation. She couldn’t reasonably be expected to do anything to save a town that was doomed regardless. There was nothing left for Tangle Town and so she drank. And drank. And blacked out.
 
   Sofea awoke to the sound of people screaming. One of the people screaming was screaming directly at her. Thankfully that person was tiny as Sofea’s head ached horribly and her face felt as though she’d slept on something hard. She came to slowly, realizing that was precisely what had happened. She was sleeping face down on the table with a capsized tankard for a pillow. River was standing on the table above her head, tugging at one of her braids, and shouting at her. Sofea pulled her head from the table to find the inn’s main room completely devoid of anyone but her and River.
 
   “What happened to the party?” Sofea mumbled.
 
   “It cleared out before dark,” River said. “The merchants took to the road heading north. You don’t remember any of this? You sang songs at them as they left.”
 
   “I sang?” Sofea asked.
 
   “In the most semantic sense of the word,” River said. “You have a terrible singing voice.”
 
   People would have had to hear her sing to know to call her voice terrible, so that much must be true. Blacking out from drinking wasn’t commonplace for Sofea, but it also wasn’t unheard of. Singing while blacked out was almost assured, which was why she tried to avoid drinking so much.
 
   “What’s the rest of the screaming about?” Sofea asked.
 
   “The bandits from the southern camp and the weird assassins are attacking the town,” River said. As if to drive the point home, a giant bear bellowed from outside followed by more screaming. “Wendy and your bear are holding down the fort, so to speak, while I wake you up.”
 
   “Well, I’m awake now.” Sofea staggered to her feet, a little surprised to find she was facing the opposite direction from the last memory she had. She was supposed to be facing the fireplace with her back to the door, yet the front door was ahead of her and the dwindling fire behind. She made it two full steps toward the door before she realized she didn’t have a weapon or her helmet. The turn she made at the end of the table was too sharp, her head swam, and she stumbled over the edge of the bench to fall hard on her left side.
 
   The front door burst in even as Sofea was rolling to her back to try to stand. Two assassins rushed in, heading directly for Sofea’s fallen form. The first man through halted in his attack when one of River’s tiny, purple arrows hit him directly in the groin. Sofea thrust kick from the floor, striking the glowing swell, exploding the man’s crotch into a mess of purple goop. The masked man screamed at what Sofea assumed was an appropriate level for having one’s reproductive organs popped like an overripe melon.
 
   Sofea scrambled to her feet and made to run for their room at the back of the inn where she hoped she left her axe and helmet. Her memory of where everything was probably wasn’t accurate, but it seemed the most reasonable place to start looking. River snagged on one of her braids on the way past and shinnied up to hold onto Sofea’s shoulder.
 
   “Where’s Rod…” was all Sofea managed to say before she burst through the door to their room and the giant owl within squawked at her, flapped its wings, and scared her off her feet. Sofea slid along the floor, sending River shooting over her shoulder, still clinging to one of her braids. River came to a light landing on Sofea’s stomach, giggling uncontrollably.
 
   “He got you too!” River managed to say between laughs.
 
   “Who else did he get?” Sofea reached back above her head and slammed the door shut even as the second assassin turned the corner to the hallway.
 
   “Wendy and the innkeeper…well, not the innkeeper since his brain is worm food, but Wendy nearly wet herself.” River hopped from Sofea’s stomach, scrambled up the chair Roderick was perched on, and climbed into the saddle. “Wendy wants us to guard the dragon skeleton. I think it’s a better idea if we hit the road.”
 
   Sofea glanced out the little window on the far end of the room as she regained her feet. It was pitch black outside. Occasionally someone with a torch ran by, briefly illuminating the night with flickering light. She wondered how long she’d been out considering it was still daytime when she lost track of her memories. Their secured possessions were still fairly meager after the Brownie attack. Sofea was able to sling the heavy dragon skeleton and the last of their belongings onto her back, ensuring she wouldn’t be able to move faster than a very slow walk. She found her axe and helmet too, adding them to the weight bearing down on her.
 
   The door burst open from two hard kicks by the assassin. River promptly put one of her purple arrows in the center of the man’s forehead. At such a short range, the shot buried itself deep and started swelling the assassin’s face to an unrecognizable shape. Sofea put the man out of his misery with a quick axe strike to the throat. Roderick flapped once and soared from the room with River on his back. Sofea didn’t wait to step over the dead man and slowly lug her burden down the hall after them.
 
   The news wasn’t much better on the street. Assassins were fighting undead, bandits were chasing townsfolk, and everyone was running from an enraged dire bear. Sofea glanced up behind her at the roof of the inn to find Wendy standing atop the conical rooftop, firing spells down at the random battles rushing past.
 
   “Did you fix breakfast for her or something?” Wendy shouted at River who was soaring up around the inn on Roderick’s back.
 
   “Next time she’s passed out drunk, you try to wake her and see how long it takes you,” River yelled back.
 
   “I can hear both of you.” Sofea trundled to the center of the courtyard to try to put the burned scaffolding at her back while she figured out what was going on. A band of assassins rushed to intercept her, but were knocked from their path by a massive bear claw. They splattered blood in their wake, skittering across the cobblestones in every direction.
 
   “Cover her while she gets the dragon lashed to the bear,” River ordered Wendy.
 
   “Why aren’t you guarding it in the room?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Because that’s boring and the room smells funny after the assassins painted the door with their weird poison,” River said. “It’s best we leave and take our chances on the road.”
 
   Bjorn lowered when Sofea barked the Cyclops command at him. At least Wendy had the foresight to saddle the bear before releasing him from the stable, or more likely she’d forced some corpse to do it. Sofea worked quickly to secure the dragon skeleton in the midst of the battle. Neither she, nor her bear were pleased about holding still when so much good carnage was going on around them. With the dragon secured, Sofea hauled herself up into the saddle, swaying a little when the bear stood. She was still significantly inebriated and glad of the wide, soft platform she had beneath her.
 
   “Hop down and mount up,” Sofea shouted to Wendy.
 
   “I’ll fly tonight, thank you. The lovely bear stench is all for you.” Wendy flipped her staff over once in her hand, turning it into the glowing broomstick in the process. She leapt onto it sidesaddle and took to the air, quickly outpacing Roderick and River who tried to follow.
 
   Sofea urged Bjorn in the same general direction Wendy flew. She was easy to spot in the night sky with her glowing broomstick. The rolling gait of the bear and the swimming of alcohol inside Sofea’s head made it difficult to inspect the stars closely enough to know what direction they were heading in. So she simply trusted Wendy could see the Last Road from her vantage point to ensure they were going south.
 
   Bjorn rolled from a jog into a proper run, clearing the streets as he went. Assassins, bandits, and townsfolk leapt aside to avoid being trampled. Finally, they broke free of the town, striking out along the blackberry bush lined Last Road. Roderick soared down alongside Sofea and Bjorn, keeping pace easily with occasional flaps of his wings.
 
   “That wasn’t a very heroic exit,” Sofea said.
 
   “It was kind of silly for the townsfolk to dub us heroes in the first place. Everything we did was self-serving,” River said. “Truly, if we’d had the means to transport it all, we would have taken the treasure they ended up reclaiming. I’m sure they’ll figure that out in the cold light of day.”
 
   “If there are any of them left,” Sofea said.
 
   “Wendy made a good point about that,” River said. “It was a town that turned against itself and started burning its own people at the stake. That’s not really the town I want to be the hero of, given a choice. Let them sort it out amongst themselves now that all the outsiders are safely away.”
 
   Wendy and River as her proxy were making good points as far as Sofea was concerned. They didn’t owe the town anything, the whole place smelled wrong to her, and the village was doomed no matter what. Why not hit the road now that the merchants were gone and let nature take its course? Sofea’s thoughts came to an abrupt halt when Wendy’s glowing broom descended from the sky and stopped in the road head.
 
   They slowed to a stop beside Wendy when they caught up. Wendy was staring down the way toward a blockade across the Last Road. River and Roderick perched on the peak of Bjorn’s shoulders to get a better look.
 
   “It’s crawling with assassins,” Wendy said. “Not the poorly-equipped, half-starved bandits from the northern barricade, but proper assassins with poisoned blades.”
 
   “Can you blow it up with fire?” Sofea asked. “Willard had a spell like that—a big flaming comet or something that exploded on impact.”
 
   “I’m a Witch, not a Sorceress,” Wendy objected, “but even if I did have a spell like that, it’d be a great way to burn us all alive. We’re standing in the middle of a field of flammable bushes with the wind blowing in our faces.”
 
   Sofea nodded her understanding. “Yeah, I’ve had that happen to me actually,” she said, specifically remembering how Ezra had nearly killed them in the spider field during the Winter War. “Let’s not do that.”
 
   “We’re in an unmistakably tight spot,” River said. “The town behind us is no good. The manned blockade of assassins ahead is more than we could survive. Pick a direction, I suppose: left or right. We can try to make it through the maze while the darkness still covers the painfully obvious giant bear among us.”
 
   “Left,” Wendy said.
 
   “Right,” Sofea said.
 
   “Flip a coin,” River decided.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 22
 
   Passing Past Judgments
 
    
 
   Calista and Bianca had a lovely day getting in everyone’s way at the inn. They started off by slowing breakfast. Ankour tried his best to work around them, but Calista and Bianca found their way into the mix often enough to throw him off, snatching blackberries from one bowl to eat or hurl into the eggs. Eventually the Dwarf chased them from the kitchen and served a truly bizarre breakfast to the Sylvans, Professor Katz, Mr. Katz, and Wobbly. Calista wouldn’t have mucked with the meal if there were other guests at the inn, but as it stood there wasn’t a single person sitting at the breakfast table that she didn’t think could use a bit of pranking. The Sylvans especially could use a joke or two at their expense.
 
   Once the breakfast of blackberry eggs, peppered toast, and potato oatmeal was begrudgingly consumed by everyone, Calista and Bianca followed Professor Katz up to the observatory. Calista had just taught Bianca a new word, and one that had many uses as Bianca quickly learned. Calista asked a rather simple question about astronomy, Professor Katz gave a lengthy answer, and then Bianca asked why. He would answer the why question, to which Bianca would ask why again. On the rare occasion Bianca missed her cue, Calista asked why. Professor Katz was either too much of a professor or too polite to leave any of the why questions unanswered. After an hour or so of following the why trail through his knowledge, they’d reached a bizarre metaphysical discussion of the very nature of being that Professor Katz was required to largely have with himself as the other people involved only asked why. Finally, they found the absolute limits of absurdity Professor Katz was willing to endure when one of his answers included the non-existence of tap dancing scorpions and the need for that to remain true for the world to carry on as it should. Bianca asked why, and they were promptly banished from the observatory.
 
   Ankour locked the door to the kitchen to prepare lunch, but not before Calista could snatch up a couple bottles of chili essence. She and Bianca snuck out to the main hall to have a bit of fun with Mr. Katz next. While Bianca acted as a distraction, carrying over an item of minor importance for Mr. Katz to see, Calista crept around the other side of the old man and dropped some of the chili essence into his brandy. The color of the two liquids was nearly identical and the potent fragrance of the brandy covered the spice so well that Mr. Katz wasn’t aware anything was awry until he’d taken a long gulp. At first, the spice did little to dissuade him from his daily task of plowing through snifter after snifter of brandy. After his sixth glass, however, with Calista adding increasingly more chili essence every round, his eyes were watering and his throat burned. He leapt up from his well-worn chair after consuming a glass of brandy that was mostly chili essence and ran for the kitchen to quash the fire on his tongue only to find Ankour had locked the door. He ended up in front of the inn, struggling to hold his face in the wash of the river flowing through the paddlewheel on the side. He returned through the front door, soaked from his belt to the top of his head. Calista and Bianca stuck around just long enough to have a good laugh before being chased off.
 
   Calista didn’t feel right about playing a prank on Wobbly, but she didn’t think he would mind participating in one. She and Bianca wandered from room to room, collecting as many bells and ribbons as they could locate. Surprisingly, the inn was overly equipped with such decorations. Calista instructed her daughter as best she could in moving silently while carrying something inherently designed to make noise. Bianca was a quick study, and even though her steps were unsteady and in need of guidance, she seemed to grasp the concepts Calista was instructing her in.
 
   With Wobbly’s help, they strung the antlers of all the Sylvan dire elk with ribbons, bells, and other decorations until the entire herd looked like a winter solstice festival. The Sylvans came out to see what the racket was about their mounts, saw the brightly colored ribbons and bells adorning the antlers, and had absolutely no discernable reaction. Wobbly seemed to think it was grand fun all the same, even without the pranked Sylvans’ participation, so Calista felt it wasn’t a complete waste.
 
   Calista didn’t handle boredom or idleness well, and, when left to her own devices, would always turn to nefarious behaviors. Pranks weren’t the primary outlet she wished for. While she watched over Bianca in a largely vacant inn outside a sleepy mountain town, it was about all she could think to do to stave off boredom. It was much the same reason she’d set up the black market in Griffon’s Rock during the siege. She liked money well enough, but the challenge and activity were the most important parts. At the Baron’s estate, she was thoroughly occupied by pregnancy, child-rearing, sex with Harper, and killing assassins. Her hours were so busy she hardly had time to breathe. Now Bianca was quickly departing the stage of life that required near fanatical attention from her mothers, Harper was angry with her and out of town cutting off her supply of decompressing physical intimacy, and Calista didn’t imagine the assassins knew where they were yet and probably wouldn’t attack during the day anyway. Finding something to do was going to take a good deal of thinking. Calista took Bianca back to their room for a nap since she was out of people to prank.
 
   They dozed for a couple hours, awoke in time for dinner delivered to their room, probably in hopes they wouldn’t come downstairs to instigate shenanigans. Bianca had begun rejecting breast milk along the road to Windingshire. She seemed all too eager and ready to move entirely onto other types of foods. Aside from the pain of rejection, which was sharper than Calista wanted to admit, there was the sense that her daughter was growing up too fast, not to mention the physical discomfort of holding onto breast milk nobody seemed to want. Ankour concocted a small tray of mushified foods for Bianca to try. It looked like everything else on the dinner menu was already chewed up by some Dwarven machine meant to feed mostly toothless toddlers and similarly situated elders. Bianca was happily sampling the foods with her bare hands, mixing them to create new concoctions, and generally having a grand time of making a mess. Calista sat by, picking at her own dinner while trying not to think of how uncomfortable weaning was for her personally since it didn’t seem to bother Bianca in the slightest.
 
   After dinner, she cleaned Bianca up, read to her from a random book about sea monsters she’d found in the room, and put her child down to sleep in the center of the large bed. It was well dark by the time she took a quiet moment alone. She’d leaked breast milk through her shirt. Of all the indignities suffered during pregnancy, childbirth, and raising an infant, leaking through a shirt was probably the least of them. Two years ago, the concept would have horrified her. Currently, it didn’t even rate as an irritation. She was just happy getting puked on wasn’t a daily occurrence anymore.
 
   She removed her shirt to find a clean one, which she assumed she would also leak through at some point in the night. Hopefully the Dwarf innkeeper had a similarly ingenious machine to clean clothes as the prospect of the scent of sour milk clinging to her shirts wasn’t appealing.
 
   A light tap came at the window while she was topless and searching. Calista wasn’t surprised to find Angelica dangling from a rope outside. She crossed to the window and threw it open to allow the assassin entrance. She didn’t bother covering her breasts as Angelica had seen them before when they were glorious; Calista didn’t think it would be a terrible thing if her current appearance did some work in quashing any lingering attraction Angelica might have.
 
   “Your breasts are huge,” Angelica whispered as soon as she climbed through the opened window.
 
   Calista shook her head and resumed her search for a shirt. “I’m weaning…and they didn’t shrink again after pregnancy like they were supposed to.”
 
   “They don’t always,” Angelica said. “Remember the madam from that one brothel? Sylvia, I think her name was? They got bigger with every child she had.”
 
   “So did the rest of her,” Calista replied.
 
   “Pots should watch what they call kettles, my dear.”
 
   “What are you even doing here?”
 
   “You didn’t come to meet me,” Angelica said, “so I decided to come find you.”
 
   “My wife went to Port Fordham to send letters and to avoid me,” Calista said. “She took our bearded babysitter to make sure I would have to stay home.”
 
   “How nefarious of her.”
 
   “Yeah, it was a little now that you mention it,” Calista said.
 
   Angelica sat gingerly beside the fire, minding her wounded arm in her lap rather than using the armrest. Calista felt bad about the knife injury she’d inflicted, and then twisted. She retrieved a shirt, pulled it on, and then crossed to Angelica.
 
   “How is your arm?”
 
   “It hurts like some asshole shoved a knife through it,” Angelica said. “Without the pleasure of a lover’s touch or the satisfaction of defiance, pain is really just pain, even for me.”
 
   “When Harper gets back, I can ask her to heal it.”
 
   Angelica chuckled lightly at this and shook her head. “Are you also going to invite your assassin ex-girlfriend to have dinner with your knightly wife?”
 
   “I had planned to dress you like a filthy beggar so she could have the noble sense of helping the less fortunate,” Calista said.
 
   “If the bloody wound festers and I lose the arm you won’t be far off from the job opportunities left to me,” Angelica said.
 
   “All the more reason to set aside the awkwardness and let her help you.”
 
   Angelica stood slowly and brushed past Calista with light intentionality. There was ample room to go around, but Angelica leaned in close enough to let her shoulder slide against Calista’s when they passed. She stood at the foot of the bed for a time, staring at Bianca’s sleeping form.
 
   “That’s your baby then?”
 
   “The one and only fated child,” Calista said.
 
   “I can concede the fated part, but she doesn’t look anything like you.”
 
   “I’m glad someone besides me sees that,” Calista agreed. “If I hadn’t been there for every excruciating moment of her coming out of my body, I probably wouldn’t be so sure she was mine either.”
 
   “I never thought we’d meet again,” Angelica said, “and this really isn’t how I expected to find you if we ever did.”
 
   “Why would you? Until this precise miracle happened, most people would have believed it impossible.”
 
   “That’s not exactly what I meant, but sure, there’s that,” Angelica said. “I honestly thought you’d head back to the lowlands, find yourself a brawny man with a thousand tattoos, and start your own gang with a mustachioed partner.”
 
   “And that was always our problem,” Calista said. “You could never believe I was as interested in women as you were.”
 
   “Harper doesn’t have that issue?”
 
   “Not that Harper and I are without problems, but, no, that isn’t one of them,” Calista said. “She likes to pretend I’ve never been with a man, and I’m all too happy to help her continue that fantasy.”
 
   “But do you want to again?”
 
   “Seriously, again with that question?”
 
   Angelica shrugged. “It’s been awhile since I asked it.”
 
   “There are only so many times you can put your left shoe on your right foot before you realize it’s never going to feel right,” Calista said. “I stopped trying long before I met Harper and months before I met you. Pick your favorite term for women who lust after other women and assume that is all I’ve ever been.”
 
   “Canyon yodeler,” Angelica said. “I always liked that one.”
 
   Calista laughed and shook her head. “Sure, I’m a dyed in the wool canyon yodeler.”
 
   “You couldn’t have convinced me of this before you got married, had a baby, and got fat?”
 
   “Oh my Goddess, did I ever try! And, by the way, I’m still not sure you’re actually convinced. In another week or two, if our history means anything, you’ll be back to wondering.”
 
   “It’s just…you wrap men around your finger so easily and they adore you so much for it, why wouldn’t you?” Angelica protested.
 
   Calista laughed again and dramatically flopped into the nearest chair. “I cannot tell you how happy I am to not have this conversation anymore.”
 
   “That’s well and truly it for us then, isn’t it?”
 
   Calista nodded. “Yep.”
 
   “I suppose asking your wife to heal an old friend’s wounded arm wouldn’t hold any stigma,” Angelica said.
 
   “Nope.” Calista shook her head. “And you’d be marginally more useful with two functional arms.”
 
   Angelica leaned against the corner of the footboard of the bed and smiled. “So, tell me, matronly one, how do you take care of one of those?” She nodded over her shoulder to the sleeping child on the bed.
 
   “Instincts, sleepless nights, and more trial and error than you’d think such a fragile life could survive.”
 
   “Lot’s of laundry too by the look of it.” Angelica pointed at Calista’s chest.
 
   Calista glanced down to find she’d leaked through the new shirt as well. “Damn it.” 
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Harper awoke on one half of a booth across from Athol. Around the bottom floor of the inn, she spotted other patrons in similar positions. Apparently the harbormaster was correct in saying the innkeeper didn’t mind if folks who purchased enough drinks slept through the tidal schedule in the tavern section without ever renting a room. Many of the townsfolk were stirring, ordering breakfast or heading out into the dreaded morning light to stagger home across the tide pools. Harper kicked Athol below the table several times until he awoke.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Harper said.
 
   “No breakfast before we leave?” Athol asked groggily.
 
   “I’m eager to be away from the scent of the ocean and back to my wife and child,” Harper said.
 
   Athol nodded. “Bad memories in such a smell, I would imagine.”
 
   They staggered from the tavern, groggy from sleep in Harper’s case and slightly hung over in Athol’s. The tide was back out and the tide pools were once again abuzz with activity. While they crossed Harper had to shield her eyes from the morning light playing off the scraps of seawater left behind by the tides. She used to think the light off the water was a glorious blessing from the Sea Queen. Now she wondered how she ever believed that.
 
   Back at the stables, they retrieved their horses and took one final glance to the bay. One of the large ships at anchor well outside the mouth of the bay was weighing anchor to depart. Harper hoped it was the Dancing Pony carrying her letters of warning.
 
   Riding back up the road toward Windingshire, Harper felt better in Aerial’s saddle, going in the right direction for reuniting with her family. She was getting tired of trying to reunite with Calista on matters. She certainly disliked the amount of apologizing she felt she needed to do lately. The fact remained: Calista kept offering olive branches to speed the peacemaking process and Harper kept batting them away. She had a good woman, as Athol kept telling her. Calista, despite her self-doubts, was also an excellent mother, which was something Harper hadn’t even considered the need for in a mate, but for which she was very grateful. A glorious lover, devoted wife, and superb mother…all Harper had to do to enjoy all those wondrous qualities was ignore a few murderous and larcenous proclivities. It all sounded so easy on a morning ride, but ineffably difficult in practice.
 
   By midmorning, they’d broken free of the winding valley down to Port Fordham and were once again looking up the rolling hills toward the crossroads and the mountains shadowing Windingshire. The scattered remains of a battle marred the idyllic beauty of the grassy hillocks in the east. Harper saw it first, but soon Athol spotted it as well.
 
   “Do those cloaks look purple to you?” Athol asked.
 
   “They do,” Harper answered.
 
   They spurred their horses up the hill at a gallop, riding hard to reach the killing field even though it looked from a distance as if the battle was long over. Harper hadn’t made a careful count, but if she had to guess there were at least thirty bodies scattered over the field. They crossed the road they’d taken through the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest, continuing northeast along the fallow fields until they reached the site of carnage.
 
   Upon arrival, their fears were confirmed. The bodies belonged to the Dead Watch Pikes. The corpses clad in purple cloaks and black armor sat on churned earth, commonplace after a battle, but among the torn up sod were giant puncture holes the size of tree trunks. Harper and Athol rode cautiously through the killing field, inspecting the strange holes plunged into the ground at regular intervals.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say those were footprints,” Athol said.
 
   Harper nodded slowly. The holes came in from one direction, stomped about in the killing field, and then departed in another direction. She couldn’t tell if the holes came out of the north and headed into the southeast or vice versa as perfectly round holes didn’t give away direction the way a footprint would. She dismounted to walk around the bodies to get a closer look. Part of her hoped the Ash Twins would not be among the fallen. This hope was quickly dashed.
 
   “I wish we knew how to track,” Harper said. “There’s probably a lot of information here that we are too unskilled to make use of.”
 
   “Caleb could walk this field and know in an instant what happened,” Athol said.
 
   “It’s a shame he’s still days away.”
 
   Aerial wandered a bit off once she was free of the rider forcing her to walk amid so many dead bodies. Harper couldn’t blame her mount. Despite the corpses being fresh, perhaps from that morning or the evening before, the stench of death was heavy in the air and probably more potent for her horse’s sensitive nose.
 
   “We should commend their bodies to the soil if we are able,” Harper said.
 
   “That’s a lot of digging without the tools for it,” Athol argued.
 
   Harper knelt to roll one of the Ash Twins onto their back. The distinctive set of scars told her it was Romulus. Try as she might, she couldn’t find a mortal wound on him. He was dead, that was certain, but his armor was unscathed and his body unbroken.
 
   “We could ride to Windingshire or Port Fordham and bring back shovels and laborers to help us bury these poor bastards,” Athol said.
 
   Harper glanced up to Athol to find him at the edge of the scattering of bodies with his eyes to the horizon as though he were trying to judge which town was closer. The body beneath her shot a hand up to grab for her hair. It was only through blind luck that she’d turned her head to join Athol in his surveying of the terrain that Romulus’s corpse grasped her cloak rather than a handful of her hair. She turned away, letting the cloak fall forward over her head and free. The garment bundled down over Romulus, blocking up the chomping mouth of the undead mercenary captain that was struggling to get his teeth clamped onto her face.
 
   Harper scrambled away and drew her sword. She nearly stumbled over another body rising nearby, sidestepped, and almost fell into one of the giant, round holes. Athol was faring even worse as the bodies around his horse were already up and grabbing for both his mount and his legs. He liberated his hammer from across his back and tried to swing down into the collected undead scrambling to devour him and his horse.
 
   Perhaps it was a gift from her Goddess or an instinct accentuated by her divine spark, but Harper knew on a base level that she should not allow one of the bodies to bite her. The stench of their death was stronger than it should have been for the time they could have decayed and the cool temperature of the region that would have slowed putrefaction.
 
   She swung her sword down into her own cloak at the highest point rising from it. She was glad she didn’t have to see Romulus’s face when she chopped his head down the middle. The zombie beneath her sky-blue cloak crumpled to the ground, leaking fetid, black blood through the material.
 
   Athol lost his struggle against the horde swarming around him despite a few solid hammer swings. His giant draft horse pitched sideways under the grasping hands, crushing several of the zombies in the process. Athol hurled his hammer ahead of him before leaping from the saddle. He landed awkwardly, pitched forward, and rolled in a clumsy attempt to tumble away the extra momentum. He was too large to fall into the hole he rolled across the mouth of, but the jolt served to flip him onto his face rather than onto his knees or feet.
 
   Harper rushed across the space between them, swinging her sword twice, once to either side, to chop a leg from one body and the head from another. She looped her left arm under Athol’s and helped him to his feet. The zombies were drawn to the fresh blood of Athol’s dying horse, but only about half of them could reach the body. The rest lingered around the outer edge of the feeding frenzy before turning their attention to the human prey still available.
 
   Harper let out a sharp whistle to call Aerial to her, hoping her beloved horse wouldn’t share the same fate as Athol’s. Aerial came alongside her when called, although did not stop. Harper swung herself up into the saddle on the run, turned Aerial with her hips, and helped Athol up behind her. By the Gods he was heavy even with the power of the Goddess Dahlia flowing through her to increase her strength. They nearly pitched over sideways in the process, horse and all, while Athol flailed his retrieved hammer to try to right them. Aerial barely managed to keep her feet, running away up the hill in a clumsy, fear-driven gait. The zombies gave chase at a sprint, growling inhuman noises. For a moment, it looked like they would be caught before Aerial corrected her stumbling run into a proper gallop.
 
   “What in the blazes were those things?” Athol demanded when they were clear of the pursuing undead and back on the road to Windingshire.
 
   “Animated corpses…zombies,” Harper said.
 
   “How does that happen?”
 
   “I think Witches can do it, but I didn’t see one,” Harper said.
 
   “The hills are lousy with Witches according to Mr. Katz,” Athol said.
 
   A Witch coven, angry about mercenaries tromping around their sacred places would explain why the Ash Twins met a bad end and why their bodies jumped up to attack travelers, but that scenario didn’t offer an explanation for the giant, round holes. Something about the whole situation felt wrong to Harper, well beyond simple witchcraft. Certainly the Ash Twins could have swaggered their way into angering a local coven, but if that were the case, why wait until they were in a random field to take revenge? Harper didn’t like any of it. She regretted not wearing her armor as well. Protected by her mystical plate mail, she could have commended the restless souls of the Dead Watch Pikes to rest and likely prevented any passing travelers from being devoured by angry corpses. As it stood, she was simply glad to get her horse and friend to safety.
 
   She hoped the general warning to Caleb, Willard, and Sofea would suffice to keep them on their guard once they entered the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest as Harper didn’t intend to leave Calista and Bianca again to send any new letters about zombies.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 23
 
   Beyond the Tangles
 
    
 
   Sofea, Wendy, and River reached the forest’s edge shortly before sunrise. The southern blackberry fields were larger and contained far more complex mazes than the northern fields. They got turned around several times, fought off smaller bands of assassins as necessary, and struggled through miles of infuriating switchbacks that turned a relatively short ride into a lengthy trek. Additionally, every time they came upon a patrol of assassins within the maze, Bjorn bellowed loud enough before and after the combat to call even more patrols to their area, forcing them to flee in whatever direction was handiest not necessarily smartest.
 
   Sofea was nearly asleep in the saddle when they reached the forest, but River pressed them on. Bjorn was far slower than a horse and it was inconceivable that they wouldn’t be pursued. They’d left a pile of bodies in their wake to follow and the near constant trumpeting of an angry bear to guide the assassins to them.
 
   They rode on through the forests that were unfamiliar to River, mostly heading in a southern direction, navigating by the moss on the northern faces of tree trunks. Eventually they would have to rejoin the road to make it through the chaotic series of valleys separating them from Ovid, but River didn’t want to break easterly just yet. Assassins on horseback probably patrolled the length of the Last Road south of Tangle Town.
 
   Struggling south the rest of the day, rain began to fall, slowing them to a crawl through the dripping forest. River and Roderick perched on Bjorn’s heavy laden saddle to get out of the rain, taking refuge beneath Sofea’s spare cloak.
 
   “Tell me the story of your name so we might stay awake,” Sofea said.
 
   River poked her head out from beneath the cloak. “It is my adult name. We earn different names and titles as we age. The person I am now is so different from the person I was that a new name was required.”
 
   “Who were you before?” Sofea asked.
 
   “My child name was Red Moss,” River said.
 
   “That sounds like a story as well,” Sofea said.
 
   “To be sure, but it is a story likely to put you to sleep rather than keep you awake.” River glanced up from beneath the dripping cloak to the riders in the saddle. “The Witch is asleep.”
 
   Sofea shrugged her shoulders a few times to feel the weight of Wendy pressed against her back. “I wondered why she was leaning so much against me.”
 
   “And why she was so quiet,” River added.
 
   “So the name Swift River?”
 
   “I was a greedy child, which isn’t uncommon among Brownies,” River began. “Greedy and fairly selfish. In Brownie tribes, it’s difficult to steal your way to wealth, and there’s not much purpose in doing so. I didn’t understand either of these things when I was younger.”
 
   “Why can’t you steal your way to wealth?” Sofea asked. “Raiding is the best way to amass a fortune in the north.”
 
   “We share spoils with the entire tribe,” River explained. “Stealing is a fairly selfless act among the Brownies since most of what is stolen goes to people who weren’t involved with the banditry. Wealth is only relative to those around you—the more you steal as a Brownie, the wealthier everyone becomes and thus nobody is ever richer than anyone else. The tribe thriving is far more important than any individual’s success. I never bothered to think things through, and so I stole and stole, hoping to make the egalitarian system somehow work to my personal advantage.”
 
   “What do you get from the tribe in exchange for your spoils?” Sofea asked, not liking the sound of Brownie raiding at all.
 
   “Everything,” River said. “Food, clothing, shelter, medicine, entertainment, whatever. Being good at stealing has granted me an easy life. The tribe strives to take good care of its raiders, which should have satisfied me, but it didn’t until I became Swift River. It was early spring when the adventurers came down out of the mountains along the eastern edge of our lands. They were a successful lot, and had collected an impressive mountain of gold, gems, and trinkets. That kind of treasure attracts all kinds of attention. The adventurers numbered nearly a dozen strong, capable men—far too much for us to rob, but not too much for a drake. Dragons, even the pseudo kinds like drakes, can smell treasure if there’s enough of it in one spot. A forest drake, maybe a few centuries old, came upon the men when they were encamped along a beaver pond deep in the mountains. I don’t think they stole the treasure from the drake, since the concept of dragons being drawn to treasure appeared to surprise them. It was a lovely spring day, with wildflowers in bloom, bright blue sky, puffy white clouds, and quickly warming water in the beaver pond. The men had stopped to relax, celebrate their good fortune, and take a bit of a dip. It was the swimming, I think that cost them their lives. The drake was young, inexperienced, and reckless—easy prey for such a powerful adventuring group if more than half their number wasn’t naked and swimming at the time of the attack. I’d watched the men all day from the safety of wild blueberry bushes along the far shore, hoping to find an opening in their defenses to steal away a bit of their treasure. Even deep in the forest they kept it guarded, and so I’d only been able to watch and lust after the gold until the dragon attack. The forest drake dropped out of the sky with the sun at its back, casting a shadow large enough to frighten the men, but also warning them of its coming. Magic, dragon fire, and arrows filled the air. It was a remarkable sight. The men fought well, driving the drake away again and again while they tried to form up and flee.”
 
   “Who won?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Nobody,” River said. “The drake and the Sorcerers spread enough chaos in the fight to set the forest ablaze, driving me from my hiding spot. I fled the battle spilling over the meadow. It lasted so long the night sky flashed with the continued fight while I made camp miles away. In the morning, I returned to the beaver pond hoping to find something left behind by whichever side won. Instead, I found countless large predators feasting on the bodies of the men and dragon alike. There were cougars, bears, wyverns, and wolves all clustered around the pond to gobble up the fresh meat from both sides. Just because the predators didn’t care about the abandoned treasure didn’t mean they wouldn’t eat me if I tried to slip in and steal it. So, I had to retreat again and wait.
 
   “It took nearly a week for the carnivores and scavengers to clean up the battle, and by then, the beavers had collected much of the treasure to repair their dam that was damaged during the fight. Mud and broken limbs were easy to come by for the beavers after such a battle, and so the repairs were quickly made, incorporating the strewn treasure into their dam as the gold and gems were scattered well by first the combat and then the scavengers. I gathered up what little I could from the battlefield and brought it back to my tribe. The treasure was distributed among the people, but it was hardly enough to satisfy my thirst for gold. I went back to the meadow again and again to gather more, finally resorting to pulling items out of the beaver dam. The more I dug into the fort of mud and wood blocking up the stream, the more treasure I found.
 
   “I guess I pulled something from the pile I shouldn’t have, or I’d weakened the entire structure by plucking things from various parts, I’m still not sure which. Regardless, the entire dam broke while I feverishly worked to liberate the gold and gems from the structure. The beaver pond washed over me, carrying years of river water down through the valley. I was carried miles from where I’d started, borne by a river made swift by years of hoarding water behind a beaver dam. I was lucky not to drown or have my head dashed against a rock. River otter riders from my tribe eventually pulled me from the water near the same place you went into the river.”
 
   “You saw me fall in?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Yep, we’re kindred spirits, both lucky to survive the same river,” River said. “You pulled yourself out while I had to be rescued. I must have taken on a little of the magic of the river during my lengthy swim as I’ve smelled like that stream ever since.”
 
   “There was magic in the river?” Sofea asked.
 
   “For a little while,” River said. “The drake and two Sorcerers died in the beaver pond or just on the edge, seeping magic into the water from their bodies. This was all years ago so there likely wasn’t any left when you fell in. My tribe had known the stream only as a slow trickle out of the mountains. After I broke the beaver dam, the river became a raging torrent fed by the streams of melt-off every spring. The tribal elders renamed the river and me in the same swoop.”
 
   “You’re kissed by dragon magic, yet they named you after a river?”
 
   “I prefer to think the river was named after me,” River said.
 
   “Did you get any other special qualities from the dragon magic besides a constant river smell?”
 
   “I’m a good deal luckier than most, although Brownies have magic to begin with, so it’s not like a mystically untalented human fell into the water and suddenly could weave spells. Most Brownies can enchant arrows, invade dreams, size change once a month, or walk on water. I can simply do all of them more readily,” River said.
 
   “You can walk on water?” Sofea asked.
 
   “A calm pond or a slow-flowing stream,” River said. “Going for a stroll on a raging ocean is just as impossible for me as it is for everyone else.”
 
   “Thank you for telling me the story,” Sofea said.
 
   “It was my pleasure, sweetness,” River replied.
 
   Dusk was upon them when they came to a swift flowing mountain creek winding its way between the foothills they’d struggled over for the last few hours. Aspen and poplar trees lined the bank, waving their empty, thin limbs with every passing breeze. They crossed the creek and set up camp even as the clouds above darkened and the slow rains that followed them through the day intensified into a proper storm.
 
   Settling in beneath the oiled clothes stretched between the tree trunks to keep the rain off wasn’t as easy without a campfire. River wouldn’t allow them to build one despite the extreme remoteness of their location. She kept staring back up the hill in the direction they’d come, watching the torn up earthen trail left by the heavy-laden bear, practically willing the overly obvious trail to vanish in the rain.
 
   Bjorn, once he was free of his riders, gear, and saddle, drank greedily from the creek, only pausing occasionally to chase a small stream trout. He managed to catch a few, although in the darkness he missed more than he got. Sofea, Wendy, Roderick, and River watched Bjorn playing about in the stream even as the darkness of the storm and lateness of the hour conspired to drop the entire forest into blackness.
 
   “Here we are again,” River said, “huddled in the rain and dark. It’s like the first night we met all over.”
 
   “You should rob us to make it just like old times,” Wendy said.
 
   “You need to get over that,” River said. “We’ve got more supplies and coin now than you did when I robbed you.”
 
   “Because we’re the glorious heroes of Tangle Town,” Sofea said.
 
   “A town that crazy can’t really be surprised when their heroes turn out to be flighty scamps,” River said.
 
   “Sitting around freezing cold, soaking wet, and utterly in the dark is penance enough,” Wendy said.
 
   “Don’t forget starving and exhausted,” River offered.
 
   Wendy broke out the jerky they’d been given in Tangle Town among the supplies gifted to them from the spoils of the bandit camp. They all chewed slowly on it, still watching the darkness of the woods and listening to Bjorn snuffling around the creek.
 
   “Do you think they’ll follow us through the woods?” Sofea asked.
 
   “We left a trail a blind man could follow,” River said, “but I doubt they’ll trek across the wilderness. The assassins that ambushed you a day outside of Griffon’s Rock didn’t seem at home in the wild. Being able to follow our painfully obvious trail and having the will to do so are two entirely different things.”
 
   “We’ll have to rejoin the road eventually,” Sofea said. “There aren’t any forests around Ovid.”
 
   “Survival on the road and in the city will have to be someone else’s area of expertise,” River said. “Once we leave the trees, we leave what I know.”
 
   “Ovid might be a problem then,” Wendy said. “Sofea and I are both country girls.”
 
   “You are planning to continue on with us even after we leave the forest?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I suppose I am, now that you mention it. I’m growing rather fond of you, your bear, and even your Witch,” River said, “but I am beginning to wonder how you ever hoped to survive the road with the plan you started out with.”
 
   “Caleb made the trip in a week by himself,” Sofea said. “I don’t think he had an army of assassins chasing him, though.”
 
   “Speaking of which, they’re learning our tricks and becoming rather creative in their pursuit,” River said.
 
   “We could take a ship from Ovid around the cape to Port Fordham on the point of the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest,” Wendy offered. “Or we could bypass Ovid entirely.”
 
   “Both good options to keep in mind,” Sofea said. “As eager as I am for a soft bed and hot meal in Ovid, I’m growing ever more exhausted by the constant onslaught of men in masks.”
 
   “We can settle the matter when we get closer to the city,” River decided. “For now, we need to get some sleep and focus on slipping the assassin net tomorrow.”
 
   Sofea struggled into the relative warmth and comfort of her traveling hammock. The furs and netting holding it all around her while she slept was a big improvement over the rock she’d been sitting on. Still, she struggled to get to sleep from the chill that persisted and the worry that assassins would creep upon them in the night. Wendy had cast the warding spell she’d erected the first night they’d camped in the forest, but Sofea had no faith in the magic after they were robbed while it was supposedly protecting them. Wendy assured her that the spell’s gaps had been closed, although Sofea derived more comfort from the presence of Bjorn. Certainly the bear hadn’t been of much help when the Brownies raided their camp, but he’d been immeasurably helpful in defeating the assassins before and since.
 
   As if sensing the disquiet in Sofea’s mind, or perhaps for simpler motives, River slid down the trunk of the tree she’d perched in, walked across the rope suspending Sofea’s hammock, and crept under the furs to rest against Sofea’s chest. It was strange to cuddle with someone a third her size, but, then again, Sofea didn’t have any experience with sleeping with another person, so she didn’t have a point of comparison to know exactly how strange. Regardless, she was warmer and it seemed so was River when there were two of them in the furs. Sofea had heard of little girls from south of the Crown of the World Mountains being given dolls sewn from rags to sleep with at night, and she wondered if it offered the same comfort she felt when sleeping with River as they seemed to be of a similar size difference.
 
   “This is as strange for me as it is no doubt for you,” River whispered against Sofea’s neck as the Brownie nuzzled down into the furs, finally finding a comfortable spot to sleep with her legs dangling between Sofea’s breasts and the rest of her across the top of her chest.
 
   “It’s nice, though,” Sofea whispered back.
 
   “Yes, it is,” River replied.
 
   Sofea thought she could hear a smile changing the shape of River’s words.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Harper handed off a lathered Aerial to Wobbly as soon as she arrived at the Red Enders Inn. Athol practically fell out of the saddle from behind Harper and proceeded hug the ground as if he believed he wouldn’t touch it again. Wobbly was more concerned with tending Aerial than helping Athol or questioning Harper, which was fine. Harper’s main concern was finding her wife and child to seek comfort after seeing such horrors on the road.
 
   She walked briskly away from the stables, jogged when walking was too slow, and then ran when she rounded the front of the inn. She burst through the front doors, feeling a little more frantic than was probably necessary. The main hall of the inn was occupied by most everyone staying there. Ankour and Professor Katz were in the corner, playing a game of chess. Mr. Katz was at his reliable post in front of the fireplace, sipping at a goblet of white wine instead of his usual brandy. The Sylvans were at the largest dining table, working their way through an evening snack of salted mutton and preserved pears. Finally, Harper spotted Calista and Bianca, sitting beside the front window to the right of the door, talking with a woman Harper had never met. The woman was slender, young, and attractive with curly chestnut hair down to her shoulders and a near constant smile raising dimples on her lightly freckled cheeks. The woman was also sitting entirely too close to Harper’s wife and child for Harper’s comfort.
 
   Calista waved her over, although Harper already had a mind to charge into the lovely, domestic scene that didn’t include her. Bianca cooed and clapped when Harper arrived, holding out her hands to be taken up by her other mother. Calista willingly gave over Bianca to Harper.
 
   “What’s going on here?” Harper demanded.
 
   “This is Angelica,” Calista said. “She’s an old friend from my former life who is here to help us with our assassin problem.”
 
   “A friend from your former life would probably be an assassin,” Harper said.
 
   “More of a thief with flexibility,” Angelica said with a smile, “but I probably shouldn’t even jokingly admit to that. It’s bad business in my particular line of work to willingly confess crimes.”
 
   “She also has a knife wound I was hoping you might mend for her,” Calista said. “It seemed the least I could do considering I was the one who stabbed her.”
 
   “Could I talk with you alone for a moment?” Harper said through clenched teeth. She’d come up to the inn with such loving feelings for Calista and suddenly they were all washed away in righteous indignation.
 
   “Sure.” Calista followed Harper and Bianca a short distance off.
 
   “It was her blood you had on your arm the other night, wasn’t it?” Harper whispered.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And she’s an assassin.”
 
   “Something I said and she more or less admitted to, yes.”
 
   “And you had her spending time with our daughter who is hunted by assassins?”
 
   “She’s right handed and has a debilitating knife wound on her right arm,” Calista said.
 
   “Did you sleep with her?”
 
   “Years ago.”
 
   “How many years?”
 
   “Before I even met you many.”
 
   “Bringing an assassin ex-girlfriend to spend time alone with you and our daughter and then asking me to heal a wound on her sword arm that you gave her…are you insane?”
 
   Calista folded her arms over her chest. “Am I the one acting insane here? You could have fooled me.”
 
   “I came back here to tell you that I loved you and to reconcile,” Harper said.
 
   “Is that what you’re doing?” Calista asked.
 
   “No, because I came back and found you with another woman,” Harper said.
 
   “You found me sitting in a crowded room, completely clothed, talking with another woman while holding our child,” Calista said. “You ran off to a different town to drink and cavort with a known lecher. For all I know, you might have found a barmaid at the bottom of a glass.”
 
   “Do you really believe I did that?”
 
   “No, of course not, but why is it inconceivable for you to stray yet it’s insane to believe I wouldn’t?” Calista asked. “Angelica has failed to let one conversation go by that she hasn’t pointed out how fat I’ve gotten, which you know is such a turn on for me.”
 
   All the steam drained from Harper, and she practically deflated around Bianca. “Now I hate her for a different reason,” Harper murmured. “Besides, you’re not fat; you’re voluptuous.”
 
   Athol burst through the front door, fell to knees upon the floor, realized the floor was dirty, and then hopped up to scramble over to Dr. Katz to steal his bottle of wine. Athol drank deeply, let out a mighty belch, and then stared hard at the empty bottle in his hand. “Chardonnay?” He shook his head. “I am swearing off horses from this moment forward. Henceforth, I will ride cows or nothing.”
 
   “What happened to you two out there?” Calista asked.
 
   “It’s been a weird couple of days,” Harper said.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 24
 
   Plotting a Course
 
    
 
   Sofea awoke in her hammock by herself. The sound of a fire crackling startled her fully to awareness. Wendy was building a small campfire while River stalked along the edge of the stream, eyeing the water with her bow and a non-poisoned arrow attached to a tether. Bjorn and Roderick silently watched River’s progress from a safe distance.
 
   “Is a fire wise?” Sofea asked.
 
   “If they were going to slit our throats, they would have tried it last night,” Wendy said. “They’re not likely to sneak up on us in the light of day, if they’re even there at all.”
 
   Sofea extricated herself from her hammock and glanced back up the hill they’d come down the evening before. The ground, despite the night of rain, still had a fairly obvious bear trail cut through it. If the assassins had pursued them, they wouldn’t need a campfire to locate the camp. Thankfully the sky was overcast without dropping its load of rain, which would conceal the smoke pillar from a distance if the tiny campfire managed to snake its smoke unbroken through the canopy of tree limbs.
 
   River scampered up the bank, barely moving the water as she did, and fired down into the depths. It took a second of watching to realize River was actually walking on top of the water between the rocks, leaving only little indentations with each step like she was jogging over a tightly made bed. The arrow apparently hit home, the tether played out, and River caught the end with one hand to begin hauling the fish back to her. It was a goodly sized catch speared by her arrow, nearly half her height. Sofea moved to aid River, but didn’t make it two steps before the little Brownie flipped the fish fully from the stream, slashed it open with her knife, and deposited it on a bed of pine needles nearby that already contained two other similarly slain fish. Bjorn and Roderick stirred from their seated positions, but immediately sat back down when River shot them a glare.
 
   “They’ve already had theirs,” River said. “They’re being greedy buggers now. Just because there is fish, doesn’t mean it is fish for owls and bears.” River slung her bow across her back and scooped up her catch. It was remarkable how strong and adept she was at carrying a load of fish that had to outweigh her.
 
   Wendy took the offered fish when River offered them. Three green brands stood beside the fire Wendy had finished building. Wendy slipped the gutted fish onto the sapling branches and settled the trout over the fire. Bjorn and Roderick quickly rushed in to clean up the guts left by the stream from River’s most recent catch. It appeared Roderick ended up with the majority of the leavings. Sofea watched with hungry eyes as the fish sizzled over the little fire. River had left the scales and heads on the trout, which was just how Sofea liked them.
 
   “We’ve been talking while you slept,” River said.
 
   Sofea’s throat went dry even as her mouth was watering for breakfast. If River and Wendy started talking, they’d know about all the things each other had done with Sofea and that couldn’t be good. It seemed sleeping with both travel companions was more perilous than Sofea hoped. Not that she was about to stop if the choice was hers—perilous, but well worth it.
 
   “About what?” Sofea croaked.
 
   “None of us know Ovid or cities in general,” Wendy said.
 
   “We’ve bested the assassins so far because they’re bunglers in the countryside,” River added.
 
   “If we go into a city, we lose our advantage,” Wendy continued.
 
   “So we thought to skip Ovid entirely,” River concluded.
 
   They were finishing each other’s thoughts and were proper polite with one another. It was a strange shift in the tense relationship between the Witch and the Brownie. Sofea couldn’t decide if it was a good thing. In the moment, she concluded it likely meant they hadn’t swapped sex stories yet. It was almost certain they both knew about the other, but perhaps they were just being cordial in not bringing it up. Regardless, it was starting to make Sofea’s stomach churn to have things in the dark.
 
   “I’m sleeping with both of you,” Sofea said. The comment should have released some of the steam building within her, but instead the words fell out of the air like awkward stones only making her feel stranger.
 
   “Yes, we know,” River said.
 
   “You told me about the dream and I saw you two humping like deranged bunnies in the blackberry bushes,” Wendy said.
 
   “And I could smell you on her when you came back from the stables,” River said.
 
   “Oh.” Sofea suddenly felt the relief she’d hoped her declaration would bring.
 
   “I don’t know why I caught three fish for the three of us,” River said. “I can’t eat a whole trout by myself.”
 
   “The leftovers won’t go to waste in this camp,” Wendy said.
 
   “Is this…are we…everyone’s okay with things then?” Sofea asked.
 
   River shrugged. “Brownies don’t often form monogamous bonds even among our own tribes. Sharing you wouldn’t be precisely strange for me.”
 
   “I’m just using you for your cute red braids,” Wendy said, “and your bear to haul my dragon.”
 
   Sofea frowned. She didn’t want them to fight over her necessarily, but…yes, she did want them to fight over her, at least a little. It was such a shallow, nonsensical desire that she couldn’t even give words to it lest the two women she was traveling with would know she had such vapid thoughts and emotions. All things considered, this was the best outcome she could have hoped for. So why wasn’t she happy about it?
 
   “Look how disappointed she is in the lack of conflict,” River said.
 
   “Two sexual partners under her belt and already she’s expecting fidelity from everyone she touches,” Wendy agreed. “Should we duel to the death for your hand in marriage?”
 
   “No,” Sofea said sullenly.
 
   “We decided, while we let you sleep in by the way, that the road is a hard enough place to survive without us being at each other’s throats,” River said.
 
   “There is truly no jealousy then?” Sofea asked.
 
   “We didn’t say that,” Wendy said.
 
   “We’re putting that off for the sake of survival,” River agreed.
 
   “And sex?” Sofea asked.
 
   Wendy and River exchanged a narrowed glance.
 
   “I’m limited by size for another month,” River said, “although I’ll be seeing you in your dreams.”
 
   “If I feel like it, you might get to have me,” Wendy said. “You may be her conquering hero, but I don’t play the demure maiden for anyone.”
 
   Truly, Sofea had no idea what she wanted anymore. She’d thought the grandest thing in the world was to have a wife and family to fill a household earned through raiding. The wife would be sturdy, beautiful, kind, and curvaceous from carrying many children. And the children would likely be adopted from strong families who lost their patrons in war. It was all lovely, foolish, and in the other direction from where she was headed. Brownies didn’t reproduce through fluids like other races, although Sofea had never heard of a human and Brownie pairing, nor was she clear on precisely how they did procreate. Size really was a difficult issue to move past and even in her ephemeral human stature, River didn’t actually match up to any part of Sofea’s fantasy. River was strong, independent, kind of goofy, and slim as a rail. Wendy would win on size, but nothing else. Actually, Sofea had begun to wonder if she was bewitched in the literal sense by Wendy. Or perhaps she wasn’t as enamored with nice girls as she’d thought she should be. It was also very difficult to feel strong around Wendy, which Sofea loathed. Wendy wasn’t fragile, despite her size—she was steel through and through and magically imbued steel at that. Since neither woman fit her idealized life, the easy answer would have been neither. That wasn’t what Sofea felt, though. She wanted both and the resulting two very different lives with two very different women. What was possible didn’t match well at all with what her heart wanted.
 
   “I’d be a fool to reject such a situation,” Sofea said. Jump in and let the river take her where it would; that would be her plan.
 
   “That’s the spirit!” River said. “Grab what you can while you can because we might meet our end this very day. The world is full of poisoned daggers, bad bits of fish, sink holes, or even a God’s divine foot squashing you with an errant step while out for a leisurely stroll.”
 
   “Or getting eaten by a kraken,” Wendy added.
 
   “Or sat on by a giant bear,” River said.
 
   “Or bitten by an ice spider,” Sofea said. It felt good to say. Yes, she’d almost died. Yes, she’d had her death within her veins already. Yes, she’d watched her companions in the rear guard in the Dwarven tunnels die from the same poison that coursed through her. But what would be the point of surviving any of it if she couldn’t move forward and enjoy life—a life that apparently would include waking sex with a darkly powerful and bitingly sarcastic Witch and dreaming sex with a whimsical Brownie that offered romantic encounters and rough tumbles both.
 
   “You’re going to have to tell us that story one day,” River said.
 
   “The road is long and hopefully boring,” Sofea said. “I’m sure it’ll come up.” 
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   The entire occupancy of the inn sat down to a massive feast within the main hall of the Red Enders to celebrate Harper and Athol’s return from Port Fordham. It wasn’t much of an occurrence to celebrate, but Ankour and Professor Katz stated any excuse for a feast was a good one. Bread was definitely on the menu as the valley was known for its grains and bakers. In addition to the mountains of rolls, marble ryes, sticky buns, crusty loaves, and chewy baguettes, Ankour had prepared several braces of pheasants and every kind of squash, gourd, and pumpkin the valley grew with regularity.
 
   Everyone ate, even if the mood was hardly celebratory, aside from Athol and Mr. Katz who kept each other company at the lively end of the table. The Sylvans weren’t the feasting sort, although they brought their appetites. Ankour and Professor Katz were stationed near Harper, Calista, and Bianca who were a quiet lot since Angelica was seated across from them.
 
   “Why don’t you tell everyone what you learned from your reunion with your former lover?” Harper said.
 
   “The Brotherhood was hired by the dragon cultists to kill the Nightshade Witches,” Calista said, not entirely taking the bait on Harper’s hooked question. “A different sect was hired to kill us.”
 
   “Who or what is the Brotherhood?” Athol asked.
 
   “Assassins, or more accurately several groups of assassins gathered together,” Calista said. “They tend to grab urchins off the streets of cities when they’re no longer cute enough to pass as pickpockets or beggars. They slap a poisoned dagger in their hand, dress them in black, and use them as shock troops to wear down a strong enemy. Sometimes, if they’re being particularly dastardly, they’ll mix a trained Dark Stalker, possibly divine touched, into the horde of pawns to finish a job faster. There’s some sect or other of the Brotherhood in every major city.”
 
   “And you’re one of these Brotherhood people?” Harper asked of Angelica.
 
   “Me? Goodness no,” Angelica said. “I’m an independent contractor hired by the dragon cult to fill out the floundering ranks of the Brotherhood sent to kill the Witch coven around Windingshire. It turns out the locust tactic doesn’t work very well against mightily powerful Witches. Who knew?”
 
   “If you turn on your employer won’t word get out that you’re not a reliable operator?” Athol asked.
 
   “The dragon cult made the mistake of paying me in advance,” Angelica said. “Plus, I don’t think they’ll live long enough to tell anyone. Dragon cults have short life expectancies once they’re known to the world. Many people, including a few at this very table, tend to want them dead. Throw angry Gods in the mix, rival cults, and anyone who knows enough to not want dragons roaming the skies and you’ve got a recipe for a pile of bodies where a dragon cult once stood.”
 
   Harper had refused to heal Angelica’s arm until she got to know her better. Angelica was struggling to eat left handed. Calista always thought it was a shame every assassin didn’t strive to be ambidextrous like her. Calista fought well with both hands, could eat, drink, and write regardless of which hand she used. In fact, Calista believed she was a better lover with her left hand than with her right. Watching Angelica struggle to eat with her left hand was starting to wear on Calista’s thin altruism. Her wife had the power to fix what Calista had broken, but refused to for fairly childish reasons. Harper’s petulant streak was only cute sometimes, and was quickly irritating Calista that night.
 
   “Did you and Calista used to work jobs together?” Harper asked.
 
   “No, our lovely bronze-haired death dealer was too much of a loner to take me along very often,” Angelica said.
 
   “I’ve fought alongside her,” Harper said proudly.
 
   “Then you’ve gotten a lot farther than I ever did,” Angelica replied.
 
   Calista decided to let the conversation take its natural course even though neither woman was being entirely honest. Harper’s claim was accurate for recent times against the assassins, although they hadn’t fought anywhere near one another during the Winter War. Additionally, Calista and Angelica had worked burglary jobs together even if they rarely assassinated anyone as a duo. Angelica was a far better sneak thief than a cold blooded killer, which was exactly the opposite of Calista’s talents. It was true that Angelica wasn’t allowed to come on Calista’s jobs very often, but Calista had tagged along on Angelica’s heists all the time.
 
   “Why don’t we move up to the more recent past,” Calista said. “For example, where is Athol’s horse?”
 
   “In the bellies of a couple dozen undead by now, I’d imagine,” Athol said with a mouthful of pheasant, bread, and roasted acorn squash.
 
   “Undead what?” Calista asked.
 
   “Undead dead!” Athol bellowed.
 
   “Zombies,” Harper clarified. “The Dead Watch Pikes died in a fight with something along the road and they’d been transformed into walking corpses by the time we arrived.”
 
   “It’s a bad end for anyone,” Athol agreed. “Even a couple of humorless blighters like Romulus and Remus didn’t deserve that.”
 
   “It’s probably the work of Witches,” Harper said.
 
   “How many of these Dead Watch Pikes were there?” Professor Katz asked.
 
   “Thirty or so,” Harper said, to which Athol nodded.
 
   “Couldn’t be Witches then,” Ankour the Dwarf said. “The only coven around here with enough power to bring up that many corpses arrived in town yesterday to begin preparations for the Hallowed Nights Festival.”
 
   “There is one Witch with the power to bring that kind of life back to that many corpses,” Professor Katz said, “but she left the valley months ago.”
 
   “A Witch left the valley?” Calista asked.
 
   “Strange indeed,” Mr. Katz agreed, “but there was a proper send off when she left. My boys here provided the booze for the event. I vaguely remember it being autumn when she left.”
 
   “It’s been autumn for more than a year, dad,” Professor Katz said.
 
   “It has? That calls for a drink!” Mr. Katz refilled his glass and Athol’s to drink to the Eternal Autumn.
 
   “There were also strange holes in the ground,” Harper said. “Whatever the Dead Watch Pikes were fighting left huge, circular footprints like it had ship masts for feet. Does anyone know of anything that would create tracks like that?”
 
   Blank stares and shrugs passed around the table at the question. Sylvan hunters from the boreal forests of the northeast, assassins from the southlands, an adventurer born above the Crown of the World Mountains, a professor of the stars, and a divine touched knight couldn’t come up with a single idea between the lot of them. Calista took up a glass of wine and drank to their collective ignorance on the subject.
 
   “Won’t the wine get into your breast milk?” Harper chided.
 
   “Probably, but Bianca has joined everyone else in not being interested in my breasts anymore,” Calista said sourly.
 
   Athol smacked his fist against the table. “It’s an accursed world where corpses are eating horses and people have lost interest in breasts!”
 
   “What’s the story with this Hallowed Nights Festival?” Angelica asked.
 
   Calista knew Angelica’s question wasn’t out of idle curiosity or to change the topic to a happier one. Festivals, especially ones taking places in the streets, were excellent thieving opportunities. If wealthy people were out and about, drinking and cavorting at a celebration, they weren’t at home to keep an eye on their valuables. If the event also included masks and costumes, hiding ones identity during a getaway was made that much easier. Angelica wasn’t breaking in anywhere with her wounded arm, but if Harper wasn’t going to heal it, maybe Calista would go along and help out to make up for the injury.
 
   “The Witches come out of the hills, cleanse the evil spirits from the town, and we give them gifts for the favor,” Ankour said. “It’s nonsense beggary by hill-dwelling crones if you ask me.”
 
   “My partner doesn’t do the festival justice,” Professor Katz said. “The mountain is full of restless spirits belonging to the miners who drowned when the mines flooded. The bodies and bones of these dead men are still floating about in the underground lake that was the town’s former livelihood. The Witches put the spirits to rest each year so the town won’t be overtaken by ghosts. There’s magic, music, drinking, celebrating, dancing, and jack-o-lanterns. The Witches all carry sacks so people can give them tokens of appreciation. Believe me, nobody but the pumpkin farmers and alehouses get rich off the festival.”
 
   “Sounds like something worth looking into, eh, Calista?” Angelica said.
 
   Calista glanced to Harper who shook her head and looked away. “It does sound like fun,” Calista said.
 
   “We have zombies on the roads, unexplained giant tracks in the fields, assassins lurking the nights, and dragon cults skulking about and you’re talking about going to a festival to get drunk and dance?” Harper asked.
 
   “If we waited for the world to be at peace to do our cavorting, there would never be a thin second for merriment,” Athol said. “I say we go down to the town in force, carve pumpkins boldly, and thank these withered old women for their much-needed ghost banishing.”
 
   “Pabbits!” Bianca agreed.
 
   “Quite right, young warrior,” Athol said, lifting his glass to his mouth to toast the declaration.
 
   “I suppose I’m out voted then in dealing with the looming problems before celebrating,” Harper grumbled.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 25
 
   Party Crashed
 
    
 
   After dinner, Harper finally agreed to heal Angelica’s arm. It was such a trivial action to reduce so much pain. Harper pressed her hands over the wound, whispered a prayer, and Angelica was made whole. Calista knew how effortless it all was, but in seeing it she grew angrier with Harper for denying relief out of petty, unfounded jealousy.
 
   Angelica rented a room of her own in the inn when the table of tenants dispersed. There was ample space in the Red Enders Inn, and Angelica had coin enough to pay for royal accommodations.
 
   Back in their room, Calista’s displeasure at Harper festered while they prepared for bed. Bianca was sleeping quietly in the center of the bed while Calista fed and stoked the fire and Harper changed into her bed clothes. Calista would have liked very much to yell Harper silly for her childish refusal to heal Angelica until after dinner, but she was more interested in keeping their sleeping baby asleep. Quiet won out over speaking her peace.
 
   They climbed into bed on opposite sides of Bianca. Harper reached out to touch Calista on the shoulder. Calista recoiled out of reach. Harper’s face flashed over in pain and for a fleeting moment Calista regretted pulling away. Anger with her wife soon flooded in to wash over the regret.
 
   “You are a child,” Calista whispered.
 
   There were other, more vocabulary-intensive insults she could have hurled at Harper. She wanted to point out that Harper wouldn’t have an ethical leg to stand on when it came to chastising Bianca’s tantrums in the future considering how she’d behaved that night. She decided the four little words she spoke probably did enough on their own.
 
   Because of the way they set up to sleep, curled as two separate halves around Bianca, they were required to sleep face to face. Calista closed her eyes and pretended to sleep until sleep finally overtook her after what seemed like an eternity. She slept fitfully, checking whenever she stirred to see if Harper was still on her half of the bed. Each time she awoke, her wife and child were just where she’d left them, sleeping soundly.
 
   Morning finally came after a battle to stay asleep through the night. Bianca crawled across the top of the bed and began playing with Calista’s face to wake her. Calista typically tried to pretend to stay asleep through the process as long as she could before her daughter’s antics made her smile too much to fool even a toddler. Bianca tugged at Calista’s ears, poked fingers at the corners of her mouth, honked her nose, and finally smacked her on the cheek fairly hard.
 
   Calista opened her eyes, glared hard at her daughter, and said sternly, “don’t hit.” Bianca stared back fiercely with her glowing blue eyes. She defiantly raised her little hand to take another swing. Calista narrowed her eyes further, but refused to move. “You heard me,” Calista said, her voice taking on a steely edge she rarely used with her daughter. Bianca lowered her hand and crawled over to Harper to cuddle her other, still sleeping mother.
 
   Calista slipped from bed, wrapped a cloak around her shoulders, and tiptoed over to the stove to revive the dwindling fire. She opened the little door on the side of the iron box, shoved in a few fresh logs, and took a moment to breathe in the new smoke scent of recently applied wood to a fire before closing the door again.
 
   Tiny moments came to her on rare occasion where she disliked her wife and her daughter at the same time. They were infrequent moments, and she’d been told by the matronly women who attended on her at the Baron’s keep that such moments were completely normal and natural. Kneeling before the stove in the gray light of early morning, she had such a moment. Her daughter was being an enigmatic brat with glowing eyes and her wife was a petulant child in the muscular body of a grown swordswoman. Worse still, Calista had given up so much of herself to be who Harper wanted and to bring a daughter into the world. It was the sort of moment that Calista didn’t want to revel in any more than was necessary; however, she found herself lingering, considering all the ways in which she would take a stand to give up nothing more about herself.
 
   She dressed quickly and quietly, slipping from the room without awaking Harper or disturbing Bianca. She crept down the darkened hallway and descended the stairs to the main hall only to find Mr. Katz passed out in front of the fire and Angelica sitting at the front window, sipping tea and watching the fog roll back from the city. Calista heard Ankour in the kitchen, but doubted the Dwarf would let her in to collect her own cup of tea. She crossed the room and sat beside Angelica in the other overstuffed chair.
 
   Angelica lifted her right hand, flexed and twisted it, and smiled. Calista nodded.
 
   “Trouble in paradise, bunny?” Angelica asked, using the former pet name she’d given Calista so long ago.
 
   Calista had nearly forgotten about the life where she was called bunny by someone who knew her well enough to get away with such a silly nickname. It all seemed so long ago and so far away.
 
   “Maternal instincts aren’t perfect, complete, or all encompassing,” Calista said.
 
   “I’m still a little surprised you have them at all.”
 
   “Do you have anything useful to contribute this morning?”
 
   “You know better than to ask such a thing before I’ve had breakfast,” Angelica said. “Since you’re in such a foul mood, I’ll humor my grumpy, little bunny. Yes, I know a few things and thought we might make plans for this evening.”
 
   Calista quirked an eyebrow to which Angelica grinned.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   They dressed warmly for the festival that evening. Professor Katz and Ankour managed to scrounge together some masks and other costume pieces for people to wear if they so chose. Bianca wore a jester’s collar and hat that apparently had once belonged to a Havvish guest. The items were a tad large on Bianca, but they fit well enough for a single evening of use and matched her red hair and blue eyes nicely. Harper donned a feather lined cloak and a bird mask while Calista selected only a headband that included cat ears. Angelica wore a flowing shirt, tri-corner hat, and a bright red sash to play the part of a swashbuckling pirate. Athol refused to dress up at all, stating he was an exotic northerner already.
 
   Adorned and ready, Harper, Calista, Bianca, Angelica, and Athol strolled down the hill toward the building reverie of the Hallowed Nights Festival. Cooking fires and lanterns throughout the city gave Windingshire a rosy glow and a haze of pleasant smelling smoke to warm the chilly, autumn dusk. Vendors cooked food out of doors, turning whole chickens on spits, turkey legs on grills, and hissing sausages upon iron grates. A dozen different bands throughout the festival played a dozen different songs in different quarters. Music faded in and out as Harper, Calista, Bianca, Angelica, and Athol walked through the crowded streets filled with revelers in brightly colored costumes.
 
   Athol took charge of the nearest ale dispensary where men in green suits and feathered hats filled mighty tankards of ale from an enormous keg mounted in the back of a wagon specially constructed for the task. Athol purchased one of the foamy mugs, drained it, and immediately purchased another. Angelica took her leave to find the sausages bound in pretzel breading that she’d fallen in love with the last time she’d visited the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest. Left to their own devices, Calista guided Harper, carrying Bianca, to the dancing area.
 
   They took a few turns to the music, moving lightly as a family through the happy revelers. Bianca clapped her hands and stared with wild eyes at every costume that passed by. Neither Harper, nor Calista were having nearly as much fun as their daughter. Harper was sullen while Calista kept glancing around.
 
   “Are you looking for Angelica?” Harper asked.
 
   “No,” Calista said.
 
   “Then what are you looking for?”
 
   “I’ll know it when I see it,” Calista replied.
 
   “Can you take Bianca so I can get a turkey leg?” Harper asked.
 
   “No, I need you to hold her tonight.”
 
   “How am I supposed to…?” Harper’s question was cut short when she reached out to grasp the dancing, furtively glancing Calista. Her hand struck on something hard and familiar beneath the heavy cloak Calista wore. “…you’re armored. Why are you wearing armor?”
 
   “You’ll know the reason when you see it.” Calista batted Harper’s grasping hand. “There it is. The Witches have arrived.” Calista slipped away from Harper and Bianca to make her way stealthily through the crowd toward the coven of Witches marching into the festival.
 
   The Witches didn’t look like powerful practitioners of dark magic. Indeed, most were indiscernible from run-of-the-mill grandmothers. Many of the Witches were hunched, little old women, smiling with largely toothless mouths and brushing away white or silver hair from their wizened old faces with gnarled hands. Many walked with the aid of canes or walking sticks and they all carried containers of some kind. Most of the Witches seemed to favor beautifully embroidered bags for their gifts, but some of the stouter Witches carried carved wooden boxes or hollowed out pumpkins. The people of Windingshire cheered the arrival of the coven, taking blessings from them as they walked the crowd while stuffing the Witch’s sacks with coins and gifts.
 
   Calista glanced around quickly to find the rest of her party. Athol was still at the ale wagon, talking animatedly with the mustachioed men in green suits. Harper and Bianca had found their way over to one of the pumpkin carving tables. Bianca was sitting on the table, directing Harper in the cutting of the great orange gourd they’d selected. Angelica was nowhere to be seen.
 
   The Witches circled quickly into the uppermost courtyard of the festival. Calista followed closely, slipping between people as the crowd stagnated around the ritual. The Witches were chanting, weaving magic through the air with their crinkled, old hands. Power flowed down from the sky to their fingertips only to be turned into a spell and then pressed into the flagstones of the street.
 
   Calista took a deep breath and waited.
 
   She watched one Witch in particular. The little old lady with the button nose and caved in mouth without a tooth left in her head reminded her of her own grandmother. She had the thin, white hair of advanced age and a corncob pipe clenched tightly between her lips and gums. Calista reached into her cloak and rested her hand on the pommel of one of her knives—her eyes never left the Witch with the pipe.
 
   Before the ritual could be completed, when the Witches were thoroughly engrossed in the work of crafting a spell to calm the spirits of the dead miners in their watery graves beneath the mountain, men in burgundy robes with ram’s head masks sprung from the costumed festival-goers. The dragon cultists stabbed at the Witches’ backs, felling the powerful magic-users while in their most vulnerable moment. People screamed. Panic rushed across the festival like wildfire.
 
   Angelica emerged from the chaos, rapier in hand. She felled one dragon cultist with a quick stab, withdrew her rapier, and slashed across the throat of another. Calista drew her knives and joined the fray. The dragon cult and Brotherhood assassins had exposed themselves, hoping in the chaos of the moment to conceal their nefarious deeds. While the assassins and cultists tried to stab the Witches, Calista and Angelica stabbed at them.
 
   The revelers fled the scene even as the last of the Witches fell beneath the knives of the attacking cultists and assassins. Calista caught one final glance of the Witch that reminded her of her grandmother through the rush of people fleeing in every direction. The dragon cultists had her on the ground and were stomping her already lifeless body. Calista raised her hand to throw her bloody knife at one of the men’s exposed backs. Harper’s hand enclosed her wrist before she could bring it forward.
 
   “What are you doing?” Harper demanded.
 
   “Sending a message to the cultists,” Calista said.
 
   “We need to get out of here,” Harper shouted.
 
   “No, you need to get our daughter out of here.” Calista wrenched her hand free of Harper’s grip and dove back into the crowd. She slipped between people with grace that would be impossible for Harper to match even if she weren’t carrying a panicked child.
 
   Calista reached the cultists stomping the dead Witch a moment before they were primed to move on. She flicked a knife from each hand, catching two of the cultists in the back with the thrown blades. She drew her other two knives from beneath her cloak and leapt upon the remaining three cultists. Her stabs struck home with near perfect accuracy, piercing a kidney on one, slashing open a throat on another, and nearly taking off the right hand of the third. Angelica sprung to her aid and finished off the cultist that Calista had unhanded.
 
   “This is more than I thought they’d bring,” Angelica said.
 
   Calista could see what she meant. The courtyard was cleared of civilians. A dozen dragon cultists stood their ground over the bodies of the Witches they’d killed supported by an equal number of Brotherhood assassins. Two against two dozen wasn’t the fight Calista necessarily wanted, but running wouldn’t send the message she meant to send.
 
   “There will be fewer to hunt down this way,” Calista said with a smile.
 
   “Sure.” Angelica tried to return the grin, but Calista could tell her heart wasn’t in it.
 
   Calista meant to say something reassuring. Before she could even think of the words, the cultists and assassins rushed them. Calista stuck close to Angelica’s side despite the overwhelming urge to pour the power of her Goddess into the fight, feeding on the fallen to fuel her killing rampage. A few quick deaths delivered to the dragon cultists, and the rest of the ram’s head masks fled into the city, hot on the heels of the festival goers. Calista guessed the dragon cultists didn’t expect a fight. Stabbing distracted old women was one thing; battling a divine touched assassin and a Dark Stalker was quite another.
 
   The assassins were not so easily dissuaded from battle. The black-clad figures rushed at them in waves, seemingly growing in numbers even when one or two fell to Calista’s knives and Angelica’s rapier. Calista cut her way through the flood of assassins, wounding more than killing outright as she often had to move on to the next attacker before delivering a final blow to the last. Most of the shock troops flooding from the city to join the battle weren’t even trained enough to get their blades up before Calista could sink one of hers into them. Flowing through the stream of attackers hit a serious snag when her knife attack missed flesh and glanced off another blade. She ducked under the riposte following her slash and found herself face to face with another divine touched assassin. He was large like the first assassin sent after her when she was still pregnant. She could smell the Belly Rot poison on his blades and sense his connection to the Thief Lord as he wantonly used his divine essence to match her strength.
 
   He came at her with a practiced series of slashes meant to keep his daggers on the move while he advanced. She blocked, ducked, and backpedaled to avoid taking a wound from the dangerously poisoned blade storm coming at her. When he’d finished the practiced routine, she paused and circled him, hoping he would come at her with the same attack series again. He didn’t disappoint, launching into the exact same combination of attacks, but with greater fury on the second assault. There was a point in the knife dance where she’d seen an opening the first go around that she hadn’t had time to exploit. He feinted to her left, slashed downward on the follow through, and stomped hard to try to catch her left foot. She turned aside his slash, kicked the inside of his stomping leg, and drove her elbow up under his chin. He staggered backward, and she buried her left blade into the side of his neck. Even still he struggled, too weak to make a proper go of it. Calista nudged aside the knife he tried to bring against her, twisted the blade in his neck, and yanked it free. The courtyard sprayed red when the slain assassin fell.
 
   Calista’s triumph lasted less than a single breath. She heard a feminine shriek and the cut of a knife through fabric. She glanced over in time to see Angelica gripping her side and trying desperately to fend off three attackers with a rapier she seemed to lack the strength to lift any longer. One cut was all it would take with Belly Rot. The wound wouldn’t need to be deep or in a vital area for the poison to do its work. Calista leapt to Angelica’s defense, felling the man with the bloody blade first. Calista finished the remaining two attackers in brutal fashion, splitting one from groin to throat and disemboweling the other.
 
   Angelica staggered, dropped her sword, and fell to the ground in twitching convulsions. Frothy blood poured from her mouth, and her eyes rolled back into her head. Calista dropped one of her knives to try to help Angelica to her feet. She needed to get to Harper, to the healing magic that might still save Angelica’s life. But Belly Rot was a cruel poison and not so easily overcome. As Angelica twitched and seized, her heels dug against the ground and her hands gripped at everything beneath her to prevent her from being moved easily. Angelica’s poison-wracked body fought harder against Calista than even the assassins had. Finally, the fight drained from Angelica, but only as the life did too. She fell limp against Calista’s side, bleeding profusely from her mouth, ears, nose, and eyes.
 
   The remaining assassins watched warily even as Calista slowly lowered Angelica’s body to the ground. It was Calista’s own foolish mistake that had cost Angelica her life. Self-flagellation wouldn’t honor Angelica’s memory, though; not in the way vicious slaughter might. Calista snatched up the nearest poisoned blade dropped by the assassin she’d gutted. She threw it as hard as she could, burying the knife in the stomach of the first assassin to come for her. She flew across the flagstones to reach the assassin before he fell. She twisted his own dagger from his hand, breaking several of his fingers in the process. This knife she threw at the next man in line.
 
   The will of the Brotherhood assassins broke. The men fled to find safety in the darkness between the buildings. Calista grabbed another discarded blade and gave chase.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 26
 
   Regrets and Revelations
 
    
 
   It was the damned unilateral planning all over again that Harper hated so much. Only this time, it wasn’t truly unilateral since Calista had involved Angelica. Harper stormed up the hill with Bianca clutched close to her chest. Athol rumbled drunkenly along behind her, barely keeping pace.
 
   They burst into the inn to find the Sylvans waiting expectantly in the main hall. Harper handed Bianca to Athol as soon as he caught up. “Stay here and guard her with your life,” Harper commanded. “I have to collect my wife.”
 
   Athol seemed conflicted in the order, stopping and starting in trying to follow Harper while carrying a sobbing Bianca. Harper shot a glance over her shoulder at him to halt his progress. Athol settled down to calm Bianca while the Sylvans took up defensive positions around the room.
 
   “Get Aerial saddled and ready to ride,” Harper ordered of Wobbly as she passed the stable boy in the hallway. Wobbly made a sloppy salute, tucked the biscuit he was eating into his cheek, and ran out to do as he was bid.
 
   Upstairs Harper donned her armor as quickly as possible. She grabbed her holy sword Valiance and slung it across her back. She stormed from the inn to find Aerial and Wobbly waiting for her beside the stables. She hauled herself up into the saddle and nudged her mighty warhorse into a gallop down the hill, back toward the sounds of screaming and fighting in the city. She’d hoped the activity of putting on her armor and riding would calm her some, but it seemed to have the opposite effect. She was growing angrier with Calista by the minute.
 
   The city had already escaped to the relative safety of houses and inns by the time Harper and Aerial thundered into town. Bodies lined the courtyard that less than an hour ago had contained a party in full swing. There were dead Witches, dead dragon cultists, and an army of dead assassins. Amid the scattered bodies, Harper spotted the familiar, foppish costume of a pirate woman. She nudged Aerial closer at a walk. The tri-corner hat had fallen from Angelica’s head to expose her curly chestnut hair. Harper didn’t need to dismount to know she was dead.
 
   A motley band of city guards jogged into the courtyard. They were wearing tarnished ring mail armor covered by orange tabards. They carried wooden shields, clubs, and hand axes of poor quality as though they weren’t sure if they were going to take people prisoner or not.
 
   Harper could hear fighting going on somewhere. The strange switchbacks up the hill and the swiftly flowing river passing down the length of the town made it difficult to pinpoint where the battle still raged. She urged Aerial over to the guardsmen who seemed incredibly antsy at her approach.
 
   “I am Harper, Knight of the Faithful Heart,” Harper said. “You’ve nothing to fear from me.”
 
   “A lady knight, you say?” the lead guardsman asked. “What do you know about all this?”
 
   “Assassins and cultists killed the Witches and then adventurers started killing the assassins,” Harper said. “See there.” Harper pointed to Angelica’s body in the mix. “One of the adventurers fell in the fight. I seek the remaining adventurer who was here.”
 
   “And what does this other adventurer look like, if you don’t mind my asking?” the guardsman asked.
 
   “A beautiful southern woman with long, bronze colored hair, and cat ear costume,” Harper said.
 
   “This all sounds like a fair bit of nonsense to me,” the guardsman said. “More likely you’re the one that done in these folks and you’re telling tales about cat women to send us chasing lies through town while you make your escape.”
 
   “If I’d killed this many people, wouldn’t my horse be covered in blood?” Harper said. “Besides, look at the wounds on the bodies. These people were slain by knives, not a great sword.”
 
   “Maybe you’ve got a knife and magic of some kind that’d keep the blood off,” the guardsman said.
 
   Harper sighed. “I don’t have time for this. I’ve told you the truth and now I must find my wife.”
 
   “A wife, is it now…” was all the guardsman managed to say before Aerial and Harper scattered the lot of them with a quick charge.
 
   Harper felt bad about subverting the legal authority in the town of Windingshire. She might try to find the guard captain later and speak with him about what she knew to make amends, but that would have to come after she’d found Calista. She brought Aerial to a slower trot when they were well away from the guards. Harper stood up in the saddle and listened intently for the sounds of people fighting. When she thought she had a new bead on the combat, she turned Aerial down a narrow lane leading away from the river, and nudged her back into a gallop.
 
   Harper lagged behind the action for a time. Catching her wife at night through the narrow streets wasn’t nearly as easy as she’d hoped. She had a horse, a defined trail, and she still wasn’t gaining ground. The bodies left in Calista’s wake were clearly assassins, although Harper was glad of the dark to cover the manner of their passing from the world. Part of her hoped it wasn’t Calista leaving the ghastly trail, but she knew better. It was no doubt revenge for slaying Angelica, which made it doubly distasteful.
 
   Eventually Harper heard the last of the combat echoing through the night. She followed the sound of screams until she found her wife standing over a mutilated body in the narrow space between a warehouse and a canal offshoot of the Enders River. Calista was cleaning her knives with a scrap of black cloth no doubt cut from the corpse at her feet. It was frightening to watch Calista so casually wipe the blood from her blades. With the cat ear headband still on her head and the gleaming knives, it was easy to mistake Calista for a predatory cat licking her paws after a particularly satisfying kill.
 
   “Hi,” Harper said, at a total loss to think of anything else to say.
 
   Calista glanced over as if Harper were expected and right on time. “Hello.”
 
   “Is that all of them?” Harper asked.
 
   “For awhile.”
 
   “You did this to avenge Angelica?”
 
   “I did this without Angelica,” Calista said. “She was supposed to help me.”
 
   “You could have told me.”
 
   “How many aspects of your code would it violate to torture the truth from men fleeing your blade?” Calista asked.
 
   “Almost all of them,” Harper murmured.
 
   Calista shrugged. “There you have it.”
 
   “What is the truth then?”
 
   “The Brotherhood has two contracts. The Witches of the Nightshade Coven were one, sealed with the dragon cult. After tonight, that contract is fulfilled. The other is for us, although they didn’t know we were here until I started killing them. They didn’t know why the dragon cult wanted the Witches dead, but I assume it had something to do with the dragon skeleton beneath the mountain since everything is about dragons when it comes to a dragon cult.”
 
   “Did any assassins escape?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “So we’re safe.”
 
   “For now,” Calista said. “They didn’t know who contracted them to kill us, but from what they said, I think it’s the Thief Lord by proxy. As soon as I killed the divine touched assassin in the courtyard, the Thief Lord knew I was here. With any luck it’ll take some time for him to gather new assassins and get them here.”
 
   “Why does he want us dead?”
 
   “I suspected he was in league with the Sea Queen in trying to steal the immortal essence from me during the Winter War,” Calista said. “This confirms it.”
 
   “He’s sent a lot of assassins just to settle a slight from two years ago,” Harper said.
 
   “The target is two divine touched mothers guarding a baby protected by three Goddesses,” Calista said. “How many assassins would you send for such a task?”
 
   “All of them,” Harper said.
 
   “It may come to that.”
 
   “So you didn’t do this to avenge Angelica?”
 
   Calista put the last of her four knives away and finally looked up at Harper. “She’s dead because of me. She didn’t have to stay after her arm was healed, but she did. She didn’t have to break her contract to help me, but she did. She didn’t have to stand by me when the odds were clearly against us in the courtyard, but she did. Unknowingly perhaps, she betrayed the divine for me and died because of it. There’s nothing I can do to make things up to her. This bloody mess I did for myself.”
 
   Harper didn’t need to look far to understand what Calista meant. If someone had killed Calista, going on a bloody rampage would be just the start of what she might do, and if she felt she held any onus in Calista’s death, she probably wouldn’t be able to live with herself. Truly, Harper knew nothing about relationships beyond her own marriage. What feelings might remain between two people after a bond was broken was a mystery to her. Harper would love Calista the rest of her days regardless of what became of them. That much she did know.
 
   Harper dismounted and crossed the distance quickly to Calista. She scooped her wife into a firm embrace, not minding the blood or mess of what Calista had done. She clung fiercely to her wife, regretting only that her armor muted the closeness they might have felt from such an embrace.
 
   “I understand,” Harper whispered into Calista’s hair. She smelled like autumn and death.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   The guards had moved on by the time they returned to the upper courtyard and site of the massacre. Replacing the guards were men with wagons, loading the bodies while looters sorted through the valuables. Calista slid out of the saddle behind Harper and rushed over to shoo away the men who had come to molest Angelica’s body before hurling it unceremoniously into the back of a cart filled with other corpses. Nobody cared about the assassins, the dragon cult would not return to claim their fallen, and the Witches of the Nightshade Coven had all died in the attack. The only corpse anyone had any claim over was Angelica, and Calista wasn’t about to let the buzzards have her.
 
   Harper, not really knowing what else to do, dismounted to help Calista. She ushered away the confused men, partially for their own good as she didn’t doubt Calista would kill them if it came to it. They wanted Angelica’s rapier, but that was clearly not an option. Harper tried to explain to the men why they couldn’t claim spoils from that particular body while Calista hoisted Angelica onto Aerial’s back. The men were eventually made to understand that the woman they were trying to loot wasn’t a Witch, assassin, or cultist; she was just some reveler who had gotten caught in the melee and she had loved ones to attend to her. What Harper said was mostly true and it certainly saved the men from a violent death at Calista’s hands.
 
   They walked back up the hill on opposite sides of Aerial. Darkness and silence settled over them once they got well away from the town. It was as if the forest around them was frozen in time without even wind through the branches to add life. The river flowed to their right as they wound up through the trees. Aerial’s hooves clip-clopped at a plodding pace. Somewhere in the forest an owl hooted a couples times heading in the other direction from them. Finally, they returned to the Red Enders Inn where Ankour and Professor Katz waited for them out front.
 
   “There’s a plot in the back of the property,” Ankour said. “The ground softens enough in the afternoon to get a shovel into it if you’d like.”
 
   “That’s fine,” Calista said.
 
   “Until then she can stay in the basement cold storage,” Professor Katz offered.
 
   Wobbly came out to accept Aerial’s bridal while Calista and Harper bore Angelica’s body around the side of the inn to the stairs leading into the basement. Harper lit a few of the candles in the wall sconces to illuminate the frigid, stone room set closest to the river. Calista laid Angelica out on one of the rough, empty tables.
 
   “Do you want help?” Harper asked.
 
   “I’d like to be alone,” Calista replied.
 
   Harper touched Calista on the shoulder on her way past. She climbed the stairs into the inn, fumbling through the dark, following the sound of familiar voices, until she found her way back to the main hall. Mr. Katz and Athol were drinking beside the crackling fire. The Sylvans were still standing guard around Bianca who had fallen asleep on one of the sofas. Harper instinctively went to her child first. She was calm, happy, and bundled warmly in blankets. Harper next turned to Athol in hopes of finding a much needed drink.
 
   Athol grabbed up the bottle he’d been working through, two glasses, and tucked another, untouched bottle into his belt for good measure. He met Harper at one of the tables near where Bianca slept. Harper sat, took the offered bottle, and turned it until the label faced her. They were apparently meant to drink blackberry brandy from a place called Tangle Town. She removed her steel gauntlets and pried out the cork with her fingernails.
 
   “Do you want to remove your armor?” Athol asked.
 
   “I want to drink,” Harper said.
 
   “I can encourage that kind of thinking.” Athol poured himself a glass and then one for Harper. They both drank quickly of the dark, tart liquid.
 
   “My wife is a monster,” Harper said while she poured a second glass for herself. “She tortures and murders without a moment’s hesitation.”
 
   “Are you afraid of her?”
 
   “You know I’m not afraid of anything.” Harper drank another tumbler and immediately refilled it.
 
   “What about spiders?”
 
   Harper shuddered. “Okay, I’m afraid of spiders, but that’s just good sense. Spiders are evil and anyone who tries to convince you they aren’t is likely in league with the evil spiders.”
 
   “What do you plan to do about it all?” Athol asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Harper said. “I’m too in love with her. She’s the second most important person in my life behind the little girl sleeping on the couch, and it’s more often a tie between them that I can’t begin to sort out.” Harper poured and drank a final tumbler of the blackberry brandy. She stood and retrieved Bianca from the sofa.
 
   “There are worse inevitabilities out there than life with a remarkable daughter and a beautiful, if slightly monstrous, wife,” Athol said.
 
   Harper forced a smile on her way past. She climbed the stairs and walked the hall to her room. Bianca clung to her armor even in her sleep. She’d carried her daughter while wearing full plate so many times that Bianca had gotten used to the feel of hard metal and knew best where to hold on. Harper laid Bianca on the bed once she reached their room and turned to stoke the fire. It took a bit to get the stove rolling again and the room remained cold for awhile after. She bundled Bianca in blankets before turning to the task of removing her armor.
 
   Eventually Calista came through the door, hair wet from a bath, and Harper’s gauntlets in hand. “You forgot these downstairs,” Calista said.
 
   “Where’s your armor?” Harper whispered.
 
   “In the basement still. It’s going to take some work to clean it.” Calista was dressed in a borrowed cloak and little else beneath after her bath. Regardless of her wife’s complaints about her body not being what it was, Harper saw the changes that seemed to elude Calista. The road had begun to restore her former glory. Indeed, a few more trips and nights of chasing down assassins and Calista would be back to her pre-pregnancy self.
 
   “Are you cold?” Harper asked, her eyes lingering on the front of Calista’s cloak where she’d caught a glimpse of the body beneath.
 
   “A little, I guess, I don’t really know,” Calista said.
 
   Harper beckoned Calista over to where she sat before the stove. Calista came and sat between Harper’s legs upon the floor. Harper gently caressed Calista’s wet hair partially to help it dry from the heat coming off the metal stove and partly to soothe her anxious wife. Calista responded by resting her head in Harper’s lap.
 
   It was hard for Harper to deny that what Calista had done had been done for their family. The alcohol had dulled her thinking, so the revelation had to be doubly loud to make it through the blackberry brandy haze. If Calista were simply avenging Angelica, there wouldn’t be any reason for the torture, or, at least, there wouldn’t be any reason to ask questions during the torture. But Calista had. A strange, confusing part of Harper liked knowing her wife would go to such extreme lengths to defend their tiny family. This confusion was only amplified by the glimpses of the tops of Calista’s breasts Harper kept catching while she played with her wife’s hair. She was a little drunk, overwhelmed by a peculiar affection, and inexorably drawn to Calista physically.
 
   “Do you want to change places?” Harper asked.
 
   Calista shrugged and stood wearily. Harper stood as well, guiding Calista to the chair while she knelt between her legs. Calista reached out for Harper’s hair even as Harper lowered her head toward Calista’s stomach.
 
   “Didn’t you want me to play with your hair?” Calista asked.
 
   “You can during, if you like.” Harper slid her hands inside Calista’s cloak, drawing it open to lay kisses on the flesh beneath. She spread Calista’s legs around her and buried her face between. Calista’s gentle stroking quickly turned to gripping at her hair. It was easier to show love in such a quiet moment than say the words. Harper wanted Calista to feel her affection and forgiveness without the words ever being spoken.
 
   It was a difficult thing to accept, and not something Harper was ready to admit out loud yet, but she’d come to find an appreciation for what Calista did. Her wife would bleed the world dry to protect their family, do things Harper couldn’t fathom to ensure the safety of their daughter, and she would sacrifice other people, former lovers even, if it became necessary. The single-minded strength and determination was not only admirable, it was strangely arousing for Harper. Perhaps Calista was a monster of sorts, but Harper was no fool. In the coming years, one of them would have to be willing to do whatever it would take to keep Bianca alive, and Harper was suddenly very glad Calista had it in her to be so ruthless. She wouldn’t want to hear about what was done. She wouldn’t participate in the dark deeds Calista would foment in the name of their family. But she could stand aside when needed, withhold her useless condemnations, and reward Calista handsomely when she succeeded.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 27
 
   The Long Way Around
 
    
 
   Sofea, Wendy, and River kept to the edges of the wilderness and the farmland that covered the duchy of Ovid. None of them knew the landscape or how to navigate without the stars obscured constantly by clouds, and so, after becoming hopelessly lost the first day, they moved close enough to the city to keep the capital of Vaelandria on the horizon while they skirted the edges. They steered clear of the stone farmhouses marking each holding in hopes of avoiding people who might give them up to assassin trackers.
 
   Rain and bad luck plagued them at every turn. The muddy fields were difficult for Bjorn to traverse and offered the massive beast little to eat. They ran through their supplies, forcing River and Roderick to hunt and forage constantly. Camping was miserable in the open farmland where they had no protection from the wind and rain. On the second night they lucked across the ruins of an abandoned silo, but the third night offered no such shelter, and Wendy came down with a case of sniffles after sleeping on an exposed hillock without wood enough in the area to build a campfire.
 
   They entered the lands owned by Baron Ungerston to more bad news. The signs meant to mark the boundaries of the barony were knocked down and trampled by a trail that could only be left by a marching army. Cautiously following the overt trail left by the army they found several other paths of different armies coming from different directions. They stopped at a well-traveled crossroads to discuss the increasingly bleak situation.
 
   The rains had abated for much of the morning, but the rolling gray thunderheads blowing in from the west portended a wet afternoon. Sofea arranged her warm, winter cloak further around Wendy ahead of her in the saddle. The Witch was miserably cold, coughing constantly, and too weak to make many macabre comments, which was the most disturbing aspect of the illness so far. River landed Roderick on the second crossroad sign that hadn’t been knocked over when the armies passed.
 
   “I don’t actually know the way to Baron Ungerston’s keep,” Sofea admitted, “but a force as big as the one collecting on his land wouldn’t come here to slaughter peasants and random shepherds.”
 
   “So we can follow them to watch an interesting siege of a castle we couldn’t get into?” River said.
 
   “There might be secret ways in that I also don’t know about,” Sofea said, “but yes, that’s the long and short of it.”
 
   “The sign below me says that road would lead us to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest,” River said, pointing in the same direction as one of the arms of the sign. “Is there a pressing reason we need to visit this baron?”
 
   “To get news, supplies, and find a warm place to rest long enough for Wendy to recover,” Sofea said. “We’re a bit ragged at the moment.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Wendy said hoarsely.
 
   “And if Sofea decided to braid your hair into pigtails like her own, you could stop her, yes?” River asked.
 
   “I couldn’t physically stop her even if I wasn’t sick,” Wendy said.
 
   “So you admit you’re sick!” River said with a grin.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Sofea said. “If the baron’s keep is under siege, there’s no point in going there. We’ll have to head toward the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest and hope to find a village along the way.” Sofea clung tightly to Wendy who snuggled closer into her embrace.
 
   “We can ask that merchant coming down the road,” River said.
 
   Sofea whipped her head around to find a man driving a wagon pulled by two mules down the muddy road. “What if he tells the assassins that he saw us?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Nothing we can do about that now,” River said. “We’re standing around in the middle of an empty field in the company of a bear the size of a small barn. He’s seen us already and likely to tell everyone about the oddity of it all with or without malicious intent.”
 
   The merchant driving the wagon pulled off his floppy, straw hat and waved to them with it as he neared. He was a hunched, stout man with a head of frizzy brown hair. A hefty wooden pipe jutted from beneath a bulbous, red nose smashed across his face like a spoiled tomato. He pulled the wagon up close alongside Bjorn and looked them over with his shrewd, widely set eyes.
 
   “A Brownie and a bear, is it?” the merchant said.
 
   “That describes some of us, I suppose,” Sofea answered.
 
   The merchant replaced his pipe in his mouth, puffing at it furiously for a bit while he thought things through. He took the pipe out to speak, opened his mouth, reconsidered it, and resumed the whole process over again a few times before he finally spoke.
 
   “You wouldn’t happen to have traded a Ranger and fat Sorcerer for this mobile circus, would you?” the merchant asked.
 
   “What do you know?” Sofea demanded, her hand inching closer to her axe on the side of the saddle.
 
   “Nothing for a fact,” the merchant said. “A man that goes around claiming he knows things is apt to get himself into trouble with the wrong sorts. I was waiting for some cargo in Ovid. Cargo that came in on a ship that last stopped in Port Fordham. The captain of the ship asked around if any of the merchants waiting for cargo were heading for Baron Ungerston’s keep. I says I was. He asks if I might deliver a message there. I says I might for the right price.”
 
   “Was the price right?” Sofea asked.
 
   “As a fact, it was. It didn’t have to be much for me to carry a single scroll and the captain paid the fee without haggling,” the merchant said. “He didn’t pay me for my discretion, though, so I went about reading it. Seems a Ranger, a northland girl with red hair, and a fat old Sorcerer were meant to come through here on their way to Baron Ungerston’s castle. I see the redheaded northland girl, but not the other two. I’m wondering if the writer of the letter was confused and actually meant a sickly girl dressed all in black and a Brownie.”
 
   “You could let me see the letter and I could tell you,” Sofea offered.
 
   “The letter weren’t addressed to anyone described in the letter,” the merchant said. “The address says it goes to Baron Ungerston. The thing about that is, the baron ain’t long for this world, and I don’t think I could get the letter to him now even if I were paid in mountains of gold to think of a way.”
 
   “Why not?” River asked.
 
   “That one there, that’s the Sea Queen’s army,” the merchant said, pointing to one of the muddy trails. “The one over there crossing that hill, that’s the Thief Lord’s. The one down the way there…I’m not rightly sure who that belongs to. Regardless, you’ve got at least three armies gathered by three different deities marching on the baron’s keep. An exalted march isn’t something his stone palisade castle is going to hold up against. At least, not for long it won’t.”
 
   “That’s why you’re actually heading out here then? To sell your wares to the siege armies encamped?” Sofea asked.
 
   “If I’m lucky, the keep will hold out long enough for me to make a few trips back and forth from Ovid,” the merchant said.
 
   “Is the term for that ‘war profiteer’?” Wendy asked weakly.
 
   “Well now, no need to be rude calling people hurtful things like that,” the merchant said. “Sure there’s a war, and some might make some profit, but that’s just commerce as I understand it. Speaking of, maybe I’ll take my letter and look for someone else interested in what it says—someone willing to pay.”
 
   Sofea grabbed her axe from the side of the saddle and wheeled Bjorn to face the merchant. “Maybe you won’t,” Sofea said.
 
   The merchant laughed at the maneuver. “You’d be a lot more frightening if you weren’t riding a half-starved bear and propping up a sickly girl.”
 
   “Are we bandits or aren’t we?” River said, drawing one of her purple, glowing arrows along her bowstring.
 
   Wendy crushed something in her hand, held her fist to her mouth, and blew through the length of the tunnel created by her fingers. A black dust snaked out from her fist and zigzagged across the space between her and the merchant. The dust struck the man in the center of his forehead. An instant later, the man was off his wagon and tearing at his clothes as he ran screaming across the fields. He alternated between singing a muddled song and trying to flap his arms like a bird.
 
   “What did you do?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I told you I had a spell that caused madness,” Wendy said. “I’m too tired to pretend like I’m not a villain.” Wendy weakly slipped from the saddle. Sofea lowered her gently down Bjorn’s side.
 
   “Where are you going?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I’m going to steal his wagon,” Wendy announced.
 
   “That’s the spirit!” River said.
 
   “What’s the merchant going to tell people when he regains his sanity?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Why would he regain his sanity?” Wendy answered.
 
   “The spell won’t wear off?” Sofea asked.
 
   “It’d be a shitty spell if it did,” Wendy replied.
 
   “Fine, but you’re not driving the wagon.” Sofea slid from the saddle and guided Wendy toward the back. An oil cloth and a few ribbings made something of a makeshift covered wagon from the standard buckboard. Within the water and wind protection provided by the tarp was a cornucopia of supplies. Sofea helped Wendy inside and tied Bjorn off on the back of the wagon.
 
   Wendy found some rolled blankets in the goods and made a quick nest of them in the middle of the floor. She perused the crates around her, located some wine, and popped open a bottle. “Crawl back here after I’ve finished this wine and take advantage of my passed out, plague-ravaged body,” Wendy said, tossing Sofea a creepy wink.
 
   “You don’t have the plague,” Sofea said.
 
   “You can pretend I do if you want.” Wendy grinned.
 
   “Look for the letter back there if you’re done making disturbing comments.” Sofea rolled her eyes and tied up the flaps across the back of the wagon again.
 
   “I think the merchant had it on him,” River said. “He dropped a bunch of things in the field and one of them looks like a scroll.”
 
   “Great.” Sofea began marching into the fallow field toward the piece of parchment River pointed at.
 
   “No worries, sweetness,” River said, “I’ll get it.” Roderick took wing, and they quickly soared out over the field, snatching the letter from where it rested as though it were a field mouse. Roderick soared up into the air again, gained altitude at River’s insistence, and then dove back toward the ground. Roderick opened his wings, buffeted once, and landed on the bench seat of the wagon. “Best we get moving. There’s another army coming from the southwest.”
 
   Sofea climbed up into the driver’s seat of the wagon and pulled the lever for the wheel lock. She snapped the reins on the backs of the mules. The ambling beasts of burden responded with a slow walk that seemed their top speed while hauling such a heavily loaded wagon. A wagon alone wouldn’t arouse suspicion if the army caught a glimpse, but a wagon followed by a Cyclops bear equipped with a saddle certainly would.
 
   “Can you read the letter while I drive?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Sure.” River nudged Roderick with her thigh. The owl lifted the note clutched in his left talon for his rider to take. River unfurled the scroll enough to read a little at a time, struggling to wrangle the note that was half her size. “It’s written to Baron Ungerston, although it mentions you by name and description along with Caleb and Willard. It warns against stopping in the first village along the road through the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest as it is infested by a cult looking for human sacrifices. We will know the village by the presence of a giant scarecrow in the middle.”
 
   “Have you ever heard of such a thing, Wendy?” Sofea shouted over her shoulder.
 
   “The villagers on the valley floor are notorious for having pig shit for brains,” Wendy said, slurring and sniffling while she spoke. “Besides, I’ve only ever been to Windingshire.”
 
   “Then how do you know the villagers on the valley floor have swine excrement between their ears?” River asked.
 
   “Everyone knows that,” Wendy replied.
 
   “Yeah, River, everyone knows about the dung-minded valley dwellers,” Sofea teased.
 
   “Anyway,” River said. “The letter is signed by Harper of the Faithful Heart. She says they’ve safely arrived at the Red Enders Inn in Windingshire and will wait for us there.” River rolled up the letter and tossed it behind her into the back of the wagon. “What manner of shit makes up the brains of the citizens of Windingshire, Wendy?”
 
   “Windingshire is okay,” Wendy said. “They’re miners turned millers for the most part.”
 
   “We went around Ovid without incident,” Sofea said. “Going around a farming village marked by a giant scarecrow should be even easier.”
 
   “I’ll scout a little ahead to keep an eye out for the army until we’re off the baron’s land,” River announced. Without waiting for approval, she and Roderick took to the air in a flap of owl wings.
 
   Sofea watched River soar into the overcast sky with a twinge of jealousy. It was the same type of longing she’d felt before she joined the Valkyries and took to the sea. As a child she’d watch the raiders from her village pile into longboats to row out of the fjords toward the raging sea and epic adventures. She’d wished with all her might for the day she could join them only to be told women did not raid and so her wish would never come true. When Ingrid, Sofea’s mother’s cousin, visited for Sofea’s fifteenth birthday, she came recruiting for a band of women raiders. Sofea’s mother despised the notion of letting Sofea join Ingrid’s band of Valkyries, forcing Sofea to escape in the night. Watching River fly on Roderick made Sofea wish she could take wing as well. The notion was impossible, but so too was the dream of sailing the seas until it wasn’t. River could turn herself human sized for a few days, but Sofea wondered if she might also be able to shrink someone for a little while to take a ride on her owl.
 
   “Our five seconds of being heroes came to an abrupt and glorious end,” Sofea said after catching a glimpse of the crazed merchant running over a hill to the south.
 
   “We weren’t heroes; the Tangle Town villagers were just idiots,” Wendy said. “River is a common bandit, I’ve got plans too large to waste time on the feelings of ants, and you were a raider who raped, pillaged, plundered, and burned villages like Tangle Town without a second thought.”
 
   “I never raped,” Sofea said, even if the rest of the description was spot on.
 
   “No? I guess that’s technically true,” Wendy said. “River seemed more than a little eager for the rough tumble you gave her in the blackberry bushes, which would make it just vigorous yet entirely consensual sex.”
 
   “I thought we agreed upon no jealousy while we travel,” Sofea said.
 
   “That was before I got sick and couldn’t participate in my half,” Wendy argued. “Besides, we never agreed on no jealousy—we only agreed not to speak of our jealousy.”
 
   “River and I haven’t done anything since that conversation,” Sofea said. “I’ve struggled so much to stay asleep throughout the night that we’ve never had a chance for sexy dreams.”
 
   “If you name me, so do you end me,” Wendy slurred, clearly almost done with her first bottle of wine liberated from the merchant’s stocks.
 
   “What does that mean?” Sofea asked.
 
   “It’s a riddle,” Wendy replied. “The answer is silence, but it fits here too. We had something fun going and in naming it with that conversation we ended it.”
 
   Sofea snorted. “Keep up the bleak talk. Aside from the weird remarks designed to make me uncomfortable and the sneering gibes, it’s the most alluring stuff you say to me.”
 
   “Are you being sarcastic?” Wendy asked. “Because that didn’t sound sarcastic.”
 
   “I don’t even know for certain anymore. Assume it wasn’t since you’re just going to do whatever you want anyway.”
 
   “You like that I trample the feelings of lesser beings. You even like it a little when I trample you.”
 
   “Maybe I do, but you’re not supposed to say so.”
 
   “If I took your innocence from you by force, put it in a jar, and kept it on a shelf, would you come visit it and wonder why you ever thought it was worth keeping?” Wendy asked.
 
   “You’re weird when you’re drunk,” Sofea said.
 
   “It’s something one of the Dark Trio once said to me, or Hecate, or whatever,” Wendy said. “I can’t remember which one said it. She liked deflowering acts, though. I remember that much.”
 
   “Can’t you only deflower a person once?” Sofea asked.
 
   “In that one specific spot, but that’s not the only spot a person has,” Wendy said. “Ask me again when I’m well and sober and I might show you what I mean.”
 
   “I’ll try to remember.” Sofea glanced up to find Roderick winging back toward them. “River’s back already.”
 
   “She must have sensed we were having a conversation about deflowering since she seems to share that fetish,” Wendy said.
 
   Roderick and River landed on the bench seat beside Sofea again. River was slightly out of breath and looked confused.
 
   “We’ve skirted the army, for now,” River said between deep breaths. “There’s a smaller force ahead, men at arms led by an old knight on a horse. Which may or may not be a problem considering they’re dead.”
 
   “Slipping past corpses seems like an easy enough task,” Sofea said.
 
   “Normally, yes,” River replied. “Except these corpses aren’t the ordinary, lying about on the ground being eaten by crows sort of dead. They’re standing in formation watching the road.”
 
   “Zombies like Wendy makes?” Sofea asked.
 
   “No, those are all active, biting and clawing at people,” River said. “These didn’t even notice me. I flew in close a few times, shouted down at them, and Roderick even dropped an owl present on one of them. Not so much as a glimmer of a response.”
 
   “Owl present?” Sofea asked.
 
   “He shit on them,” Wendy explained.
 
   “It’s supposed to be good luck,” River said.
 
   “People just say that to feel better about having a bird defecate on them,” Wendy countered. “It doesn’t make it true.”
 
   “Roderick says they do it on purpose,” River said.
 
   “I always suspected,” Wendy said.
 
   “Can we get back on topic about the undead roadblock?” Sofea asked. “Could you control them, Wendy?”
 
   “If they’re up and moving about, someone else is already controlling them,” Wendy said. “They could be sentry corpses left to watch for someone specific. Or they could be warding dead, which means they’ll stop anyone from using the road. Or I suppose they could be lost spirits—people who died in a duty, but don’t know they’ve died.”
 
   “How will we know which they are?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Ride up to them and see if they try to kill us,” Wendy said. “If they’re sentry corpses and one of us is the person they’re meant to stop, they’ll attack us. If none of us are the ones meant to be stopped, then they’ll let us pass. If they’re lost spirits, they won’t do anything since their consciousness will have passed out of this plane of existence. They won’t even see us.”
 
   “We’re in no shape to fight so many,” Sofea said. “Maybe we should go around.”
 
   “No hope of that,” River said. “They’re smack dab in the middle of the road with thick woods guarding their flanks. They’ll see us for sure if we try to skirt them.”
 
   Sofea sighed. She was feeling fairly incompetent when it came to road travel. It had taken Caleb about a week to make the trip and they were already pushing ten days without even breaching the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest yet. Caleb was in fine shape when he arrived at Griffon’s Rock, ready to turn around and head back after a night of rest. They were starving, cold, and Wendy was sick with still many miles to go. They’d blundered through every ambush by goblins, ghosts, villagers, bandits, assassins, and extortionist merchants rather than finding a way around. It would be just their luck if their journey ended at the hands of a bunch of sentry corpses.
 
   “So what do we do?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Roll the dice and hope for the best,” Wendy said.
 
   “She’s right,” River agreed. “There’s an army behind us and we’re likely only a few days ahead of the assassins. If we go back, the army will almost certainly capture us. If we wait, the assassins might catch up. At least forward is a fifty-fifty proposition.”
 
   Sofea well knew the appetites of armies. Random women on the road hauling a wagon of goods would be easy prey for soldiers. She wouldn’t submit to being passed around an army camp to keep morale up among the men, but Wendy was likely too weak to fight back well enough to meet a gloriously defiant death. Battling a score of zombies, they would at least have a chance and rape wasn’t a likely consequence. Taking a ship and risking the krakens was sounding like an increasingly appealing option that was no longer available.
 
   “Forward it is then,” Sofea muttered.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 28
 
   Awakening and the Wake
 
    
 
   Calista cried for the first time in what felt like decades, and decades wasn’t far from the truth. The cold morning, still only graying with the coming day, offered her a little cover even though Harper was an early riser and Bianca was a light sleeper.
 
   She could still remember her father slapping her when she’d cried as a child. Not hard enough to leave a mark, but always a stiff enough strike to rattle her from her tantrum. He’d stared hard at her once he had her attention, kneeling before her so they would be eye to eye when he spoke. She could remember his moustache that swayed with his words, the smell of earth upon his hands from his work with the tulips, and the raspy edge to his voice born from a lifetime of smoking. “You do not cry. You save your tears,” he would tell her. “Tears are more valuable kept than spent.”
 
   It seemed like such transcendent wisdom to a child. She believed her father’s knowledge to be immense, and his cryptic commands must have meant something tremendously important for him to repeat them to her the same way every time she cried until finally she stopped crying entirely. When he’d died of a wasting fever when she was only fourteen, she hadn’t cried for him. Somehow she’d thought he would know she hadn’t cried and feel proud of his strong little girl for saving so many worthy tears even if she had no idea why saving tears was so important.
 
   The person she thought she was stood at odds with who she really was beneath it all. It was as if her old life was blistered skin, rubbed raw by the stresses and difficulties of the world until it finally bubbled up and pulled free. Beneath it the skin was still sensitive and pink, unaccustomed to being touched, overly susceptible to things the old skin would have shrugged off handily. Marrying Harper, having a baby, and losing Angelica all over again had simply torn the top skin off her life to leave her vulnerable to the world. And so it made sense that she would cry.
 
   Bianca was the first to crawl across the bed to comfort her. It was a trait she shared with Calista in that she couldn’t stand to see a crying woman go un-consoled. Harper had cried often during their marriage, seldom for anything overly specific, and claimed it was a cathartic release that helped keep her sane. Calista didn’t know if she would go that far in describing her own crying. Regardless, she did feel somewhat better at shedding the tears and having her daughter try to soothe them. Bianca had learned how to quiet crying from Calista, and turned her own tactics back on her. Bianca bonked their foreheads together, stroked clumsily at Calista’s hair, and made little shhh, shhh noises. Calista smiled at the toddler mimicking her so perfectly, and to her daughter’s delight, the crying stopped.
 
   “You’re a clever one,” Calista whispered to her.
 
   “Darling,” Bianca insisted, using her new favorite word that she’d thrown at anything and everything over the past few days. Athol was darling, the stove in the corner was darling, and Bianca of course claimed everything she did was darling.
 
   “That too.”
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Athol insisted the only proper way to see a person off on their journey to the other side was a wake. When Calista helpfully reminded him that his own father had received no such treatment, Athol muttered something about there not being enough alcohol in the world to drink to everyone who died during war, and quickly returned to the subject of toasting Angelica’s departure from the world. It wasn’t an argument Calista felt like having, and she did think drinking herself into a stupor might not be the worst plan. She acquiesced much to the joy of Athol and Mr. Katz who didn’t need a reason to drink beyond the sun rising or setting, but always seemed to look for new occasions to excuse their drunkenness.
 
   They laid out Angelica’s body upon the largest table in the main hall, cleaned, dressed, and surrounded by the few random items she’d had with her. Coins were placed over her eyes. Bottles of alcohol were situated at the ends of the tables. Many candles were lit around the room. The somber affair that started in the early afternoon struggled to reach the raucous levels wakes usually attained simply because most of the attendees were dour Sylvans who refused to speak or drink, and Calista was the only one who knew Angelica well enough to say anything about the deceased.
 
   “Tell us a story about her,” Mr. Katz eventually asked of Calista.
 
   Calista glanced to Harper for reassurance. She was sitting near the fireplace bouncing Bianca on her knee. Harper smiled and nodded.
 
   “When we were both newly free of the Dark Stalker training grounds, we were given twin assignments in the Badden Mountains. There are spas and retreats all around the Maiden Lake where the demigod of the snowy peaks sits in his temple, watching over the tiny domain he’s claimed,” Calista began. “Angelica wasn’t a very good assassin, if I’m permitted to speak slightly ill of the dead. Her honesty marked her for lesser crimes like burglary. If you were foolish, she would call you foolish. If you were ugly, she would call you ugly. If you were clever, she would call you clever. Knowing where you stood with Angelica was an easy matter of being around her and waiting a moment for her to tell you what she saw. Obviously assassins need more subterfuge than blurting out their thoughts constantly. Still, it was nice to have someone so blunt around.”
 
   “It seems guileless and honest are traits you fancy in women,” Athol said. “Not that I can fathom why you would care for either. Give me subversive and bawdy any day.”
 
   Calista smiled to Harper, who smiled back. “The largest of the spas around the Badden Lake held two jobs, one of burglary for Angelica and one of assassination for me. We were young, fifteen seasons at the most, and new to the trade. We’d thought it would be a grand adventure to travel up to the bath lands, pamper ourselves at the spa, see the mermaids, and then take care of our exciting work on our way out the door.”
 
   “Mermaids?” Professor Katz asked.
 
   “Freshwater mermaids,” Calista confirmed. “The lake was dotted with islands of quartz that shone in the sun like diamonds as they were polished to a high sheen by centuries of mermaids using them to bask. Many of the spas were built on the shores beside the rock outcroppings so people might sit upon the lakeshore and watch the mermaids. I wondered about men swimming out to harass the mermaids, but I was told by one of the staff members at the spa that anyone who tried was a fool. Mermaids cared little for the company of humans, and would drown most anyone who tried to swim in the lake. If someone did manage to sneak a boat out without having it overturned by the mermaids, they would have to contend with the demigod from the snowy peak when they arrived back on shore as he’d taken quite the fancy to the aquatic maidens.”
 
   “Were they beautiful?” Harper asked.
 
   “Um…kind of, I suppose,” Calista said. “They were all rather fishy for my taste. I don’t know if it is true for saltwater mermaids, but for the freshwater ones the description that they are perfectly half fish and half woman isn’t accurate. They looked to be fairly fishy throughout with scales instead of skin, even on their upper half, and fins between their fingers. They had lovely hair: bright blue or green and very long. I’d heard mermaid scales were rough and very rigid, which was why their basking upon the quartz left it so polished. I prefer my women with soft skin and defined legs, though. They held little interest for me beyond the spectacle of seeing something new.”
 
   Calista took a drink, which signaled for everyone else to drink as well, before she continued her story. “As I said, Angelica and I were young, and while we weren’t necessarily in love, we were certainly deeply in lust with one another, which hindered our professionalism.
 
   “The spa we visited was a grand building of white granite. Pillars everywhere, flat tiled roofs, and vibrant green lichen growing on walls was cut away in places to leave lovely designs. It was directly below the snowy peak where grassy knolls led up to the foothills and the jagged mountains above. We visited under assumed names, failing immediately in keeping our cover.”
 
   “How so?” Mr. Katz asked.
 
   “We claimed to be sisters for some asinine reason,” Calista explained. “One look at us and you can see we aren’t related or even from the same region. Worse still, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other, and so we often looked like crazed, incestuous pervert sisters. It hardly seemed to matter, or at least that’s how I remember it. Other spa-goers were fairly hedonistic themselves, or perhaps I was simply blinded by my youth and inexperience. Regardless, we had a grand time of things for several days before we even thought about the tasks we were meant to do. We were painted in mud, bathed in heated mineral water that came bubbling up into pools in the basement of the spa, and were pampered with every kind of massage imaginable. Looking back on the whole thing, it was amazing anything turned out well. We’d made complete spectacles of ourselves, spoke with everyone who cared to speak with us, and flaunted the obvious lie of our pathetic cover story.”
 
   “How did the jobs turn out?” Athol asked.
 
   “In short, I bungled mine and spoiled any chance she might have had to complete hers,” Calista said, taking another drink. “My target was an older man of reputation who had made good money buying gemstones from separatist groups along the Eastern Reaches. Some lord along the desert’s edge wished the flow of arms and armor going to the rebels to dry up, so he decided the gem merchant trading for them needed to die in what would look like an accident. I barely knew of the man’s existence for much of the week, being as focused on relaxation and Angelica as I was, so when I passed him on the way to one of the baths I believed it was serendipity. I retrieved a garrote wire from my bracelet, which I thought was such a clever hiding spot, and proceeded to leap upon his back to cheese-slicer his windpipe.”
 
   “Wasn’t it supposed to look like an accident?” Harper asked.
 
   “Yes, although that point completely slipped my mind, being my first real job and all,” Calista said. “Even at that, it wasn’t a clean kill. The gem trader managed to get his fingers up between the garrote and his throat before I could encircle the wire around his neck. A strong man with a lot of determination could have pulled the wire through his fingers as well, but I was fifteen, twig thin, and not yet divine touched. His finger bones were more than a match for me even while I perched upon his back and pulled with all my strength. He swung me around the hallway, bashed us both against the granite walls, and sprayed blood from the superficial wounds on his hand and neck. Eventually Angelica came to my rescue when it looked like the gem trader was likely to slip the garrote and get the better of me. She scooped up a rounded river stone from a nearby basket of stones used for hot rock massages, and cracked the gem merchant across the forehead. It stunned him enough for me to loosen the garrote while she pulled away his fingers, so I could replace the wire directly against his throat. Even at that, it took a good deal more tugging and sawing by me and several more strikes from the rock Angelica wielded before the man succumbed to his wounds. Obviously the guards were upon us immediately. We’d made a horrible racket and the hallway looked like the floor of a slaughterhouse. We fled as best we could, abandoning her job entirely, not that she could have completed it covered in blood and implicated in a murder. There was only one road around the lake’s edge, which meant we had to head farther east to the other spas, or risk the blockades to the west that would lead back down to the pass out of the region. The impassable mountains were at our back and the lake full of mermaids who would drown us if we stepped a toe in the water was before us. We turned right and headed deeper into the bath region of the lake rather than risk the road out.”
 
   “Was there a way out on the other side?” Professor Katz asked.
 
   “No, and since we’d both studied the map of the region beforehand, we knew there wasn’t,” Calista said. “Thinking back on it over the years, I’m sure we could have slipped out before they could set up a blockade on the road if we’d turned west and fled immediately. In turning east, we gave the guards ample time to set up a checkpoint at the pass and form search parties to find us.”
 
   “How did you escape then?” Ankour asked.
 
   “Ample time and dumb luck,” Calista replied. “We moved around the edge of the lake quickly, found a spa in need of help, and hired on. We cut our hair, colored our skin with dusk powder, and pretended like we’d come up from the desert to seek work. When the guards came around they found two girls who actually did look like sisters by that point, and moved along. They searched the edge of the lake for almost a year for the blue eyed southerner and the curly haired street rat from Ovid. Meanwhile, Angelica was stealing everything not nailed down while we moved from spa to spa. We learned to conceal our affections better in that year, making love under the stars well away from the prying eyes of people. When they finally gave up the search and we were able to leave the Badden Mountains, we carried out piles of treasure she’d stolen from various spa patrons. Despite being of little help to her in these thefts, she shared the spoils with me. I was never paid for the assassination job on the gem merchant as I’d bungled it horribly and had vanished for almost a year after. Angelica actually had to pay out her failed contract on the theft job from what she’d stolen from the spas in order to remain in good standing with the shady types who hire thieves.” Calista stopped for a moment and furrowed her brow. “I didn’t give back the money or stolen goods she’d shared with me even after she’d nearly bankrupted herself in paying off the burglary job I’d spoiled for her. I wish I had.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?” Harper asked.
 
   “She’d become paranoid about me leaving her for a man. I was a wrathful girl in my teenage years and didn’t feel like being questioned by anyone. I guess I thought I was punishing her for her mistrust.”
 
   “Wrathful with a dislike for being questioned…what exactly has changed since?” Athol asked.
 
   Calista shrugged. “Apparently I weigh more now.”
 
   Everyone laughed at this; tankards and goblets were lifted to drink. Harper handed off Bianca and came to Calista to embrace her and kiss her gently upon the neck.
 
   “Play at the unchanged youth all you like,” Harper whispered, “but I know you better. You’re a selfless caretaker and a good deal more mature than your wife most of the time.”
 
   “Most of the time?” Calista whispered back.
 
   “I assume we’re about even when we sleep,” Harper replied. “The rest of the time you’re well ahead.”
 
   They continued drinking late into the evening. A feast was rolled out well after nightfall where they ate amongst the departed and shared stories although only Calista’s were about Angelica. When the hour was late and the food and wine gone, they bore Angelica’s body from the inn as a group. Carrying torches to light the way and singing a medley of dirges, they carried her to the buried plot behind the Red Enders where Ankour and Athol had dug a grave earlier in the day. They laid Angelica to rest solemnly. Harper and Calista combined to bless the spot with holy magic so she might have a peaceful hereafter. Calista leaned close to Harper’s side while Ankour and Athol set to covering the body with the pile of dirt left beside the grave. When the hole was filled and the ground covered with river stones, the company departed back down the hill toward the inn.
 
   A strange chorus of metal tools clinking and deep, distant voices chanting stopped them in their tracks. Ankour the Dwarf came away from the group, straining his ears to hear the far-off sounds floating on the night breeze. It didn’t just sound faraway, it also sounded slightly obscured by something. Calista fancied her ears sharper than most, but she couldn’t quite make out the words on the wind. Finally, as the chanting came closer, she realized the words weren’t in the common tongue.
 
   “It’s a Dwarven marching chant,” Ankour said, “calling out that the workday is done.”
 
   They rushed down the hill, following closely on Ankour’s steps as the Dwarf led them out. They rounded the front of the inn to find faint wisps of figures marching out of the stream, onto the road, and down the hill toward the town. A chill ran straight up Calista’s spine and every hair along her neck and arms stood on end. The procession of miners flooding from the stream ahead of the inn’s paddlewheel was barely visible, easily seen through, and quite clearly dead.
 
   “Restless spirits, is it?” Ankour said. “Well the damned Witches were doing something after all.”
 
   The ghosts didn’t seem at all aware of the group of living watching them depart the mines for the day. They were happily leaving their work behind to return to homes they no longer inhabited and families that likely had moved on. The chanting continued until the line of ghosts departing the flooded mines ended with a few stragglers that had pronounced limps.
 
   “Ghosts are generally harmless,” Professor Katz said in his most learned tone. “I imagine they’ll frighten the dickens out of the people in the village all the same.”
 
   Calista didn’t like to think of Angelica’s spirit eventually joining the Dwarves in their aimless wandering through an uncertain afterlife. She didn’t know a thing about undead or ghosts, so she couldn’t be sure if the miners were restless because of how they’d died or if it had something to do with the Eternal Autumn. She wondered if another Witch coven from somewhere in the valley could be fetched to settle the spirits again. Without the assassins to stop the Witches, and fair warning about the dragon cult, another coven could likely finish what the first lot started without meeting the same violent end.
 
   Harper stiffened at Calista’s side. She could feel her wife’s powerful arm that she was clinging to turn rigid. She glanced over to find Harper’s eyes staring straight ahead and pulled very wide.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Calista asked.
 
   “The Dwarves aren’t the only dead things beneath the mountain no longer bound to their graves,” Harper whispered.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 29
 
   Lifeless Duty
 
    
 
   Sofea moved the dragon skeleton and the remainder of their goods from Bjorn’s saddle into the back of the wagon. Wendy, a little wobbly on her feet from the wine and fever, moved to drive the wagon while Sofea rode. If it came to a fight against the animated corpses blocking the road, Sofea wished to have her mount ready to break a hole for them so Wendy might drive the wagon through. Even still they were a motley lot, and Sofea was glad the animated corpses likely lacked the mental acuity to laugh at their sorry state.
 
   “What do you suppose the dragon thinks of all this?” Sofea asked. “Is it even aware enough to know it’s been lugged through half a world of nonsense?”
 
   “Dragons are reptiles, fancy, immortal reptiles, but reptiles nevertheless,” River offered, perched on Roderick who stood on the middle ribbing of the wagon’s covering. “Reptiles seldom have their entire mind awake, but they’re never fully asleep. How could they be without eyelids?”
 
   “River’s explanation, as asininely phrased as it was, isn’t inaccurate,” Wendy said. “The dragon is probably aware enough to know much of what’s going on. Ample proof immortality isn’t without a cost in suffering.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Sofea asked, fully expecting a second, even less comprehensible explanation.
 
   “The Ogre stripped the dragon’s bones for his stew,” Wendy said. “I imagine, despite being mostly dead already, the process of being cooked in a stew and eaten was entirely unpleasant for the dragon. But it’s been no gift for the Ogre either.”
 
   “So you did go see the Ogre to ask for the dragon,” Sofea said, more than a little proud of being a step ahead of Wendy’s plan for once. “I thought so.”
 
   “Yes, well, aren’t you the clever girl? I haven’t any treats on me, so you’ll have to make do with a pat on the head for figuring things out,” Wendy said. “Regardless, I couldn’t take the skeleton by force since the Ogre was imbued with some of the immortal magic of the dragon after eating its meat in the stew. The joke was on him—his current misery is probably a product of the same.”
 
   “The lack of stew…?” Sofea asked.
 
   “So much for your cleverness,” Wendy said, “although that’s indirectly part of it. He’s starving toward a death that likely won’t come. Can you imagine how horrible it would be to waste away well beyond what should kill you and be aware of it the entire time? Putting that dragon in the stew was a mistake he might live eternally to regret.”
 
   They rode on in relative silence for awhile. Bjorn’s huffing and puffing and the wagon’s creaking offered background noise. Sofea had simply assumed the dragon decayed to bones after it died. “I’ve seen stew bones before,” Sofea said. “Done right, there’s not a scrap of meat or color left.”
 
   “The blood and tatters on those bones aren’t leftover from before,” Wendy said. “They’re from the dragon regenerating.”
 
   “How long until the bones turn back into a dragon?” River asked.
 
   “The Ogre no doubt stripped them to the state Sofea described of stew bones, probably a few times,” Wendy said. “From that decimated state…? Hundreds of years at least. There’s magic that can speed that up or slow it down depending on what a person wants to do with their dragon bones. It was arrogant foolishness for the Ogre to curtail the process by eating the dragon.”
 
   “And what do you plan to do with the bones once you’ve claimed them?” Sofea asked.
 
   “A different kind of arrogant foolishness,” Wendy said, “but I won’t be eating them.”
 
   “You’ve seen what happened to this Ogre firsthand and you still wish to proceed?” River asked. “If that’s true, you’ll have little defense in the future when I call your plans daft.”
 
   “If everyone avoided risky plans simply because they are risky, very little of worth would ever get done,” Wendy said. “One person failing at something does not make it impossible for everyone.”
 
   “That would be the arrogance you mentioned, I suppose,” River said.
 
   “Only if I fail,” Wendy said.
 
   “And that would be the foolishness,” River added.
 
   “I have the memories of dying twice already in my head,” Wendy said. “Death is slightly less scary when seen from the other side.”
 
   The weighty discussion of the dragon bones followed their ragtag procession like an ill omen. Even though the army River had scouted behind them was passing at a great distance, well beyond seeing, they could hear it marching over the dales. Sofea had nearly forgotten what armies marching sounded like and it immediately took her back to the foreboding sensation of the Winter War’s protracted siege. Ahead, after a few twists in the muddy road, they came upon the contingent of undead holding vigil over the border into the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest. Wendy pulled up short on the wagon well away from the group of undead men at arms, forcing Sofea to stop as well.
 
   “Something feels off about these undead,” Wendy said.
 
   “As opposed to how right and normal all those naturally occurring zombies feel,” River teased.
 
   Sofea stared hard at the score of foot soldiers led by an old knight mounted upon an undead horse. They looked recently dead to her, maybe a couple weeks, but they could have been dead a month or more if the chill of the Eternal Autumn had any preservative effects on animated corpses. A few of them looked a little crow-pecked, but none appeared overly decayed. Essentially they looked like slightly riper versions of the undead Wendy created, and thus, nothing special. However, Sofea had to admit her experience on the matter was limited to what she’d witnessed in the past week.
 
   “Spells can be seen, for lack of a better word, by magic users who know what to look for,” Wendy said. “It looks like a thread binding the incantation to the living world. Most have conditions of time or function that look like knots meant to be undone and end the spell when the task is complete. But these undead don’t have one. Their thread stretches off into infinity.”
 
   “Okay…?” Sofea asked.
 
   “It’s a punishment. It must be,” Wendy concluded. “Someone very powerful has left them in this undead limbo as a punishment for some failure.”
 
   “So they aren’t sentry corpses or the other two things you mentioned?” River asked.
 
   “No, these are…not supposed to be possible,” Wendy said. “Holding a spell like this indefinitely would require more magical power than exists in any person.”
 
   “But you said the insanity spell you cast on the merchant would be permanent,” Sofea argued.
 
   “In the same sense cutting a hand off is permanent,” Wendy replied. “The spell changed his mind in an instant and was gone like an axe through a wrist. Just because the effects are permanent doesn’t mean the spell is.”
 
   “So what do we do?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I just got done telling you this is impossible. What are you supposed to do when you face something that cannot be?” Wendy said, throwing up her hands in frustration.
 
   “That sounds like a fantastic riddle in need of an answer,” River said. “Let’s go ask the dead guys if they know what we’re supposed to do. If the problem isn’t possible, then the solution must be something equally unreasonable.”
 
   “That makes a twisted, half-naked, crazed Brownie sort of sense,” Wendy said.
 
   “Are you trying to make me blush with such compliments, Witch?” River asked.
 
   They approached with caution. Sofea slid on her winged helmet and had her axe at the ready. River slipped an arrow across her bowstring. Wendy sat on the wagon’s bench with her staff across her lap. The old knight leading the dead men at arms rode out slowly upon his undead horse to meet them.
 
   “Single combat,” the old knight groaned through withered lips.
 
   “Are you requesting single combat?” Sofea asked. “For what prize?”
 
   “Single combat,” the zombie knight repeated.
 
   “Is that the crime you committed to end up in such a sorry state?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Single combat.”
 
   “I’m sorry, did you say ‘dingle fruit bat’?” River asked.
 
   “Single combat,” the zombie said in the exact same inflection as the first three times.
 
   “Ah, thank you for clearing that up,” River said.
 
   “Single combat.”
 
   “That’s disrespectful of the dead,” Sofea said.
 
   “So is leaving him here for eternity with a two-word vocabulary,” River retorted. “At least my jape did him no real harm.”
 
   “Regardless, I suppose this will be on me,” Sofea said, sliding down from Bjorn’s saddle with her shield already slung across her arm. The knight, seeing his request was finally being addressed, likewise dismounted.
 
   “He’s dead,” Wendy stated.
 
   “I’ve noticed,” Sofea said.
 
   “I mean, he won’t acknowledge pain and he can’t fear what he’s already suffered,” Wendy said. “Have you ever fought something like that before?”
 
   “Berserkers in the north are much the same,” Sofea said, “and I’ve fought those.” Sofea strode out into the field leaving the reassuring statement with Wendy and River. The first part was largely true. Northern berserkers did not fear death or recognize injury, but she hadn’t actually fought any of them. Two of the Valkyries were berserkers and she’d dueled against them, but a duel wasn’t the same as a true fight. Moreover, she’d left a lie of omission in the statement by not admitting she never actually won any of the duels. Sofea was banking heavily on the undead knight being significantly slower and weaker than Fialla and Dagna who routinely pummeled her into the ground after they worked into their berserker frenzies.
 
   The old knight drew his sword and jammed his withered arm into the straps on his buckler once they both arrived in the dead field of grass. Sofea spotted a few damaged portions on his armor already where blood had leaked out onto the metal plates and chain mail, drying to a brown stain in the days or weeks since it was spilled. The wounds likely had to come before the knight was undead as his face didn’t look like it contained even a drop of blood anymore; dead bodies didn’t appear to move their blood enough to bleed when struck.
 
   They circled one another slowly with their shields up and weapons resting on the top. Sofea was reminded of fighting against knights within the shield wall of the Valkyries when they raided southern cities. She didn’t have her sisters beside her and the knight wasn’t a retained defender dispatched by some lesser nobleman trying to stave off reavers from the sea. She was alone against an undead abomination with a single purpose, which was more than a little frightening.
 
   “Destroy the creepy undead thing and let’s be on our way,” River shouted from her perch atop the wagon.
 
   Sofea made the first rush, barreling her shield into the face of the knight’s. She sidestepped the broadsword swung around the edge of her shield. It was a common strike meant to hit the shield arm of a rival warrior when two shields met. Sofea turned her shield in toward the knight’s weapon side and swung her axe underhand. The blade caught on the interior of the knight’s right knee. She wrenched the axe free, created some separation by pushing off with her shield, and took a step back for good measure.
 
   The knight was hobbled by the hit, not because she’d hurt him but because she’d damaged the tendons required for movement. He hadn’t even cried out when she’d essentially hamstrung him. He lurched a little in his steps, although he didn’t favor his good side as a living warrior might.
 
   The knight’s broadsword came in fast on the next charge, cutting deeply into the top of her shield, splintering the wood, and nearly reaching her arm beneath. She turned the shield out, capturing the sword between the planks. In a flash, she thrust the top spike of her battle axe into the space between the knight’s gorget and helm. It was a small crack in the defenses of finely made armor, but one Sofea was adept at hitting to fell an otherwise well-protected enemy. The spike punctured the knight’s neck nearly through to the spine and she yanked it free. On a living foe, the hit would have severed vital blood vessels and the windpipe. On the zombie, the stab was essentially meaningless.
 
   The knight smashed the edge of his shield into Sofea’s axe arm. He pressed on as she fumbled to keep hold of her weapon, using his sword stuck in her shield as a lever to drive her to the ground. She stumbled backward, down to a knee even as the knight worked the blade of his sword toward her shoulder until she felt the steel bite into the exposed flesh around the base of her neck. She shrieked, flooded with a fresh jolt of the fear of death, and lashed out with her axe in hopes of driving the knight back. The first hit bounced of his shield. Were it not for her largely ruined shield stopping him from sawing into her with his sword, she would already be dead. Her second hit landed with enough force to nearly cleave the knight’s left leg off at the knee. The grinding sword pulled away from her shoulder as the knight tumbled over sideways. Her relief was short lived as the blade was still firmly in his hand on one end and wedged in her shield on the other. Rather than follow the knight over, she let the shield slip from her arm.
 
   The knight managed to keep his feet, even with two ruined knees. He planted Sofea’s shield on the ground and attempted to step on it to worry his sword free of the top. His right knee on his weapon side still worked well enough, but his left knee was dangling by scraps of flesh and chain mail and could not hold his weight. The knight tumbled over to his left, barely catching himself by planting the edge of his shield in the hard autumn soil.
 
   Sofea’s shoulder burned, and she could feel blood flowing freely into the under padding of her leather armor along her chest and back. The wound was bad enough to kill her eventually, but if the duel continued, she likely wouldn’t have the strength to fight off the knight’s attacks long enough to bleed to death. She leapt across the space between them, swinging her axe down with both hands. The blade ricocheted off the back of the knight’s helmet in a shower of sparks. She swung again, this time finding the gap. The blade cut deep enough to stagger the zombie. Rather than pull the axe out again to try another chop, she sawed the blade back and forth into the knight’s spine until it finally severed. The knight crumpled forward, yanking Sofea’s axe from her hand when the vertebrae and armor locked around the blade.
 
   Sofea fell hard to sit in the dead grass trampled by their fight. She tore off her gloves and shoved one hand under her armor to feel the wound in the space where her neck met her shoulder. Her middle finger immediately fell into the deep, wide cut sending a shock of pain from her fingertips to the top of her head. She struggled to her feet, fueled by rage alone. She planted her foot hard against the back of the knight’s head and wrenched her axe free from his fallen form. She spit on his back for good measure before walking back down the hill to where Bjorn waited.
 
   “Down,” she growled at the bear using the common tongue as she was in too much pain to bother with the Cyclops language.
 
   Bjorn understood her intent even if he didn’t comprehend the word itself. He lowered to the ground as far as he could manage. She slid her axe back into its sheath on his saddle and pulled herself up onto his back with her good arm. Her head swam and she nearly fell off when he rose to his full height.
 
   The undead men at arms parted to either side of the road to allow them passage. Sofea nudged Bjorn forward with her thighs, grinding her teeth at the pain flooding through her with every shift in the saddle she had to make to stay mounted.
 
   “Are you okay?” River asked.
 
   “No,” Sofea admitted.
 
   “Do you want me to get your shield?” River said.
 
   “It’s ruined and I can’t lift it now anyway,” Sofea said. “Best we get past the rest of these zombies before they start asking for single combat too.”
 
   Their procession staggered down the hill into the woods, leaving the rest of the undead soldiers to resume their vigil over the empty road. The knight’s dead horse returned to its position at the company’s head even without its rider. As they rounded a bend in the road, the woods blocked the last of the zombies from view. Sofea laughed a little to herself.
 
   “A zombie horse now leads them,” she muttered.
 
   “I hope it knows how to demand single combat,” Wendy agreed.
 
   “I’m glad you both think you’re in good enough shape to waste breath on jokes,” River said, “but we need to make camp and take a rest before we’re short a sarcastic Witch and a valiant raider.”
 
   “There’s daylight enough to travel still,” Sofea objected.
 
   “Good, I’ll use it to see by to stitch up that wound on your shoulder,” River said. “I’m likely to make a hash of it anyway, so you really don’t want me doing it by campfire light.”
 
   Sofea acquiesced, more from the certainty she would tumble out of the saddle long before the sun went down than any threat of River’s lousy stitching skills. She’d had equally hideous wounds sewn up in the past. If she was lucky, she would pass out from the pain as she did before. It was a blessing to lose consciousness during a cauterizing or suturing of a deep wound, although it was always an enormous mountain of pain to climb to get there.
 
   They stopped and made a sloppy camp in the dank forest with a floor of decaying leaves below and empty branches as their ceiling. Wendy worked quickly to help Sofea out of her armor while River built a campfire to boil wine to clean the wound before closing it. Sofea was already feeling a little delirious by the time she was exposed to the cold, late afternoon air. The knight’s dead, milky eyes staring out of his helmet at her kept popping into her head. He wasn’t angry or frightened or determined or anything she’d seen in men’s eyes when she’d collided her shield with an enemy’s. His eyes spoke of a grand nothingness while he stared right through her into the void beyond. She hadn’t noticed it at the time, but she couldn’t get the image out of her head with a moment to reflect.
 
   The boiled wine struck the wound and clarity flashed over her like wildfire. Wendy failed in holding her down while River poured. Even if Wendy wasn’t weak from her own illness, she likely couldn’t have matched strength with an injured Sofea. As it stood, Sofea was likely to inadvertently batter Wendy and squash River while they tried to help her if she couldn’t get control of herself. Wendy knelt firmly on Sofea’s chest and pressed down with her hands against a nearby tree. Sofea could see Wendy’s frail frame trembling and straining above her. When the next round of boiled wine struck her wound, she willed herself to remain calm for Wendy’s sake. Her body rebelled with a mind of its own, jerking the wounded shoulder up, but she managed to regain control shortly after.
 
   River held a heat-treated, curved needle above the wound like a tiny sword. Sofea blessedly lost consciousness before the first stitch could even be drawn completely through. The moons riding high over Wendy’s shoulder reminded Sofea of the knight’s dead, empty eyes before blackness overtook her. It came to her in that fleeting moment that the white, emotionless eyes of the undead knight were the mirror of the black, arachnid eyes of the ice widows she’d fought in the tunnels beneath the Screeching Peak.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 30
 
   Flawed Plans Destined to Fail
 
    
 
   It was the third night of fruitless patrols for Harper and Calista. They rode slowly through the streets of Windingshire keeping sharp eyes and ears out for the dragon cult. The ghosts that flooded from the mountain made the endeavor overly difficult. Spirits knocked things over, ran across the ends of alleys only to vanish into walls, they moaned, wailed, and carried on to the point where decent folks refused to leave their houses at night. The streets were devoid of people, but far from empty.
 
   Harper and Calista had just finished riding down another lead that turned out to be a ghost. The spirits were getting angrier every night and seemed to follow anyone who dared venture out and about. While the haunting had long since lost its ability to frighten Harper or Calista, it was reaching a point of extreme annoyance.
 
   “The only positive I can see in all this is that they’re likely messing with the dragon cult too, wherever they are,” Calista grumbled.
 
   “It’s also nice to do something together besides taking care of Bianca,” Harper offered.
 
   “That too, I guess.”
 
   Calista thought she remembered it taking quite awhile for a dead dragon to resurrect itself, although she didn’t want to bet the future of Windingshire and her family on the vague memory of what she read years ago. If she and Harper could hunt down the last of the dragon cult, kill them, and call in new Witches to bind the corpses beneath the mountains, they might find a moment or two of peace. Escaping to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest to attempt to figure out what was causing the Eternal Autumn seemed like such a far away and foolish plan. The Dagger Falls Company they meant to use as their envoys in the investigation was probably dead excepting Athol. If the Ash Twins and their impressive host could be slain on the road so easily, Calista did not hold out hope that three adventurers of varying competency could travel so far during such troubled times without meeting bloody ends. Harper was still hopeful, but Calista increasingly nudged her toward the truth.
 
   “I think I understand and admire what you are a little better now,” Harper said, snapping Calista from her dark thoughts.
 
   “A few nights of aimless patrolling changed your mind?” Calista asked.
 
   “No, I figured it out awhile back when I found you at the end of the trail of bodies,” Harper said. “I was just too embarrassed or proud to admit my change of heart. Our family needs someone willing to get her hands dirty for the good of the other two. It probably won’t be me and it can’t be Bianca, so I’m glad we have you.”
 
   “If it’ll make the job of loving me for who I am any easier, I can dress in tightly fitted armor and speak in mysterious ways again,” Calista offered with a smile.
 
   “It couldn’t hurt.”
 
   Calista nudged her horse closer to Aerial and Harper’s side. “I have need of my wife,” Calista whispered huskily.
 
   “That is a quick shift in focus,” Harper said.
 
   “Acceptance of who and what I am by the woman I love will do that,” Calista said. “Shall we find a quiet place?”
 
   “Wherever we find in town will have ghostly eyes upon us.”
 
   “The bridge on the outskirts might be quiet. There’s moonlight enough tonight if the clouds cooperate, and I would see your bare breasts bathed in that virgin glow.”
 
   The words sent a shiver up Harper’s spine even as they set a fire between her legs. “I am ever at your service, my lady love.” Harper gave Aerial a quick poke from her heels to impel her into a gallop down the hill. Calista was quick behind her, racing down the winding hill, crisscrossing over the river three more times before they broke free of Windingshire to ride hard for the greeting archway and the last stone bridge before the road descended into the open valley.
 
   Calista and Harper tied off their horses against the archway and ran the rest of the way onto the bridge. The night was quiet and cold with the threat of coming snows and frost hinting in the air. Calista spun Harper away from the lovely view of the valley opening below them. She kissed her wife with fevered urgency, adeptly working to free Harper from the metal plates and chain mail garments of her armor. The clouds cooperated in making part of Calista’s fantasy come true. The scattered gray thunderheads sailing slowly across the sky to the south broke up enough to let the rising twin moons shine through. They were both nearly full in states of waxing. Calista broke the kiss even as one of her hands finally found its way beneath the padding of Harper’s armor to grip one of her heavy, firm breasts. She looked over to spy the bright moons shining down upon them even as Harper’s focus turned to kissing her exposed neck.
 
   Calista’s eyes drifted shut to enjoy the sensation of her wife’s hot mouth kissing away the chill on her sensitive skin. Calista began blindly fumbling with Harper’s padding to free her wife entirely of her armor so she might offer her the same sensation of hot kisses upon chilled flesh. She opened her eyes to complete the process when disrobing Harper became too difficult without sight and the added distraction of kisses making her neck and ear tingle in the most delightful way.
 
   Her head was tilted toward the valley to allow Harper greater access. When she opened her eyes she was privy to the view of the newly illuminated distant expanse of the foothills leading to the crossroads. Something huge was moving across the moonlight bathed, bare hills.
 
   “Stop,” Calista murmured.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Harper said, drawing her face from nuzzling Calista’s neck.
 
   “There’s something down there.” Calista turned Harper’s face with a finger under her chin.
 
   Calista and Harper both stared through the darkness to study the monstrosity marching across the hill. At such a grand distance it was difficult to discern exactly how big the thing was. It looked for all the world like a farmer out for a stroll at night except it would have to be a farmer grown larger than the biggest ice giant either of them had seen during the Winter War. The monstrosity walked behind a copse of towering pines and in the moment after the clouds blew back in front of the moons to snuff out the light.
 
   “Do we ride down to see what it is?” Harper asked.
 
   “I’m an unlikely one to speak for caution, but I fear that plan might lead to orphaning our daughter prematurely,” Calista said. “We can find its trail just as easy in the morning.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “Something that big must have left footprints and while neither of us has any skill in woodland tracking, I think even amateurs like us will be able to follow its trail,” Calista said. “This is the first successful night of our patrols.”
 
   “Because we’re still to have sex?” Harper asked.
 
   “I think that plan might be disturbed,” Calista said.
 
   Harper glanced down meaningfully to Calista’s hand beneath the under padding of her armor where Calista still cupped Harper’s breast. Calista glanced down as well, but did not remove her hand.
 
   “Having my hand there helps me think,” Calista offered feebly. “Regardless, we learned something important: the action has moved from within Windingshire to the surrounding hills and mountains. Our patrols must likewise change their range.” Calista loosened her grip upon Harper’s breast and moved to remove her hand from beneath Harper’s clothing.
 
   Harper stopped Calista from pulling away just yet and guided Calista’s palm back to her chest. “It helps me think as well,” Harper said.
 
   “Does it now?”
 
   “Not truly. Actually being touched by you makes thought a good deal more difficult,” Harper admitted. “I struggle forward all the same…for your sake.”
 
   “How generous, my love.” Calista smiled, leaned in closer, and add a gentle caressing motion across Harper’s firm skin. Calista had always fancied breasts. She liked the way they looked, the way the felt, the way they moved, and the way their nipples responded to her touch. Harper’s breasts were epic works of art, likely carved by a Goddess with similar tastes to Calista’s excepting in size. Calista had never thought size was important in breasts until she met Harper. Quality and quantity combined in such a delightful way in her wife’s bust that she’d had to completely reconsider her previous position on size. Larger could definitely be lovelier when it came to breasts, in the right hands. “I think having my hand here is making thinking difficult for me as well,” Calista admitted.
 
   “We’ll need maps of the surrounding areas,” Harper offered.
 
   “Professor Katz has those,” Calista murmured, stepping closer to Harper.
 
   “Our patrols will have to move to the daylight hours.” Harper’s hands found their way down to grip Calista’s hips in hopes of pulling her even closer.
 
   “Perhaps we can use Professor Katz’s telescope to watch for the monstrosity to guide our movements,” Calista whispered before pressing her lips fully to Harper’s.
 
   The moons did not break free of the clouds again for any serious amount of time, which actually seemed a blessing to Calista. There was no reason to look away from Harper to catch a glimpse of the monstrosity because there wasn’t light enough to see by. She freed Harper’s chest from her armor and any further discussion of their future plans ended. They made love partially clothed upon the bridge. It was a mad dash through the chill to heat one another enough with caresses, kisses, and licking to find their satisfaction before the frigid night air drove them back into their warm cloaks.
 
   Calista cherished both the feel of Harper’s normally smooth skin raised in gooseflesh and her wife’s gasps of ecstasy filling the serene night air. There was a new understanding between them, an understanding that unified them and made their bond stronger. She wasn’t simply having sex with a woman upon a bridge; she was making love to her soul mate who understood and accepted who she was as necessary and important. When Harper screamed her name at climax, Calista felt it in an entirely new way. Somehow her tiny, strange family had been forged in war, made whole again through slaughter, and solidified with frantic sex on the cusp of the wilderness. With a family history like that, it made perfect sense to Calista that their daughter would be destined for greatness.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Sofea rode the next day as long as she could stand it. Her shoulder was on fire to the point that she couldn’t even don her light armor in the morning. The wound was infected. It might’ve been the sword itself, something from the road sticking to her dirty armor, or the needle and thread River used to sew the wound. It hardly mattered where she came by the infection now that she had it; knowing its source wouldn’t magically heal it, and blame was a pointless endeavor when on the cusp of death.
 
   After another day of slow going and a hard night of fever dreams, Sofea could not pull herself into Bjorn’s saddle even when he lay upon the ground to grant her access. She was relegated to the back of the wagon with Wendy, bundled in blankets, their bedrolls, and furs. River and Roderick drove the wagon as best they could with River holding one strap of the reins and Roderick gripping the other in his beak. This slowed their progress even further as River apparently had never driven a wagon in her life and Sofea doubted Roderick had either.
 
   In the early afternoon, River pulled them to a stop on a low rise after a relatively easy day of travel along the frosted mud road through withering farmlands. Bjorn immediately wandered into the nearest field to scavenge among the crops that had been harvested but not collected.
 
   “There’s a town ahead,” River said. “Didn’t Harper’s note say to avoid the first town?”
 
   Sofea and Wendy struggled up from their nest to see out the front of the wagon over River’s shoulder. Sure enough there was a town, although it looked largely abandoned. Thatched roofs covered stone and wooden buildings with brick chimneys that gave off no smoke.
 
   “She said there was a giant scarecrow in it,” Sofea said.
 
   “That would depend on your definition of giant,” River replied. “There are several two-story buildings in that town that could hide a scarecrow of fifteen or so feet tall. That would be giant, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “To you, maybe, but I don’t think she’d mention it as a dominant feature of the town if it could be hidden by a moderately sized building,” Wendy said.
 
   “We need soft beds, a warm fire, and a roof over our heads for a few nights,” Sofea said. “There might even be a temple with a divine touched healer.”
 
   “We’re unlikely to find any of those things in a town that cannot even light a fire,” River said. “Their chimneys aren’t releasing smoke.”
 
   “Then the town is abandoned and we can pass through unnoticed,” Wendy said.
 
   “Unless the reason for the town’s abandonment is still within,” River said, growing increasingly shrill in her exasperation. “How am I suddenly the voice of reason?”
 
   “That’s a fair point,” Wendy said. “If you see a road around, feel free to take it.”
 
   Wendy’s statement carried an added edge directed at River’s driving, but also the wagon’s increasingly tattered state. River had run the wagon off the road a few times already, knocked over a fence at one point, and got stuck in the muddy grass alongside the road twice, requiring Bjorn to pull them free. The wagon was struggling to hold together even on the flat road. Charging hard across a fallow field to avoid the town wasn’t a reasonable expectation for the shaky wagon. They’d skirted Ovid while riding tandem on Bjorn, but that was before. The wagon was necessary to carry an ill Wendy and wounded Sofea.
 
   They rolled along slowly toward the village even as small farmhouses popped up on the sides of the road with stone fences marking the property. Vegetable gardens had gone to rot outside nearly every small cottage on the outskirts, but Bjorn didn’t invade any of the yards to feast on the abandoned corn, squash, pumpkins, and sour-smelling apples littering the ground.
 
   “Something is very wrong,” River whispered. “When have you seen our bear companion ignore free, rotting food? Moreover, shouldn’t birds, raccoons, possums, and skunks already have picked these farms clean?”
 
   No road presented itself before they were in the town proper and so the only course left to them was to sneak straight through. Shutters upon windows were bolted closed. Doors were boarded up on some homes and smashed entirely on others. Cobblestones were increasingly disturbed on the streets as they neared the town’s center. Aside from the wagon’s creaking and the hoof beats of the mules, the town was eerily silent.
 
   In the center courtyard, two large, round holes gaped in the middle of the cobblestones. Whatever had been in the town square was long gone or had never been completed. Regardless, nobody had bothered to fill in the huge divots.
 
   “A person could fall down one of those holes and never be seen again,” River speculated. “Are those wells?”
 
   “Maybe,” Sofea said. “It’s weird to have two wells so close to each other, though.”
 
   The mules stopped to snuffle out errant scraps of moldy straw and hay that had collected between the cobblestones in the middle of the courtyard. It took River a bit to convince them to move along. It wasn’t anything anyone had said to that point, but there was a silence hanging over the town that none of them seemed overly eager to shatter with shouts or even slightly raised voices. Yelling at the mules, which was mostly how River had commanded them to that point, was replaced by clicking of her tongue and waggling of the reins. The mules took a few steps forward, although it turned out more a matter of them having cleared the immediate area of straw and moving along to the next patch to find more.
 
   “There’s someone,” Sofea said, pointing forward and to the right of the wagon.
 
   The wagon lurched forward again as the mules continued their search for hay. River nearly fell off the bench at the jolting movement while trying to look where Sofea pointed. Sofea moved her hand quickly to catch River. Her hand brushed across River’s soft, warm skin, and she thought her thumb might have grazed River’s extremely firm, yet entirely tiny, behind. Their size differential collided with Sofea’s undeniable attraction to River in a strange way. She had inadvertently groped River in rescuing her, but had done so entirely with one finger. Sofea tried to chalk up the slight tremor of taboo thrill to the fever delirium she was struggling through.
 
   “Drive,” Wendy hissed.
 
   Sofea righted River upon the bench and glanced back to Wendy before returning her gaze to the man who had staggered out between two buildings up one of the side streets. Sofea assumed Wendy had seen the brief touch of Sofea’s thumb across River’s behind and that she was finally showing some jealousy, but when she returned her gaze to the man she’d pointed out, she realized her error. The man was quite clearly dead, and not in the stoic, frozen-in-time sort of way the white, preserved corpses guarding the road a ways back were. This walking dead was decaying quickly, covered in gore, and staggering about like a drunkard with broken limbs.
 
   Sofea scrambled out of the back of the wagon up onto the bench beside River. Her head was swimming and her wounded shoulder screamed in agony with every movement. She snatched the reins from River and Roderick and snapped them hard on the backs of the mules. The wagon rolled forward at a fair clip as even more of the zombies flooded from between buildings or out of smashed doorways.
 
   “Which type of raised corpses are these?” River asked as she drew an arrow to fire at one of the zombies along the roadside.
 
   “The angry dead,” Wendy replied. “Insatiable eating machines that wander without purpose looking for living flesh to devour. Aim for their heads. Nothing else will stop them.”
 
   River did as she was instructed, putting one of her glowing, purple arrows into the empty eye socket of an elderly woman who had stepped from a crumbling shop to try to block their path. The arrow jutted from the empty hole opposite the milky white eye in the other socket. Nothing happened.
 
   “Bloody fuck-weasels,” River cursed. “They don’t have flowing blood to spread the venom.”
 
   Sofea shouted the Cyclops command for a forward charge to Bjorn, hoping he wouldn’t need a rider to obey. Her hopes were quickly answered when Bjorn bellowed and rushed past the wagon down the narrow lane. The bear lowered his head and barreled through the zombies. The undead had nowhere to go to escape the charge and lacked the wherewithal to run away even if there was somewhere to flee. Bjorn trampled many of the shambling dead and knocked the others aside, clearing a gory path for Sofea to drive the wagon down.
 
   “They’re still coming up behind us,” River shouted. “Can’t we go any faster?”
 
   “Not without shattering our already rickety wheels,” Sofea said. Between the three of them they knew bugger-all about repairing wagons, which would hardly matter since the zombies would tear them apart before they could even puzzle out what all was broken.
 
   Wendy snapped a cluster of dried berries from her spell component webbing. She whispered over them, crumbled something that smelled like sulfur into her hand, and then tossed it all out the back. The berries bounced along the cobblestones taking on a strange, red glow with every impact. The pursuing zombies mindlessly rushed over the bouncing berries. The glowing little orbs stuck to the flesh and clothing of the undead, growing larger and brighter. Sofea turned her focus forward to the road until she heard the first pop. She looked back to find the berries had grown to orbs the size of large apples and had begun exploding in balls of fire. Many of the zombies were already struck legless by the explosions and others were stumbling about engulfed in flames.
 
   Sofea smiled to Wendy and received a sly wink in reply. It was a good victory and they were clear of the village without undead pursuit. Sofea returned her focus to the road just in time to yank hard on the left rein, sending a horrendous wave of pain crashing over her from her infected shoulder. The mules responded with remarkable alacrity, the wagon’s worn wheels dug in, and they barely managed to shoot between two huge holes in the ground. Sofea pulled back on the reins, almost entirely with her right arm, to bring the wagon to a stop on the other side.
 
   “What in the blazes were these daft villagers doing digging holes everywhere?” Sofea demanded, holding her wounded arm against her chest until the throbbing subsided. If one of the mules had hit the holes, it would have disappeared entirely down the shaft. If their wheels had struck one, the wagon likely would have come apart at the seams and pitched them all out onto the road.
 
   River let out a sharp whistle, calling Roderick from the sky. The owl shot along the side of the wagon. She leapt out on a bisecting course to land in the saddle as he flew by. Sofea hadn’t even noticed when Roderick took flight from the bench seat. The owl apparently had more sense than the lot of them combined. River soared above in a flapping of wings, circled three times, and then flew down to come to rest on the wagon’s bench seat beside Sofea.
 
   “They’re tracks of some kind,” River said.
 
   “What leaves giant posthole tracks?” Wendy asked.
 
   “I haven’t the foggiest,” River said, “but I know tracks, and those are tracks. You see the disturbed dirt between them? The piles are larger toward the holes nearest the village and taper off toward the woods. It means whatever it was started in the town and left that way alongside the road.” River pointed to the trail heading off into the fields running more or less parallel to the road they were meant to travel down.
 
   “If we don’t get moving, we won’t live long enough to find out what leaves circular tracks,” Wendy said, nodding behind them to where the zombie villagers had rallied to follow.
 
   Sofea snapped the reins across the mules’ backsides and set off at a slow roll. She needed to go fast enough to keep ahead of the zombies, but slow enough that they wouldn’t catch whatever was leaving the giant tracks. More and more it looked like they were racing the clock to reach Harper before two of their three succumbed to illness. Uninterrupted rest might eventually mend Wendy, although it didn’t look like they were going to get any of that anytime soon. That wasn’t the case with Sofea’s shoulder. She had to be more realistic about her own chances. Without divine intervention of healing magic, the festered wound would almost certainly kill her, and it wouldn’t take more than a couple days if they remained on the road.
 
   “You have to fly ahead to find Harper and bring her back,” Sofea finally told River.
 
   “I’m the only one here healthy enough to fight,” River argued.
 
   “If we don’t get help soon, you’ll be fighting to defend two corpses,” Sofea said. It was a bit of a dire exaggeration in Wendy’s case, but amply true of her own situation.
 
   “Fine, but I’m doing this under extreme protest,” River said.
 
   “Follow this path until it ends in a road running north and south in the foothills. There’s a sign. The north arm is the one you want,” Wendy said. “It’ll take you right to Windingshire.”
 
   “No matter what you see on the road ahead, you can’t turn back to warn us,” Sofea said.
 
   “I’m so sorry about your shoulder,” River said. “I really did try my best to keep it clean and sew it up.”
 
   “I know you did,” Sofea said. “You can still save us if you bring back Harper.”
 
   “You’re destined for a greater death than this, Sofea,” River said. “Hold out until I return!” River and Roderick took wing, flying up into the hazy autumn afternoon. Sofea watched them until the owl became little more than a speck in the sky and then disappeared entirely.
 
   Sofea wanted to believe what River said about her destiny being greater, but she doubted it was. This was the second time she carried doom within her blood and she might not make it to help this time. Truly, being eaten alive by zombies didn’t sound any more appealing than being eaten alive by spiders so she hoped the infection killed her before they were caught if River didn’t make it back in time.
 
   “You sent her away so she wouldn’t die defending us,” Wendy said.
 
   Sofea chuckled weakly. “Actually, that didn’t even occur to me.”
 
   “Good, I prefer you being foolishly hopeful than choosing her to survive over me,” Wendy said. When Sofea didn’t reply, Wendy crawled through the back of the wagon to place her hand on Sofea’s back. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Like death is coming ever closer,” Sofea said.
 
   “If you die first, can I reanimate you?”
 
   “Sure, but only to fight off zombies. No molesting me.”
 
   “Never mind then.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 31
 
   Marks in Favor
 
    
 
   Sleep was difficult to find for Harper and Calista after cutting their patrol short. Bianca was fussy and unhappy about being left with babysitters again for most of a night. Athol and Mr. Katz tried their best to comfort her when her mothers were out looking for dragon cultists, but they were poor substitutes by their own admission. When Calista and Harper returned early, Bianca had already decided she was going to make everyone pay for her discomfort regardless of who actually watched over her. It was nearly daylight again before she finally slept for any serious stretch and both her mothers joined her in a fitful few hours of rest.
 
   Dreams of the night before plagued Calista. Ghosts ran the streets, except they weren’t Dwarves in her dream. Every ghost was Angelica and every ghost haunted only her. When she finally came to the bridge, she found Harper waiting for her and they once again made love. Throughout she tried to look down the hill into the valley to watch for the wandering giant they’d seen, but each time she looked, the valley wasn’t there. A swirling blackness gaped where the valley should have stood and she could hear angry, strange things moving in the darkness. It was an unpleasant dream fouling an already paltry amount of sleep.
 
   After breakfast and a brief chat with Professor Katz about a map and a new plan of action, Harper and Calista were back on patrol. Athol and Mr. Katz weren’t pleased about the daylight hours also being spent babysitting. Additionally, their charge was becoming increasingly mobile and disinterested in their company.
 
   Bianca had taken a few steps before they left Baron Ungerston’s keep, but she was afforded little chance to practice while they were on the road. Given time to get comfortable with the idea and space enough to practice at the Red Enders Inn, she’d decided walking and even a toddler’s run were within her powers. She had Calista’s sense of mischief as well, which meant she ran off at the first chance she got to find a hiding place to leap from to scare whoever dared come looking for her. Calista was a little grumpy about leaving for the day without playing the new game with her daughter, especially since Athol didn’t seem to see the fun in it.
 
   Harper and Calista rode down through Windingshire. The townsfolk were a listless, cranky lot, no doubt losing a good deal of sleep each night to ghost shenanigans. Everyone they passed had bleary eyes, mussed hair, and bedraggled scowls. Calista didn’t think any of the townspeople looked ready or willing to hear the news that a dragon might come bursting out of the mountain at any moment and that they should be thankful ghosts interrupting their sleep was their largest current concern.
 
   Once free of the town, Harper and Calista galloped into the countryside, making for the low foothill they saw the giant strolling across the night before. Finding the exact spot was easier planned than accomplished as they couldn’t agree on which hill they thought they saw the giant on, and it was a lot simpler to tell which hill was which from the vantage point of the bridge up the mountain than it was once they were in the thick of things. They slowed to a walk and created something of a mental grid to search in a more organized fashion after both their initial guesses turned up nothing.
 
   “It was nice of Professor Katz to loan us these maps,” Harper said.
 
   “It’d be nicer still if the hills had landmarks to guide us,” Calista said. “This hill looks an awful lot like that hill.”
 
   “They’re not as useless as all that,” Harper said. “Certainly not as useless as a telescope that can’t look down.”
 
   Calista glanced over to find Harper smiling at her. “He didn’t have to make me feel so stupid for not knowing an observatory telescope can’t point downward,” Calista said.
 
   “You were looking for a chair on the ceiling of the observatory when he pointed out the eye piece would have to be at the top of the dome for the telescope to do that, weren’t you?” Harper asked.
 
   “The whole contraption is a mess of foolishness, if you ask me, so why wouldn’t I suspect something like a chair on the ceiling?”
 
   Harper laughed. “He tried like the dickens to educate you on telescope functionality.”
 
   “As if I weren’t already drowsy enough.”
 
   “You could have humored him. I don’t think he gets to explain his telescope very often.”
 
   “Shocking that a town full of millers wouldn’t be interested in that subject.”
 
   They crested another hill and finally found the trail, or at least a trail of sorts. Giant, perfectly round holes marked out a path coming from the valley floor to head up into the forests ringing the base of the mountains.
 
   “I could have sworn we already checked this hill,” Calista complained.
 
   “These are the same tracks I saw amidst the Dead Watch Pikes,” Harper said.
 
   Calista expected giant footprints. As far as she knew, most giants, excepting the frost variety from above the Crown of the World Mountains, went barefoot for lack of cobblers capable of making shoes large enough to fit them. She dismounted and approached one of the holes. It wasn’t as deep as she thought by looking at it from an angle. Poking her head inside, it appeared to only go down about three or four feet.
 
   “A giant with two peg legs?” Calista asked.
 
   “Perhaps, although I have an equally silly notion,” Harper said. “What if it was the scarecrow from the village we passed through?”
 
   “The one we burned?”
 
   “The one we think we burned. The villagers could have put it out or repaired it or built a new one.”
 
   “Being set on fire would make me angry enough to rove the countryside killing mercenaries,” Calista decided.
 
   “So it isn’t such a silly notion?”
 
   “Oh, no, it’s silly front to back, but since the only competing notion is a giant with two peg legs, it’s still in the running,” Calista said.
 
   “What do we do to whittle the options from two to one?”
 
   Calista glanced up to Harper. The late morning sun rode high over her left shoulder, setting her blond hair alight and glinting off her polished armor. That morning she was as beautiful as Calista had ever seen her. “I love you and I haven’t the faintest idea what to do now.”
 
   “I love you too and thank you for the honesty.”
 
   A quick shadow passed in front of the sun, catching Calista’s eye. She watched the shadow move back into one of the clear blue patches between the scattered gray clouds. It was an owl and a large one at that. The owl’s extreme size or the fact that a nocturnal bird was out during the day didn’t compare in peculiarity to the fact that it wore a saddle and bore a tiny rider.
 
   “Is that a Brownie?” Calista asked.
 
   Harper whipped her head around to catch a glimpse of the miniature woman and her owl mount. The rider had spotted them and turned the owl from a direct flight north into a slow, soaring circle above. “I guess so,” Harper said. “I’ve never seen one before.”
 
   The owl came to rest in the dead grass of the field a little way off from Calista and Harper. The tiny woman on the back of the owl had a bow across her lap with a glowing purple arrow resting on the string, but not yet knocked for firing.
 
   “I am Swift River of the Greywacke Tribe and you two are the first living people I’ve seen along this strange trail,” River said. “I don’t suppose you saw what made the tracks.”
 
   “At the moment, we’re debating an animated scarecrow or a giant with two peg legs,” Calista offered.
 
   “Tracking an escaped scarecrow, are you?” River asked. “One of you wouldn’t happen to be Harper, Knight of the Faithful Heart, would you?”
 
   “That would be me, and this is my wife, Calista,” Harper said.
 
   “Then you’ve saved me a trip into Windingshire,” River said. “I was sent to retrieve you. The Dagger Falls Company is wounded, ill, and limping slowly this way in dire need of your healing to complete the journey.”
 
   “I knew it was foolishness to ask Willard to make the trip by land,” Calista grumbled. “The man is eighty or thereabouts and well past portly on his way to being downright fat.”
 
   “Willard isn’t among them,” River said. “He either took a ship or he didn’t.”
 
   “That’s…um…good?” Calista said.
 
   “It is Sofea who has suffered a wound to her shoulder and an infection to follow,” River said, “and Wendy the Witch has come down with some illness picked up along the road and exacerbated by the cold and wet we’ve been plagued by.”
 
   “Who is Wendy and what of Caleb?” Harper asked.
 
   “I believe Caleb died early in the trek, if he is the Ranger they started out with,” River said. “Wendy, it would seem, is a new addition to the company. I’m the straggler they picked up along the way. Still, we’re wasting time we don’t have. Will you come to their aid or should I fly back empty handed?”
 
   “I’ll come, of course,” Harper said.
 
   “We’ll come,” Calista corrected her.
 
   “No, we won’t,” Harper said. “You must stay here with Bianca. Before you plan to argue, remember our conversation about not orphaning our daughter too soon and remember that you sent me up the hill to get Bianca to safety while you and Angelica fought assassins. Now it is my turn to ride to my task alone while you protect our daughter.”
 
   Calista could only nod her agreement. She couldn’t conjure a single compelling reason why she should go. Harper was a better rider. Aerial was a better horse than Calista had. It would be a horrible thing to do to Athol to ride off without telling him where they were going. And, as much as she wanted to remain by Harper’s side, Calista wanted more to return to Bianca, sleep with her that night, nurse her in the morning, and play the new game of hide and seek.
 
   “How do we know this isn’t a Brownie trick?” Calista asked, having resigned herself to staying behind, although not yet giving up on Harper staying as well.
 
   “Harper sent the Dagger Falls Company a note warning them away from the first village in the valley that would be marked by a giant scarecrow,” River said, clearly growing impatient. “By the way, the first village had no such scarecrow and you might have mentioned the zombies.”
 
   Harper and Calista exchanged a knowing look. “That’s a mark in favor of your silly notion, but I’m not giving up on mine just yet,” Calista said.
 
   “Two marks if it is leaving zombies in its wake,” Harper said.
 
   “More than just the ones in the village for certain as I’ve seen shambling undead along the tracks my entire flight,” River said, “which is all the more reason for us to hurry since the trail crisscrosses the road a few more times between here and where I parted ways with the rest of the Dagger Falls Company.”
 
   “Still, you could have stolen that note off Sofea or Caleb or Willard and made up the rest,” Calista said.
 
   “I don’t really know how else to prove anything to you,” River said, throwing up her tiny arms in protest. “Sofea is tall, taller than both of you by quite a bit. Her hair is pale red on the verge of orange and she keeps it in two long braids. She’s adorable, strong, deathly afraid of spiders, and has an endearing shyness about her that you at once would like to tease to make her blush yet preserve for the beautiful innocence of it all.”
 
   Harper and Calista shared another knowing glance punctuated by raised, curious eyebrows.
 
   “If this is a Brownie trick, then it is an exceedingly weird and poorly thought out one,” Calista said. “Since I am out of questions, I suppose I will entrust my wife to you, Swift River.”
 
   “Not that she looks like she needs me to ensure her safety, but for whatever it is worth, I will do my best to guard her. Although I don’t know why you’d take my pledge since I’ve apparently done a lousy job of protecting Sofea and Wendy to this point,” River said.
 
   “I’m sure you’ve done better than you give yourself credit for,” Harper said. “Lead the way, and we shall see that they both live to thank you for your service.”
 
   “And to make Sofea blush if that is your desire,” Calista said.
 
   Harper nudged Aerial over to Calista. She leaned down in the saddle and they shared a lingering kiss before departure. River took to the air on her owl; Harper galloped after on her warhorse.
 
   Calista watched her wife ride away, her blond hair streaming behind her and her armor clanking like the bells of war. Harper was a knight and a hero of the truest sort, and knowing that made Calista quiver from head to toe. There was a strange jealousy in watching Harper valiantly ride off to save others. Calista strolled to where her horse was grazing and leapt into the saddle. She wanted to be rescued by Harper. The problem being, she wasn’t exactly the damsel in distress type and seldom gave opportunities for her wife to be heroic for her.
 
   Briefly Calista considered following into the forest the trail of what was almost certainly an animated giant scarecrow. She discarded the thought as frivolous. She might run into the scarecrow, and then what? More likely she would become lost and apparently Caleb wasn’t on his way to track and retrieve her if she did get turned around in the woods. The Ranger was dead, if River was to be believed. Calista wanted to feel something about the news, but her emotional well came up dry. She’d hired him, enthralled him, and then cut him loose without a moment’s thought to any of the steps. Learning he was dead was met with the same apathy. She could almost hear Angelica in her head, calling her a heartless bitch in her blunt way.
 
   “Do beautiful, heroic knights ride through mobs of zombies to rescue heartless bitches?” Calista asked of her horse before they began the ride back to Windingshire. She supposed they would have to if the heartless bitch in question was the mother of their child. That was something at least.
 
   Calista didn’t feel like returning to the inn empty handed. A solid maybe on the identity of the lumbering giant and source of zombies in the valley wasn’t really much of a find in her opinion. There were other ways to gather information aside from tromping about in the woods and so she rode back toward the city with the expectation of finding a tavern with talkative drunks.
 
   It only occurred to her on the ride back that she’d seen Harper off to a dangerous mission with little more fanfare than a grocery run. It was difficult to see Harper as mortal after the Winter War. A person that could essentially wipe out two armies, survive a night under siege upon a frozen ocean, and return from it all without a mark on her was ample evidence that Calista had little to worry about. She did wonder if her wife worried about her when she went off on her own. Certainly Calista had her own share of heroics during the Winter War, but she’d nearly died a few times, and definitely hadn’t escaped without injuries. Harper was also more of a worrier, and Calista gave her ample opportunity to fret.
 
   Back within Windingshire, Calista dismounted in front of the first tavern she came to. The sign above the door, dangling from heavily tarnished copper chains, identified the dark little building as the Penny Duck. It sounded more like a strange brothel to her than a tavern, but her doubts were quickly dispelled when she pushed open the heavy, oak door. The dimly lit interior was lightly populated. A few sodden old men sat at their own tables, mutually ignoring each other’s company while nursing pints in wooden mugs.
 
   Calista found a seat at one of the half-dozen empty, battered wooden tables. A gray haired woman with a bent back and a hook nose came out from behind the bar, deposited a mug of flat ale in front of Calista and wordlessly retreated back to her post after scooping up the coins Calista dropped on the table. Eavesdropping on conversations in such a tavern would be difficult with all the crushing silence everyone was savoring. 
 
   Calista sipped her ale and found it remarkably tasty. There were two types of taverns in her estimation: the drinking kind and the dancing kind. She was in the drinking sort where the main focus of any patron through the door was a businesslike approach to getting tossed. Whether the drinking tavern boasted good booze or low prices or both, the seats were meant to firmly hold their patrons for the task of moving alcohol from mug to mouth. Little else was done in a drinking tavern. The ale was good so Calista decided she would simply sit for awhile, finish her drink, and soak up the silence.
 
   In a drinking tavern, she could make mention of the animated scarecrow spawning zombies and likely wouldn’t be seen as anything beyond a drunk telling tall tales. If she was going to tell stories, she supposed a giant with two peg legs was more interesting. The thing she’d seen strolling across the hills the night before definitely had the look of a giant about it. Beyond just the thing’s immense size, it had a sloped back, a swaying belly, and a huge, floppy hat. If it’d had two or three heads, she would have immediately known it as an Ettin as Ettins were immensely fond of hats, and why wouldn’t they be seeing as they had twice or thrice the heads to adorn. Angelica once made a joke that she would retire from burglary and open a hat shop called Jotunn Hattery that catered entirely to Ettins. Calista hoped Sofea survived long enough to confirm that Jotunn was what northerners called Ettins because Calista always assumed Angelica was making up that part.
 
   Calista drank down her pint quickly and just as quickly another appeared before her delivered by the same taciturn barwoman. The second tasted even better than the first. It was a first-rate drinking tavern that had such good brew at such reasonable prices. Already the strength of the ale was fogging thinking when she tried to do the math to know exactly when she could breastfeed again without passing the beer on to her child.
 
   It wasn’t like Bianca was all that interested in breastfeeding anymore, although that wasn’t about to stop Calista from trying. Bianca did everything in her own time. She spoke when and what language she wanted, and she waited to walk almost until she could run. So it wasn’t too terribly surprising that she decided when she would be weaned. The astounding speed with which Bianca was making her own decisions would have been a crushing worry for Calista if her daughter wasn’t becoming such a damned interesting little girl. Still, it was entirely too early to give so much autonomy to Bianca. There would be a time when Calista and Harper would have to teach Bianca to stand alone against adversity no other child would know. With how fast Bianca was growing up, Calista wondered how soon that day might come. However, that was a concern for the future while she had ample trouble in the immediate present.
 
   “The thing we ought to do to get rid of these ghosts is to get another Witch coven to come around,” Calista said, slurring her words half out of wanting to sound like a drunk in a tavern and half because she was nearly two strong pints down.
 
   A couple of the other drunks in the tavern looked up from their own pints. A stout man with a completely hairless, round head and a straw hat resting beside his mug nodded his agreement first. “I was driving one of the wagons that collected up the bodies for burial. Not a young one among them,” the straw hat man said.
 
   “Sent the young ones away, they did,” the barwoman said with a raspy, faint voice.
 
   “Young ones?” Calista asked. She didn’t know there was such a thing. Powerful magical practitioners were all old since it took a lifetime of study and dedication to gather any significant magical prowess. Or was that only true of Sorcerers?
 
   “Aye, they’ve always got a handful of the maiden Witches waiting to be filled with the essences of the old,” the straw hat man said. “Sent them away to protect them from what happened, I’d wager.”
 
   “You’re daft and in the drink if that’s your opinion,” said a withered old man with a big, bushy red beard streaked through with gray. “If they sent the younglings away to avoid the slaughter, it’d mean they knew it was coming, and if they knew that, why didn’t they do something to stop it?”
 
   “I don’t pretend to know the first thing about what a Witch thinks,” the straw hat man countered. “I’m just telling you what I know. The only Witch bodies in that slaughter were gray-hairs and nobody’s seen the young ones in weeks.”
 
   The tavern collectively sat for a moment to consider the mystery. Slowly, everyone resumed drinking in silence after mulling over the situation to each individual’s satisfaction. The barwoman drew a couple new pints and delivered them one by one to the patrons who had finished their last round.
 
   The coven wasn’t wiped out entirely then, Calista thought although she wondered how much power youngling Witches might have. “I suppose we ought to get the young Witches to come back then,” Calista said.
 
   “Likely as not, you’d have to lie to them about what happened here to get them back and woe be unto the man or woman who lies to a Witch,” the barwoman said. This statement sent every head in the tavern nodding at the truth of the words.
 
   “Witches aren’t a brave lot,” the bushy beard man said. “They don’t much care for adventures or danger. I’d venture they’d call a town full of cultists and assassins more trouble than they’re willing to tangle in.”
 
   “Besides, you’d have to know where they’d gone,” the straw hat man said, not wishing to be outdone in Witch knowledge.
 
   Calista nodded her understanding of this to join in with the rest of the tavern patrons in agreeing with the two statements. It wasn’t previously known information to her, as it seemed to be with everyone else, but it fit nicely with something she’d learned earlier that day. There was a Witch traveling in the company of Sofea. Harper was already on the way to bring them back. The Brownie hadn’t said whether or not the Witch was young. Calista simply assumed the Witch in question was an old woman since that’s the only type of Witch she’d seen to that point and it was likelier an elderly adventurer would fall ill on the road. Those were mere assumptions, though. She had to hope Wendy was one of the aforementioned younglings and would know how to bring the others back.
 
   She smiled to herself as she drank down her second pint. She couldn’t reassure the tavern patrons that there was a Witch on the way that would almost certainly be rescued by her own wife. If there were assassins left in town, they would have gone to ground, disguised themselves as humdrum townsfolk, and tried the same information gathering technique Calista was employing that very moment. One, a couple, or all three of the trio of silent tavern patrons could be Brotherhood assassins waiting for someone to say something worth hearing. Calista eyed the three men shrewdly. If any of them were assassins, they’d heard enough already to know they hadn’t gotten all the Witches during the Hallowed Nights Festival massacre.
 
   Harper would succeed in saving Wendy and Sofea if they were still alive when she got to them, of that Calista had no doubt, but in returning them to Windingshire, she might also be bringing Wendy into a village full of assassins’ daggers. Protecting Wendy would be paramount. She had what she’d come in for, and so Calista polished off her pint, waved away the barwoman who looked poised to draw another for her, and strolled out of the tavern with a head swimming from strong beer and useful information cleverly gathered.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 32
 
   Three Paths
 
    
 
   Sofea drove the wagon as long as she was able. Her grasp of time became rather slippery through the mounting haze of her fever. There were dead bodies wandering in the fields beside the road, of that she was certain. Most didn’t see them and the few that did moved too slowly through the muck and past the fences to get to the road in time to catch them. When Sofea could no longer stand the throbbing pain and alternating chills and burning sensations racing through her, she relinquished the driving duties to Wendy.
 
   In the back of the wagon and the relatively comfortable litter they’d created, Sofea found a fitful sleep that made it all the more difficult to track time and space. She rested her head near the front of the wagon so she could see up through the flaps to watch Wendy’s back. Wendy had jammed her staff into the space between the wagon’s front wall and bench seat. The tip of the gnarled piece of wood glowed with the green light of dead-fire. It was night then, it must be, Sofea decided.
 
   Out the back of the wagon she spotted dark figures shambling across the road. Rotted, dead faces glanced idly into the wagon with their milky, lifeless eyes, but did not seem to see Sofea. She could hear Bjorn trudging alongside the wagon on the uphill side of the road. The stalwart bear’s presence was reassuring.
 
   “Why aren’t they killing us?” Sofea asked weakly.
 
   “I’ve made us as invisible to the undead as I can for as long as I can,” Wendy said.
 
   “Could you have done that with the sentries watching over the border?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Maybe,” Wendy admitted. “I wish I’d tried now.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “I’d started believing River’s nonsense about you being some invincible Valkyrie warrior,” Wendy said, “and you said you’d faced similar enemies before.”
 
   It would be hard to deny River’s boasts about Sofea, and, in her current state, it would impossible to defend the invincible part. As vaguely insulting as Wendy’s words were, they weren’t inaccurate. Moreover, Sofea’s lie of omission had cost her the chance to know there was another option. “I hadn’t fought berserkers, not for real. I’d dueled against the two in the Valkyries, but could never beat either of them,” Sofea admitted.
 
   “So we’re all to blame in part,” Wendy said. “River oversold you. You lied about your experience. And I believed it all to avoid casting a taxing spell. Is stupidity into an early grave a common fate for adventurers?”
 
   “Stupidity is a leading cause of death for our ilk,” Sofea said.
 
   “Your ilk,” Wendy said. “Once this is over, I’m retiring from the adventuring trade.”
 
   “One difficult trip and you’re ready to quit? It’s only been a couple weeks.”
 
   “This is normal then?”
 
   Sofea didn’t have to consider the question long. “Yes,” she said, “skirting death is fairly commonplace in the adventuring profession. During the Winter War, I was spider bitten once and stranded on the frozen ocean in the bear fort, but those are hardly the only times I’d nearly died while treasure hunting. There were storms that battered our longboats when I raided with the Valkyries. Giants often invaded villages we were pillaging. The cold of the north has made several attempts to end me as well. It’s all part and parcel.” Somehow it felt better to list all the times she’d nearly died, yet hadn’t. That was the thing about death, she supposed: a person either died or they didn’t. If they made it to Harper in time, they would be healed, made whole, and this would be just another instance where death hadn’t quite managed to claim her. If they didn’t make it in time, she would simply do what everyone eventually did. It was clearly fever thinking, but it gave her a profound sense of peace to remember how many times she hadn’t died when she should have.
 
   “I’m glad imminent doom is so pervasive for you, but this is all entirely new to me,” Wendy said. “We’re going to have to stop soon to feed, water, and rest the mules lest we lose them.”
 
   “That sounds dangerous.”
 
   “It might be.”
 
   A widening in the road around a bend gave them the best chance to pull off into relative seclusion. Dragging herself from her nest of blankets and furs was an exercise in agony for Sofea. She scooted to the back of the wagon away from the dead-fire to note it was on the night side of dusk with bats filling the air to hunt what few bugs might remain in the relentless, meager days of the Eternal Autumn. Sofea clambered out of the wagon, reached back in, and retrieved her axe. She didn’t think for an instant she could swing the weapon—it just made her feel better to hold it. The axe hung heavy in her hand even as she clutched her shield arm to her chest in the curled position that afforded the least amount of pain. Her legs were wobbly, her head swam, and she felt on the verge of retching, but she was up and armed, and that was enough for the moment.
 
   Wendy circled around the wagon to unload the fodder first. “I can hear water down the hill, but we dare not brave the forest in the dark,” she said. “We’ll use the water we have on hand and refill in the morning.”
 
   Sofea nodded, clenching her teeth to keep from throwing up or groaning in agony. She kept her eyes to the horizon and her ears pricked in hopes of hearing the moaning and shuffling of zombies before they arrived. Blessedly, the road was peaceful, and the only sounds were the distant winds through trees and the squeaks of bats on the hunt.
 
   Bjorn had walked away from the wagon to feast upon an outcropping of mushrooms growing at the base of a nearby oak tree. The bear wolfed the giant mushrooms with such ease that he’d cleared one tree in a matter of moments and was on to the next. Sofea wandered over to see what else the bear might be doing. Along the way she noticed a bevy of tracks and a recently used fire pit.
 
   “I think others have camped here,” Sofea said.
 
   “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Wendy had finished strapping the feed bags onto the mules and was looking for rocks to block the wheels of the wagon.
 
   “It’s just a thing, neither good nor bad.”
 
   Wendy retrieved her staff from the wagon and began dragging it along the ground with the dead-fire end pointed down. The green flames traced a faintly glowing green line that lingered until the circle was complete. The ring on the ground flashed once when Wendy touched the flaming staff to the abandoned fire pit. The ashes caught and glowed faintly even as the burning end of Wendy’s staff petered out.
 
   “That’ll warn us right before we’re devoured or killed in our sleep,” Wendy said.
 
   Sofea smiled weakly. The day spent driving hadn’t done either of them any favors. Sofea gently touched the back of her hand to Wendy’s forehead to find it every bit as hot as her own. When Wendy gave her a puzzled look she shifted from checking her temperature to brushing a few strands of black hair away from Wendy’s eyes.
 
   “Sleep will help,” Sofea said.
 
   “It couldn’t hurt.”
 
   Wendy and Sofea climbed into the back of the wagon together, made themselves comfortable, and fell asleep in one another’s arms. It wasn’t the way Sofea imagined she would first embrace Wendy during sleep, but it was every bit as comforting as she hoped it would be. Wendy’s slender frame folded nicely against her. Sleep came quickly to them both, but the dreams were frightful and strange.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Harper rode out as fast as she dared to keep pace with the owl in the sky ahead. She’d equipped Aerial with full barding including the heavy skirt to guard her legs. A suit of chain, a padded covering, and several steel plates shielded her horse from any zombie attacks. After seeing what became of Athol’s mount at the hands of the Dead Watch Pikes, Harper wasn’t going to risk anything. The added weight slowed and tired Aerial far faster than if she and Harper had both gone without their maximum protection. Harper justified the heavy metal with the thought that they wouldn’t do anyone any good if they died along the way. Besides, she only had to get to Sofea in a timely fashion. Once she was there, they could take their time getting back, perhaps cutting their way through enemies, and that would require armor and barding.
 
   She was nearly to the crossroads when Aerial began to flag and the zombies arose to block their path. It seemed a particular piece of misfortune to Harper that both happened at the same time. In addition to the thirty or so Dead Watch Pikes that had been near the crossroads when last she rode through, the deceased mercenary group had apparently done some recruiting to bolster the total number of undead to more than a hundred scattered across the fields and road. Most of the dead were too decayed and clad in tattered rags to determine who they might have been in life, although Harper guessed they were probably bedraggled refugees who had fled the murderous cultists only to end up folded into a newly formed zombie army.
 
   Harper pulled up short upon the apex of a low hillock to give Aerial a breather. River circled over the zombies a few times, perhaps to make a count, before returning to where Harper had stopped. The owl came to rest on a fencepost beside the road. River offered Harper a sheepish shrug.
 
   “There weren’t this many in the morning,” River said.
 
   “The ones with black armor and purple cloaks ate my friend’s horse when last I passed through here.” Harper slid her helmet from the strap on her saddle and settled it over her head. She tucked her hair beneath and affixed the entire thing to the gorget protecting her neck. “I had no illusions of this being easy.”
 
   “The huge circular tracks run straight across the road there, so going around isn’t an option,” River said. “We’d just hit more zombies eventually.”
 
   “Then I ride through.” Harper knew Aerial could trample heavy infantry at a full charge. The issue wasn’t the living dead she would have to go through; it was the extreme distance they would need to cover to get to the other side. The zombie horde at its thickest was perhaps a quarter mile deep. It was an easy distance to judge from the top of the hillock. A quarter mile was far thicker than any army line she’d ever heard of a warhorse charging through. Even the ice giant line during the Winter War hadn’t been so deep. The zombies weren’t packed nearly as densely as a true military formation, but she imagined they would swarm once she started. The scattered look they had was deceptive.
 
   Harper took a deep breath, slid Valiance from the scabbard across her back, and readied herself for the bold charge. Aerial seemed to sense her intention and tensed for the hard ride. Before Harper could put her heels into Aerial’s sides, even before River could nudge Roderick into taking wing, the southern end of the zombie formation erupted in an explosion of flame.
 
   Harper stared hard through the narrow slit upon her helmet to see what became of the fire. The flames consumed a dozen zombies instantly and left the surrounding grass scorched, dotted with corpses charred to black skeletons. As the flames were dying down, a wagon roared up from the southern arm of the road to Port Fordham. A fat man in red stood in the back of the wagon weaving another spell with his pudgy fingers while a tiny woman in black drove the team of four horses. A few other women in various types of armor stood guard around the edges of the wagon. Armed with shields and spears, the women looked ready to jab at any undead that dared approach the cart.
 
   “That is a fried slice of strange if I ever saw one,” River said.
 
   “It’s Willard,” Harper explained, recognizing the Sorcerer’s mobile mystical artillery trick from the Winter War.
 
   “I guess his ship made it after all,” River said.
 
   “Let’s give them a hand in clearing the way.” Harper didn’t wait to see if River would follow. She gave Aerial a quick thump with her heels and they were off down the hill, charging hard toward the befuddled zombies, with her sword held high to catch the midday sun.
 
   Lopping heads from zombies was far easier than Harper even thought it would be. The undead had no shields, no sense of self-preservation, and only the scant few Dead Watch Pikes among their numbers had armor or helmets. Valiance carved through the zombies like a holy sickle through undead wheat. Harper passed beyond the wake left behind Willard’s wagon, charging right over the top of a handful of zombies that tried to chase the Sorcerer.
 
   She could hear the women on the wagon crying out to her, and she thought she heard a familiar voice yelling commands to the team of horses. If Harper didn’t believe it nonsense to think so, she would have sworn the tiny, black-clad figure snapping the reins was Brandinne.
 
   Harper circled around once she was free of the zombie formation on the other side. Aerial was lathered already, and the next pass would go up the hill through thick grass. Harper waited a moment, watching the wagon circle wildly across the face of the hill while she waited for Aerial to catch her breath in some small measure. The wagon careened through the undead that tried to swarm it. Occasionally a sharp turn brought two of the wagon’s wheels off the ground, but the half-dozen women in the back always shifted to the high side of the listing cart to bring the wheels back to the ground. Willard whipped about on the end of his safety rope, flinging spells out both sides as he went. Lightning arced through the undead, fireballs exploded across the hillsides, and icy blasts cleared out the groups trailing behind. On rare occasion a lone zombie snuck through the wall of destructive magic flowing from the wagon only to be struck down by the spear-wielding women.
 
   Harper nudged Aerial into a canter, not wanting to gallop her again if she didn’t need to. The zombie stragglers didn’t require a full charge to slay them. Harper slashed down at the undead as they came to her, clearing Aerial’s sides even as the zombie assault thickened around her. She leaned forward in the saddle and pulled down on the reins, rearing Aerial when zombies clustered in front. Aerial’s huge, iron-shod hooves cracked skulls two at a time before the mighty warhorse came back down to the ground, scattering the rest with the steel plates on her head, neck, and chest.
 
   With her own section more or less cleared, Harper worked her way up the hill, zigzagging along the way to finish off the crippled zombies that hadn’t managed to keep up with their deceased mates. By that point, Willard’s wagon was stopped. The team of horses looked exhausted with tongues lolling from their mouths. The diminutive driver in the black armor had her crossbow out, and was picking off zombies at a remarkable distance while Willard continued his mystical slaughter. Harper was increasingly certain the woman driving the wagon had to be the Havvish Jack turned Thief Queen, but she couldn’t fathom what had brought Brandinne so far south and in such strange company.
 
   As Harper neared, the spear women on the back of the wagon piled out and rushed across the hill to finish off the zombies as they came in. Willard’s spells were apparently spent, although spent well in a grand massacre of apocalyptic proportions. The old Sorcerer tipped his wide-brimmed hat to Harper upon her approach. Brandinne threw back the black hood on her armor to let her short, curly black hair tumble free. They were both grinning ear-to-ear with cheeks made ruddy from the cold wind whipping across them.
 
   “Look who the hell it is!” Brandinne said. “Fancy meeting such a resplendent knight on this mundane road.”
 
   “Sword Maiden Harper, it is a delight to see you healthy and in your element,” Willard said, bowing as much as his huge belly and achy back would allow.
 
   Harper tilted her head, unhooked her helmet, and removed the steel protection to let her face be seen. She was smiling to match their mood and every bit as flushed from the thrill of such a successful slaughter of undead abominations.
 
   “It is good to see you both,” Harper said, “but how in the name of Her Holiness are you even here?”
 
   “We took ship from Griffon’s Rock after receiving a helpful warning about krakens from young Sofea,” Willard said. “I had planned the journey all along, but the letter served as a reminder to finally depart as well as the means to make the trip.”
 
   “Krakens?” Harper asked.
 
   “For some reason the coast is just sick with the slimy bastards,” Brandinne said. “The advanced warning served us and our shipmates well. Willard put a quick end to the monstrous squids before they could even surface. The most challenging part of the entire voyage was hauling Willard’s bulk into the crow’s-nest every day.”
 
   “Pulleys and winches were involved,” Willard admitted. “I’m not the man I used to be. Not that I was ever much of a climber.”
 
   “I’m glad to see you both survived the trip,” Harper said, “but we must move along quickly. Sofea is in desperate need of rescuing.”
 
   “The rest of the Dagger Falls Company isn’t in Windingshire yet?” Brandinne asked. “They started out well ahead of us.” Brandinne let out a sharp whistle and waved her hand in a circle above her head. The spear women quickly finished the last of the zombies and trotted back in a tightly packed formation. “Silken Spears, to me!”
 
   “Silken Spears?” Harper asked.
 
   “I formed a harem to stave off boredom to no avail,” Brandinne said. “Rather than start on the zoo I had planned, I decided it was time to get back into treasure hunting. When I broached the topic with my harem, a few offered to make the change of career with me. Apparently part of my harem had come as a unit from a prince in the Eastern Reaches who liked the idea of his harem doubling as his royal guard. To be honest, I can see the appeal in that even if it superficially sounds like the mad fantasy of an eccentric potentate. Two tasks for one employee makes good business sense for a frugal harem-holder. These six were well-trained in the round shield, long spear, and falchion sword. The mercenary guild registry was all too happy to take my money in forming the new group. Thus the Silken Spears were born. When Willard mentioned there might be some work for us down here, along with milder weather, we joined him on the first ship out of Griffon’s Rock. We’re at your service so long as the pay is adequate and the work is lively.”
 
   “I can’t afford to hire any mercenaries right now,” Harper admitted.
 
   “Bugger it,” Brandinne said, “we’ll work for free until you can!”
 
   The Silken Spears leapt back into the wagon around Willard, taking up their defensive positions in quick order. Getting a closer look at the women dressed in bronze scale armor, Harper could see why they were chosen for harem work. The women were exotic, beautiful, and had a worldly look about them. Unlike Harper’s full plate, the armor, shields, and weapons the Silken Spears used couldn’t hide the beauties they were underneath.
 
   “Fair enough then,” Harper said. “We head east to follow the owl.” Harper pointed Valiance to the sky where River and Roderick circled the scorched battlefield in a rather impatient way. All eyes shot to the clear, blue sky to spot the bird.
 
   “That owl as a Brownie on it,” Brandinne said.
 
   “She’s a new hire picked up by the Dagger Falls Company,” Harper said.
 
   “Curiosities abound,” Willard mused. “A Witch and a Brownie joining forces with us portends of bad things to my mind. I don’t imagine Caleb took the news well.”
 
   Harper shook her head. “It is said that Caleb died upon the road. If we are to save the rest, we must away now.”
 
   They rejoined the road, rolling over zombie bodies along the way, and struck out eastward into the wooded areas between the farm holds. Harper led the new company, keeping a sharp eye upon the owl and its rider. The Goddess Dahlia was certainly watching over her in having the reunion with Willard and Brandinne come when it did. Once she was in the thick of the zombies, she doubted she could have ridden through on her own. It had been foolish for her to even think she might have charged across on a lathered horse in the first place. Harper whispered a small prayer to her Goddess to thank her for the divine luck.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Calista tried her best to maintain her composure upon her return to the Red Enders Inn, but it took Athol and Mr. Katz one look to know she was half in the bag. Practiced drunks apparently had sharp eyes for fellow inebriates. They promised to continue watching Bianca while Calista took a nap and collected her fuzzy wits.
 
   Calista stumbled up to her room to flop face first on the bed for an hour or so. Within her room the air was warmer than it should have been after leaving the stove to burn itself out earlier that day. Stranger still, Calista’s box of secrets was sitting in the middle of the room rather than beneath the city of Ovid in the crystal temple to Solancacae. It was a holy sign, and one Calista was glad to receive.
 
   She crossed the floor quickly, fell to her knees before the box, whispered the prayer of thanks required to spring the locks, and threw open the top. She wondered if the Goddess had sent the box to retrieve the life force she’d collected along the way or directions for an assassination target. The interior of the chest would be a swirling void if it was the former or contain a mirror with a face if it was the latter. Neither expected item was within. Calista reached in and withdrew a piece of heavy parchment. Upon it, written in glowing gold letters, was a simple message: protect the Witch to turn the tide.
 
   “Turn the tide of what?” Calista asked.
 
   More of the ghostly golden writing etched its way across the page to add: the War of the Heavens.
 
   “What must I protect her from?”
 
   Confusion while ignoring vengeance upon an old enemy, the words read.
 
   “I will do as you bid, my Goddess,” Calista whispered. The words vanished from the parchment and the paper crumbled into golden autumn leaves in her hands. The box shimmered, grew increasingly transparent, and then vanished entirely, leaving Calista upon her knees to consider the message from Solancacae.
 
   The directives were clear, even if Calista didn’t understand the reasoning behind them. She was at least thankful for that. Many divine touched received maddeningly vague instructions from their deities, and then were punished for not carrying out the commands wrapped in impenetrable riddles. Calista didn’t know what the War of the Heavens was or what was meant by protecting a Witch from confusion. She could venture a guess at the old enemy she was meant to ignore, although she didn’t understand Solancacae’s sudden change of heart about exterminating the dragon cult. It didn’t matter. She didn’t need to know her Goddess’s reasoning to obey.
 
   It felt wonderful to return to Solancacae’s service. Her Goddess bid her, and she went happily to carry out the task knowing she served an immortal. Her divine spark, powerful and purple within her mind’s eye, glowed brighter in acceptance of her duty, giving off warmth and comfort.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 33
 
   Plucked From the Wild
 
    
 
   Sofea awoke the next morning in agony. The fire of her infection ran down the length of her arm, up her neck, across half her head, and spread over her chest to inhibit her breathing. She was too weak to rise, too weak indeed to even pull her head up far enough to look around. Wendy was still beside her, but didn’t seem to be faring any better.
 
   The Witch’s breathing was ragged and labored as if she were struggling to breathe through buildup in her lungs that she could not mount the strength to clear with a cough. When Sofea nudged her, Wendy’s eyes did not open.
 
   That’ll be it then, Sofea thought. They’d made it as far as they were able. If they were lucky, they would die from their respective illnesses before the zombies found them. Not that it mattered overly much at that point. Dying would almost come as a blessing to be free of the agony of her infection. Even being eaten alive couldn’t be that much worse than what she was already experiencing.
 
   Unbidden, sleep reclaimed her. She struggled through a painful haze, waking occasionally to hear Bjorn snuffling around at the rear of the wagon to check on them. She managed to flutter her eyes open to bleary slits a few times, but he’d usually moved on by then. Each time she reclaimed consciousness, she listened for Wendy’s weak breathing. For the moment, the Witch was still with her.
 
   Voices roused her in what she guessed was the early evening. Sound warped in her fever delirium to the point that she couldn’t even tell if the voices were male or female. Someone in heavy armor climbed into the back of the wagon. She could see the steel plates of a knight’s protection, blond hair, and faintly glowing aquamarine eyes. For a strange, confused moment, Sofea wondered if it was Ingrid come to save her. Except Ingrid never wore plate mail and her eyes didn’t glow. It came to Sofea a moment later that Ingrid also died in the Winter War. Cool hands touched her inflamed flesh. The pain melted from her like snow in the spring sunlight. Clarity quickly returned on the heels of her agony receding. Her savior was Harper. She could see and understand that now.
 
   “You came,” Sofea murmured.
 
   Harper smiled to her before moving on to Wendy. Sofea rolled over weakly to look at her companion. The only thing to discern Wendy from a corpse was the quick, shallow breaths she was struggling to draw. Her skin was ashen and taut. Harper laid her hands upon Wendy, but the only change was an easing of her breathing into a more normalized state.
 
   A tiny, warm hand touched Sofea upon the forehead. She lifted her eyes to see River standing above her on the pillow she’d constructed by rolling up a coat. “You should see the rescue I brought you,” River said.
 
   “I will in the morning,” Sofea whispered before sleep reclaimed her. She was safe, her pain was gone, and River had come back. Sleep sounded good.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Harper climbed out of the wagon and slid her gauntlets back on. Sofea would be fine, probably better than ever in the morning, but the Witch still sat on the dagger’s edge. Sofea’s wound was a cut muscle that had festered, which wasn’t anything Harper hadn’t seen or healed before. Wendy’s illness was strange. If she didn’t know better, Harper would have guessed it was of divine origin. If a deity truly wanted Wendy dead, she would be unless something else was shielding her in part. Harper pushed back the disease as far as she was able on the first attempt and clearly staved off an immediate death, but it might take several more attempts before the Witch would regain consciousness. The magic Dahlia gifted to Harper was stronger than that which diseased Wendy; this was strange as Dahlia was not a particularly powerful Goddess.
 
   “We need to set up camp,” Harper said. “Sofea and Wendy can’t be moved yet and it is too dark to travel anyway.”
 
   Three of the Silken Spear members worked to help Willard out of the back of his wagon. The old Sorcerer was giving the ladies quite the workout in the process. Brandinne nervously submitted herself to a gentle sniffing over from a giant, gray bear that looked like a reclaimed Cyclops mount. The other three members of the Silken Spears started to set up a camp before Harper even mentioned the need for one.
 
   “What in the name of the Goddess has been happening here?” Harper asked.
 
   “I daresay that’s the bear Sofea saved in the stone berry groves,” Willard said, finally settling his feet upon the ground after his epic dismounting from the three foot drop out of the wagon. “How it came into her possession afterward is a mystery to me.”
 
   “It saved her during an assassin attack masquerading as a bandit raid along the road,” River offered, popping her head out of the back of the wagon. “The assassins were after Wendy, but they seemed just as pleased to kill the Ranger and Sofea in the process. Were it not for the bear, they likely would have succeeded. Wendy claims she doesn’t know why assassins are after her, but they caught up to us again in Tangletown and made another attempt.”
 
   “Assassins were hired by a dragon cult to kill the Witches confining a dead dragon in the mines beneath Windingshire. I imagine Wendy is of that same coven and thus a target of the same assassins.” Harper grabbed a handful of water skins from the back of the wagon and slung them over her shoulder. “We’ll need water if we’re going to stay the night. There’s a stream down the hill,” she said.
 
   “I’ll come along,” Brandinne offered, “if I’m done being inspected by this bear. Remember me, boy? I was there when Sofea helped you. Never mind the fact that I thought she was daft for doing so. Motivation is beyond a bear’s understanding, I would hope. That’s a good bear. Stay put. Perhaps inspect Willard if you’re not satisfied we’re safe to keep around.” Brandinne slipped away from the bear and walked beside Harper toward the trail off the edge of the clearing. “Havvish are bite sized for a bear that big. If he’d switched from sniffing to munching, I’d be gone before anyone could tell him to spit out the Thief Queen.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Harper said. “I think he likes you.”
 
   “Just because you killed dozens of those bears during the Winter War doesn’t make you an expert on their moods,” Brandinne countered.
 
   They walked quickly down the hill to the stream. Harper remembered her last time collecting water from that same stream with a different companion. It was only a little more than a week ago that she argued with Calista after they slew the bandits. It felt like months ago; so much so that Harper felt stupid for ever having questioned why Calista did the things she did, or that Harper could or should change her wife.
 
   When they reached the rocky clearing at the bend in the river, the bones and bodies of the men were gone, which was to be expected, but the tattered weapons remained. Brandinne wandered amongst the site of battle, kicking at the shattered pieces of the rusty old broadswords that Calista had broken upon the rocks after their victory.
 
   “Looks like there was a bit of a dust up here,” Brandinne said.
 
   “Calista and I fought some bandits when we passed through ten days ago,” Harper explained.
 
   “The bandits would be zombies by now.”
 
   Harper knelt by the stream and began filling the water skins. “Probably.”
 
   “Not all of us,” a man’s voice spoke softly from the edge of the tree line.
 
   Harper stood straight up, losing a single water skin into the slowly flowing stream in the process. She reached back for her sword, but did not draw the blade yet. Brandinne had her crossbow up, drawn, and ready to fire should the owner of the voice prove dangerous.
 
   Three gaunt men stepped from the forest. They were half-starved and slow, but they looked far better kempt than when Harper last saw them. Even with trimmed beards and hair, she could recognize them as the three she’d granted clemency to.
 
   “You’ll find robbing and raping me no easier now than the last time,” Harper said.
 
   “We’ve no weapons or enmity for you,” one of the men said.
 
   “In fact, we’ve been coming back here every evening for more than a week now hoping to find you again,” another said.
 
   “Not for revenge, I would hope for your sake,” Brandinne said. “The Sword Maiden slew the Fir’bolg general during the Winter War and you lot look like you couldn’t stand strong in the face of a flower-scented zephyr.”
 
   “We don’t doubt it,” the first man said. “You mistake our intentions. We don’t seek revenge. We wish to serve you and whatever deity you pay homage to.”
 
   “I am Hamish, this is Cortland and Shaun,” the smallest of the three men said, pointing to the other two in turn. “We’ve learned the errors of our ways.”
 
    “It’s your mercy that did it,” Cortland said.
 
   “Tell us your patron’s name and we’ll serve them and you as best we can,” Shaun said.
 
   “Dahlia,” Harper said, “the Goddess of the Faithful Heart.”
 
   The three men knelt upon the stones, bowed their heads, and pressed their fists to their chests over their hearts. “Then consider us sworn brothers of Dahlia of the Faithful Heart,” Hamish said.
 
   “Don’t trouble yourself over fetching water,” Cortland offered as the three rose. “We’ll haul the water for you, tend your fire, and listen to whatever you tell us about our new Goddess.”
 
   “I’ve…um…okay,” Harper stammered. She’d inspired converts before, back when she was Maraline’s Sword Maiden, but usually only after showing the power of the Sea Queen to the masses. An act of mortal mercy hadn’t been met with such devotion before in her experience. All the same, she handed over the water skins when the men came to take them.
 
   “People I fail to kill who tried to kill me usually come back looking for another shot at my throat,” Brandinne said, lowering her crossbow.
 
   “That has been my experience until now as well,” Harper admitted.
 
   “The woman who was with you, the bronze haired southerner, moved in ways no human could without the divine’s help,” Cortland offered. “That’s when we knew we hadn’t just been spared by a person. We’d been offered divine forgiveness.”
 
   “We weren’t bandits or brigands to start, and we three never lightly stomached the work,” Shaun explained. “I was a haberdasher outside Leeds in a little village on the old White Rock River. Cortland was a shepherd in the hills to the east of Ovid. Hamish was a longshoreman from one end of Vaelandria to the other. We weren’t bad people until we came to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest. It took your bit of mercy to remind us of who we were.”
 
   “We’ve done terrible things to survive,” Cortland said. “We’ve got a lot to atone for.”
 
   “Dahlia is the Goddess for which to do good works,” Harper explained. “If you seek contrition, you could not have selected a more appropriate faith.”
 
   The men finished filling all the water skins and shouldered them to haul them wherever Harper might point. She led them back to the trail and up the hill with Brandinne bringing up the rear, watching them closely and fingering the trigger on her crossbow. Back at the camp, the Silken Spears had a roaring fire going and food cooking in pots and on spits over the flames.
 
   “You found more than water, it would seem,” Willard said. “Who are these starved woodland folks?”
 
   “New followers of Dahlia,” Brandinne said. “Knelt by the river and swore themselves to the Goddess the second they saw Harper. It was touching, really.”
 
   “Religion can be found in strange places, I suppose,” Willard said. “You three are welcome to food if you want it. There’s plenty to go around.”
 
   The newly religious trio looked to Harper who nodded her permission. They set aside their water skins and took up wooden bowls to partake. Only then did Brandinne shoulder her crossbow.
 
   Harper took her leave of the crowded fireside. The trip was a mixed bag to that point. She’d lain to rest the Dead Watch Pikes, or at least stopped their corpses from moving about even if she didn’t inter them or burn them upon a pyre. She’d also saved Sofea’s life and picked up three new believers in Dahlia. Still, it would all feel like a failure if Wendy didn’t recover.
 
   Dusk was quickly upon them and she wanted to check on Wendy and Sofea one last time before the light would be too scarce to do so. In the back of the wagon, River was sitting cross-legged on the pillow above Sofea’s head, gently stroking her hair.
 
   “I owe you a debt I can never repay,” River said softly. “I’m enraptured by Sofea, that’s easy to admit, but I’ve grown increasingly fond of Wendy’s company. I was terrified I might lose them both in one stroke of dreadful luck.”
 
   “Sofea will awake whole and healthy, but Wendy is not free of her illness yet,” Harper said. “You did well to bring me to them as quickly as you did. You may claim to owe me a debt, yet do not diminish your own role in their rescue.”
 
   “I thought we were doing so well, that I was traveling with such powerful entities that nothing truly bad could befall us,” River said. “Even when Sofea took a wound and Wendy grew sick, I still thought we were a mighty trio. After seeing what you, Willard, and the others did against an army of zombies, I cannot help but feel humbled.” River reached over to touch Wendy’s forehead as well, noting with a small smile how much cooler it felt. “The world has gone mad around us, perhaps because of the Eternal Autumn, or perhaps it was always mad and only awaited an excuse to tear away the mask of sanity it wore. Regardless, the world has decided it will eat the weak alive, and show even those who think they are strong that they aren’t nearly as strong as they think.”
 
   Something about River’s description of madness and eating the weak struck Harper in a strange way. River had used the words to explain what she’d seen on her journey, but the words were far more apt for something Harper had only recently come to know. River had perfectly described war, yet there wasn’t a war going on that Harper was aware of. It was true that Vaelandria wasn’t dealing well with the Eternal Autumn and skirmishes had broken out in places, but armies didn’t march against each other that she knew of. Harper couldn’t feel confident in what she knew since River had seen more of Vaelandria during the tumult, and she’d described a war. Harper and Calista had been operating under the assumption that the Eternal Autumn was the problem itself rather than the symptom of something larger.
 
   “Tell me all of what you’ve seen along the road,” Harper said. “Start from the beginning and leave out no detail.”
 
   “I suppose it all started when scavengers from my tribe spotted a trio of travelers coming down the Last Road in the middle of a rain storm,” River began.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 34
 
   Within Red Walls
 
    
 
   The sound of the bowstrings snapping partially awoke Calista. The sound of bodies striking the floor at the opposite end of the hall brought her to full alert. She was up from the bed, knife in hand, and moving toward the door before she heard another arrow sent toward a target. The bows were whisper quiet, and likely only she and a handful of other clandestine operators in the world would have heard them through the door while sleeping. The Sylvans were awake and firing indoors, which could only mean invaders coming for her child. Well, they would just have to bleed the floors as red as the outer walls if that was their plan, Calista decided.
 
   She eased the door open to find the hallway choked with Sylvan archers blocking access to her room from both directions. The second she appeared in the door, three of the brawny hunters rushed past her in near silence. The hallway was secured, the room was occupied, and Bianca was physically walled-off by silent Sylvan warriors.
 
   “Who is attacking?” Calista asked of the nearest Sylvan.
 
   “Dragon cult,” the Sylvan replied before returning his focus to anything but her.
 
   She could see the bodies at the end of the hallway. There were two of them and one was wearing the ram’s head mask the cult favored. Two men with knives didn’t make sense to attack a dozen Sylvan warriors and a divine touched mother. Even if they were planning on being sneaky, which obviously wasn’t much of a plan, the cultists would have known to bring more than two. Athol bellowing a battle cry shook Calista from her thoughts. There were more cultists; they simply weren’t coming down the hallway.
 
   “Bianca isn’t the target,” she murmured.
 
   Running to Athol’s aid was her first instinct. The need to guard Bianca held her back. She couldn’t leave her baby, not without Harper or Athol watching over her. Of course, if she didn’t help Athol, she might never have his assistance again. The cultists weren’t after Bianca—it was the only thought that let her walk from the room, down the hallway, and toward the sound of battle. The Sylvans would guard Bianca with their lives, but they wouldn’t have to if the cultists weren’t even after her.
 
   Calista took off at a jog to get the fight over with so she might return to Bianca before she even woke up. She burst from the hallway and slid down the banister for the staircase. Athol was in the main hall, battling half a dozen dragon cultists with his great hammer. The only injury the mighty barbarian appeared to have suffered was losing the bottom half of his beard. Mr. Katz in the other chair hadn’t been so lucky, having his throat cut while napping in his chair. An assassin’s body lay next to Athol’s chair with his brains dashed across the stone hearth.
 
   Calista leaned backward off the banister on her way down and fell the rest of the way to the floor, landing lightly in a shadowed area beside the kitchen door. The dragon cultists never saw her coming. She slashed two throats while they focused on avoiding the circle of death Athol was creating around himself by swinging his maul. Two of the others lost their focus on Athol in seeing Calista cutting the second man’s throat from behind. In losing their focus, they lost their place in the deadly dance with Athol’s hammer. The giant, metal maul cracked through one head and into the other, driven by Athol’s powerful swing. In seeing their number advantage dwindle to nothing, the remaining two dragon cultists fled out the front door. Calista considered throwing her knife, but she’d only grabbed the one, and she thought the fight might not be over within the inn just yet.
 
   “Are you okay?” Calista asked when Athol fell to a knee, leaning heavily on the blood-splattered maul he planted on the floor.
 
   “Fine,” Athol said. “I’ve lost my wind is all.” He lifted his chin for her to see the thick, leather gorget he wore beneath his beard and hair. “A wise drinker won’t let their throat be cut even if they pass out.”
 
   Ankour came rushing out from the wing of the inn nearest the river with two cultists on his trail. Calista did throw her knife at that point, catching the closest man to Ankour directly in the stomach. Athol charged the other cultist, intercepting him in front of the door to the kitchen. Athol’s hammer strike sent the much smaller man flying like a child flinging a rag doll. The cultist smacked through the kitchen door and vanished into the darkened room.
 
   “Why are they trying to kill you?” Calista asked of Ankour as she retrieved her knife from the belly of the still-living cultist. If she left him gut-stabbed but alive, she could come back to question him later.
 
   “They’re not after me,” Ankour said. “They’re after the boy.”
 
   “Wobbly? Why would they want to kill an orphan stable boy?” Athol asked.
 
   “I don’t know their reason and I don’t care. They’ll claim that boy over my dead body.” Ankour stormed into the kitchen. Calista and Athol followed, unsure of what else they might do. The Dwarf retrieved a heavy, iron frying pan and a meat clever from the cutting table. The broken body of the cultist Athol had knocked into the kitchen was still twitching upon the floor. Ankour smacked the cultist across the face with a backhand from the frying pan, shattering the ram’s head mask. In a quick follow through, Ankour buried the cleaver in the cultist’s forehead. Ankour stomped his foot on the dead man’s chest and worried his hacking knife free. “The Professor and Wobbly hid in the hayloft above the stables. Follow me.”
 
   Calista and Athol followed quick on Ankour’s heels out the back of the inn and into the cold, dark night. Men shouted and animals of all different kinds added a chorus of panicked cries. The sounds of chaos drove the trio on faster. Athol rushed past Ankour into the stables, looking wildly for a target in the darkness. Calista broke off to hop a fence in the lunging arena to reach the side exit where horses typically exited the stables.
 
   It sounded like Athol’s barbaric entrance scattered the cultists within. Two made a blind rush for the side exit Calista was covering. She hamstrung the first with a harsh slash across the back of his leg. The man pitched forward into the mud and horse manure. The second cultist tripped over his writhing fellow. Calista leapt upon the stumbled man, yanked back his head by the top of his hair, and drew her blade across his throat. She turned to the first man she’d hobbled in hopes of questioning him. When she tore off his ram’s head mask, she found a white froth flowing liberally from his mouth.
 
   “Self-poisoning lunatics,” Calista muttered as she rushed into the stables through the side entrance. There wasn’t any reason to hope the gut-stabbed cultists she’d left within the inn hadn’t already taken the same coward’s way out. Getting answers out of zealots was always an infuriating process.
 
   By the time she entered the stables, Athol and Ankour had claimed the lives of the four cultists trapped within. They were hunched over a body at the base of the ladder leading up into the hayloft. Calista glanced up to spot Wobbly’s mop of messy hair peering out from behind a pile of straw in the upper level.
 
   “Get your wife,” Ankour shouted at her. “She can heal him if he’s still alive, can’t she?”
 
   Calista stopped in her tracks, seeing who was in need of healing over Ankour’s shoulder. Professor Katz lay gasping and writhing upon the stable’s filthy, dirt floor, perforated by a dozen knife wounds.
 
   “She’s not here,” Calista murmured.
 
   “Where in the blazes is she?” Ankour tried desperately to staunch the flow of blood from Professor Katz with his bare hands until his arms were crimson from fingertip to elbow.
 
   “She left this morning,” Calista said. “She won’t be back for at least a day.”
 
   “Then you heal him. You’re divine touched, aren’t you?” Ankour glanced desperately from Athol to Calista.
 
   “That’s not one of the powers my Goddess grants.” Calista remembered when she’d made Athol and Sven’s father whole during the Winter War. It was an unstable use for her magic, and one that would kill eventually regardless. Even if she poured every drop of power she’d collected for weeks into Professor Katz the way she had with Ezra, all it would likely do is drive him mad for a day or so and then kill him when the power returned to her. Telling Ankour it was even possible to grant him the little time she could seemed likely to make Professor Katz’s ultimate demise that much worse when it came. She couldn’t even buy time with her magic in hopes of Harper’s return to replace it with her own. Solancacae was higher in the pantheon than Dahlia, much higher than most even knew, and so anything done by Solancacae’s power could not be undone by Dahlia’s. It was all religious semantics that would offer no solace to Ankour, and so Calista did not bother to explain.
 
   “Then what the hell good are the lot of you?” Ankour shouted.
 
   No good, Calista thought. Harper is the only one of us with any power to make the world a better place and she’s not here. She knelt beside Ankour and took Professor Katz’s hand between hers.
 
   Ankour’s rage at their uselessness was well-founded. The Sylvans wouldn’t take part in helping anyone beyond Bianca. They’d only killed the two cultists they had because the cultists mistakenly went down the wrong hallway in their search for Wobbly. Athol had been asleep right next to Mr. Katz in front of the fire, but he survived when the old man hadn’t because Athol wore a secret gorget beneath his beard while Mr. Katz did not. Calista was a divine touched guest who couldn’t save or heal anyone, least of all Angelica or Professor Katz. It felt terrible to know how useless they’d all been in preserving the lives of their hosts. Calista could only imagine how horrible it all must look to Ankour to see that his guests had suffered not so much as an injury while his family lost half their numbers.
 
   It took awhile for Professor Katz to pass. The sky outside was graying with the first light of pre-dawn by the time he finally succumbed to his wounds. Athol had found a horse blanket to cover him at one point. They used this to wrap him up before they called Wobbly down from the loft.
 
   “He was the only man I’d ever loved,” Ankour said. “Owning this accursed inn was my dream that he’d only gone along with because he loved me back.” Ankour stood, giving Wobbly a strange look like he didn’t even know the boy. Ankour turned to leave the stables. “The lot of you can stay if you want. It’s nothing to me.”
 
   Athol, Calista, and Wobbly silently watched Ankour depart. Calista couldn’t blame him for wanting to be alone. If she lost Harper in such a way, she would likely go mad from grief and immediately flee to the furthest place physically, emotionally, and mentally from where she’d suffered the loss.
 
   Athol helped Calista to her feet. Wobbly was toeing the ground beside Professor Katz’s body wrapped up in the horse blankets. Ankour’s bloody frying pan and cleaver were abandoned nearby as well. Calista studied the boy in hopes something would stand out about him to explain what had happened. He looked like a twice orphaned stable boy with only a tenuous grasp of why tragedy followed him.
 
   “He told me to hide,” Wobbly muttered. “He wouldn’t hide with me.”
 
   Fighting down the urge to clutch the boy in a comforting hug, Calista managed to ask, “Do you know why they sought you?”
 
   Wobbly nodded slowly. “But I can’t tell you.”
 
   Calista shrugged away Athol’s comforting hands upon her shoulders and stormed out of the stables. Her sorrow caught fire and in a flash she was furious. If the blasted Brownie’s calling away of Harper turned out to be a jape, she would stuff the accursed little thing into a weighted bottle and drop her in the ocean. If she learned that Wobbly’s secret was something that could have saved Professor Katz if others had known, she would find a way to stuff him into a bottle as well. The Brownie might well have been telling the truth and she couldn’t demand answers of Wobbly or Ankour that might help ease some of her fury, not so soon on the heels of Professor Katz’s murder, but there was one culpable group she could express her rage to.
 
   Calista stormed into the inn, up the stairs, and down the hallway to find the Sylvans still calmly guarding her daughter. She grabbed the man she believed to be their captain, shaking him by the front of his leather and wood armor.
 
   “You won’t help us, you won’t warn us, and you won’t even speak to us enough to tell us why,” Calista shouted. “What the fuck good are you then?”
 
   The Sylvan, to his credit, took the physical and verbal assault with blank stoicism. Neither did his men move to pull Calista from him. He simply stared back at her with his strange, glowing eyes. He waited patiently until she released him, but even then he did not step away from her or attack her in retaliation.
 
   The captain didn’t need to state his case for her to know what good they were. They’d saved Bianca’s life a dozen times or more at Baron Ungerston’s keep. As much as Calista would like to believe she and Harper were capable of keeping their daughter safe, that first year was so thick with assassins that even the slightest slip would have allowed a poisoned blade to find their daughter. The Sylvans had ensured no such slip ever took place. Gratitude for their valor in guarding Bianca would be a whole lot easier to express if they ever spoke more than a couple words to her.
 
   Calista sat hard on the floor at the foot of the bed. Bianca had slept through the entire attack, and even managed to stay asleep while Calista berated the Sylvan captain. That was all well and good, but Calista doubted she would personally ever sleep easily again.
 
   The Sylvan she’d shook and shouted at stood over her and gently placed his powerful hand upon her shoulder in a surprisingly tender gesture. Calista turned her head to stare at the hand, still unsure of what might be implied by it. What little interaction she’d had with the Sylvans to that point had indicated to her that they saw her much the same way Baron Ungerston did: she was the deeply flawed chalice that had birthed the fated child sired by a much worthier Sylvan-blooded knight. Attributing those thoughts to the Sylvans was probably her simply projecting her own insecurities upon them.
 
   She felt so helpless. She couldn’t even cow the Sylvans with her justifiable rage. She couldn’t get to Professor Katz in time, she couldn’t heal him after she did arrive late, and she had no worldly clue why the cultists attacked. Moreover, her Goddess’s command remained—she could not take revenge upon the dragon cultists no matter how much she might like to. Her duty was to protect Wendy when she arrived in hopes of turning the tide of a war she didn’t even know was being waged. It was shit. It was all shit.
 
   “You were given a command by your God, weren’t you?” Calista asked, turning her head to look up at the Sylvan captain.
 
   The Sylvan nodded.
 
   “Something along the lines of, ‘protect the child and stay out of the entanglements of the mothers’?”
 
   The Sylvan captain nodded again.
 
   Calista could at least sympathize with that. She didn’t have to like the order given to the Sylvans by their God anymore than she had to like the order given to her by her own Goddess, but she could understand the need to obey divine commands without questioning.
 
   “Could you at least admit that you’ve wanted to help sometimes,” Calista asked.
 
   A faint smirk flashed across the Sylvan captain’s face, vanishing almost as quickly as it appeared. He nodded.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 35
 
   Albatross Exposed
 
    
 
   Harper slept poorly with a head full of information given by River, worry over Wendy’s condition, and lingering uncomfortable memories from the conflict with Calista that occurred the last time she camped at the bend in the road. There wasn’t a good deal of anything she could do about any of it. According to River’s recounting of the trip to that point, there were holy armies marching on Baron Ungerston’s keep, no doubt looking for Bianca, but Harper had no army to rescue him. Wendy’s condition was stable and would improve in the morning if Harper had anything to say about it—worry would do nothing to help the Witch’s recovery. The most ridiculous thing disturbing Harper’s sleep was the already solved conflict with Calista; still, Harper suffered some remembered embarrassment about chiding Calista for something she later came to respect and desire.
 
   Harper finally abandoned the failed endeavor of sleeping when the sky grayed with dawn. Willard was already awake and tending the restored fire. He offered her a wan smile, looking older than the night before and more exhausted than Harper felt.
 
   “The only blessing of the road I can see is the ability to stand and make water just about anywhere off the edge of camp,” Willard said. “I’m up a dozen times a night with the urge regardless. It is nice to not have to find the chamber pot in the dark or empty it in the morning. Not that there is much to clear anymore. No matter how insistent the need to make water, I can seldom manage more than a pathetic dribble.”
 
   “Are you sick? Is there something I can do to heal you?” Harper asked.
 
   “You’re kind to offer, but even healing magic from the divine cannot cure the dual afflictions of being old and fat.”
 
   “I will see to the patient I might still be of use to then.” Harper rose, stretched out her back, and wandered over to the wagon.
 
   Sofea was awake already. The redheaded warrior girl sat cross-legged upon the nest she’d convalesced in. She was checking and rechecking her healed shoulder. Aside from the new pink scar in the place of the horrendously infected and poorly sewn wound everything appeared to be in order.
 
   Sprawling in every direction, River slept upon Sofea’s former pillow in such a way that made sleeping look like the grandest thing a person could do with their time. Harper envied the obvious comfort River found and the settled mind that allowed such blissful slumber.
 
   Wendy had rolled onto her side at some point in the night. She was curled in the fetal position, bundled warmly in all the bedding Sofea had once covered herself with. Harper took it as a good sign that the Witch had the strength to change positions. It was going to be a battle of inches to roll back the illness inflicting Wendy. Determination wasn’t a problem, though. Harper could bear down and tirelessly drive forward in battle, lovemaking, and healing equally well. Whatever divine force had thought to slay the Witch through disease hadn’t counted on Harper’s grit.
 
   Sofea climbed out of the wagon to give Harper space to see to her patient. After being helped from the wagon, Sofea threw her arms around Harper and clung to her. The moment passed and Sofea moved on to help Willard with breakfast. She shot a strange glance over her shoulder to Harper that looked to be equal parts thunderstruck awe, a young girl’s infatuation, and unabashed gratitude. Harper believed few people ever had received such a look; she was dead certain she never had and wouldn’t again if she lived a thousand years.
 
   She shook off the strange experience and climbed into the back of the wagon. River finally awoke bleary-eyed and disoriented when Harper set to work healing Wendy. The Brownie watched her for moment while trying to blink away the sleep from her eyes. Pressing her healing magic against the sickness within Wendy exhausted Harper. When she was done, Wendy’s eyes fluttered open for just a moment, took in Harper’s sweat-soaked face and River’s drowsy smile, and then fell shut again.
 
   “That’s a good sign,” River announced. “If she’d glared at the both of us, it would have been better; if she’d glared and made a rude comment, it would have been grand.”
 
   “I’ll try again after breakfast before we leave,” Harper said.
 
   The morning progressed in idle activity while Harper considered their course. They had supplies enough to remain encamped where they were for a few days and a fresh water supply within walking distance. If she’d decided it was in Wendy’s best interest to rest for a bit, she couldn’t pick better ground along the road.
 
   River sat upon the lentil to the cover of the wagon watching Sofea test out her newly healed arm with one of the Silken Spears’ shields. The Brownie hadn’t lied in saying she cared what became of Wendy as she refused to be more than a few feet from the wagon at any point. Wizardly Willard read, smoked his pipe, napped, ate three servings of breakfast, and grumbled about his joints aching from a night spent sleeping on the ground. The three new followers of Dahlia prayed outside the wagon as Harper had instructed them to. Knees bent, hands clenched, and heads bowed, the men pleaded with Dahlia to save the life of the Witch within by granting Harper the power to dispel the accursed disease. Brandinne and the Silken Spears kept their own company, slaying the occasional zombie that wandered too near to the camp, and gossiping about private matters and happenings in Griffon’s Rock. Boredom and Willard’s grumbling seemed to be the biggest obstacles of remaining where they were. The zombies wandering in were the weak, half-starved, and often tattered remains of refugees who had fled into the wilderness to die of exposure. The only formidable undead they’d encountered to that point were the risen corpses of the Dead Watch Pikes, and those were all dead twice over miles back.
 
   “We may as well move,” Harper announced. “There’s nothing rest will do for Wendy that continued healing magic can’t already accomplish.”
 
   The Silken Spears let out relieved sighs. Brandinne snatched out of the air the dagger she’d been flipping for fun, sliding the weapon back into the sheath on her belt in one smooth motion. Willard was slowest to move, although the most eager to be on his way.
 
   “Sofea, come help me move the dragon to your bear if you’re feeling up to riding,” Harper said.
 
   Sofea jumped at the chance. “I feel like riding, fighting, and doing whatever else requires two healthy arms,” she said.
 
   They lowered the back gate on the wagon, pushed aside a few boxes, and fished out the bags containing the dragon bones. Certain elements of the skeleton looked to have fused together with newly grown sinew. The dragon’s self-resurrection gave the bags strange shapes and left them feeling heavier. It took two trips for Harper and Sofea to remove all four bags containing dragon bits. As Harper was removing the last sack, she noticed that Wendy’s eyes were opened to narrow, green slits. Harper quickly handed the last bag to Sofea and directed her to take it to Bjorn as quickly as possible. Just as Harper suspected, Wendy’s eyes fully opened when the last bag was gone.
 
   “It’s the bloody dragon,” Harper grumbled, inwardly cursing herself for not realizing it the night before when River told her the tale of their journey. In the recounting, River had mentioned the dragon being an albatross several times. It turned out the dragon was far worse than a simple source of ill-luck. Harper scrambled up into the wagon, touched her hands to Wendy’s forehead, and easily pushed away the last, lingering vestiges of the disease. The skin beneath her hands cooled almost instantly.
 
   “Is she okay?” River asked, poking her head down from the top of the front of the wagon.
 
   “She is now,” Harper said. “Why?” She demanded of Wendy. It was a vastly broad question, although it covered the myriad queries Harper had.
 
   “The dragon must have figured out what I was planning,” Wendy said.
 
   “Which is…?” River asked.
 
   “I’m not telling you or anyone,” Wendy said.
 
   Sofea stood at the end of the wagon, free of the dragon bundle. “The dragon made you sick and kept you from healing? If we’d gotten rid of it, would you have recovered on your own?”
 
   “Eventually,” Wendy said.
 
   “The lot of us nearly died so you could keep that stupid skeleton!” Sofea clenched her hands at her side until her knuckles turned white.
 
   Harper didn’t imagine Sofea would strike Wendy, but she supposed she might harm her hand punching the wagon or something else equally solid. Harper had healed the hands of warriors, mostly foolish men, who had gotten angry about something and decided punching an inanimate object would ease their rage. Typically the men picked something far harder than their fist and the result was a freshly broken hand to also be angry about.
 
   “Regardless, it’s over, we’ve solved the mystery, and she’s mended,” Harper said.
 
   “It’s not over until I throw that blasted skeleton into the river and put an end to this madness for good.” Sofea turned to storm back to Bjorn where the dragon skeleton unsuspectingly rested in the bags strapped to the saddle. Sofea’s anger was so palpable and visible in her demeanor that the mighty, gray bear actually shied away from her approach.
 
   “No!” Wendy climbed out of the bedding in the back of the wagon with such alacrity that Harper marveled at how healthy she’d grown from even moments ago. Wendy reached Sofea before she could get to the bear, grabbing her arm first and then her braids when Sofea yanked free of the grip on her arm. “We’ve brought the skeleton too far to abandon it now!”
 
   “I hate to agree with the Witch,” Willard said, “but she’s right. We can’t simply dump the dragon in a creek and wipe our hands clean after a job well done. It’ll take powerful magic to bind and dissipate the immortal power within the bones. With the right components and a little time to study, I believe I can cast this spell. Then you can toss the dragon in whatever river suits you.”
 
   “I’m owed the dragon by contract,” Wendy objected.
 
   Harper glared at Willard. “Is that true?”
 
   Willard puffed sullenly on his pipe for a few moments before nodding.
 
   “Then I cannot allow you to destroy the skeleton,” Harper said.
 
   Sofea stomped and turned away from Wendy. “This is the most emotion I’ve ever seen you show, and it’s in defense of the dragon bones that tried to kill you.”
 
   “Risking your own life is one thing, Witch, but risking Sofea’s life without even telling her why is quite another,” River said.
 
   “I can’t tell you why I need the dragon,” Wendy muttered.
 
   “Can you at least tell us why you can’t tell us?” River asked.
 
   Wendy stared at Sofea’s turned back until she turned her head just enough for their eyes to meet. “Because you would try to stop me,” Wendy said.
 
   Brandinne let out a long, overly dramatic sigh. “You can’t tell people that even if it is true! They’ll think it justifies their attempts to stop you and encourage them to try even harder! For the love of long-legged women, at least try to lie about this.”
 
   “There was a time when that might have been true,” Sofea said. “Now I don’t care what you do.” Sofea walked past the back of the wagon. River hopped down from the arched support she’d stood upon to land on Sofea’s shoulder. The duo walked down toward the edge of the clearing to find some quiet space.
 
   Harper waited until Sofea and River had taken their leave. If it came down to preventing Willard and Sofea from destroying the dragon, Harper didn’t believe she could actually stop them if they were bound and determined in their course. Sofea was tall and strong, and Willard was incredibly powerful despite his rotund and aged appearance. The real barrier holding back Willard and Sofea was likely the knowledge that they would have to kill Harper in the process. Thankfully destroying the dragon didn’t appear to be worth that to them, at least, for the moment.
 
   “The town of Windingshire is built upon a dragon buried beneath the mountain. You know this already, yes?” Harper asked of Wendy.
 
   Wendy stopped staring longingly after Sofea to turn her attention to Harper. “Yes. My coven binds the spirits to their graves in the mines”
 
   “Not any longer,” Harper said. “Your coven was slain by the same assassins River said are pursuing you.” She didn’t like breaking the news in such a brutal fashion, but time was becoming an issue and Harper needed answers before they set out on the road again. “By yourself, can you bind the spirits and the dragon to the mountain again?”
 
   “If I keep the dragon skeleton, I can,” Wendy said. “I might also be able to tell you what is causing the Eternal Autumn.”
 
   “How convenient,” Willard snorted.
 
   Wendy narrowed her eyes at the old Sorcerer. “And what astounding feats of magic could you accomplish if you had the dragon skeleton? Much and more, I would imagine.”
 
   Willard snorted again, but he did not deny the accusation.
 
   Harper couldn’t help but feel she was blundering through a situation that she knew too little about. She had two overwhelming goals at the moment, and Wendy claimed she could help with both if she was allowed to keep the dragon skeleton that was hers by right anyway. Duty and the order of law had always served Harper well in the past, and so she put her faith in it once again. Wendy would keep the dragon, as it was owed to her and she could accomplish much good with it. As much as Harper respected Willard’s learned opinion, she could not betray her code based solely on his uneasy feelings toward Witches and dragons. It seemed to Harper that there was a war raging that she simply hadn’t seen yet; the strange, divine tremors she was feeling within the valley made sense in the new light of a burgeoning holy war. Her Goddess was also guiding her to people and places at important times, this much was clear. She would be a fool to refuse the help Wendy offered.
 
   “Brandinne have your Silken Spears ready to move and guard the wagons at the center of the formation. I will ride at the front and Sofea will ride as the rear guard. Wendy and the new faithful of Dahlia can travel in the merchant’s wagon,” Harper said. Aside from the three men who had recently converted to the Order of the Faithful Heart, nobody seemed all that pleased with Harper’s plan. They followed begrudgingly as she was a leader and they were largely followers.
 
   “The Goddess has guided us truly, brothers,” Cortland told his fellow converts. “We were spared the sword, found our way back to she who saved us at the edge of the same river, and then saw the divine intervention we prayed for come to fruition in the healing of the Witch.”
 
   “I feel the guidance of the divine for the first time in my life,” Hamish agreed, practically in tears from the joy of it.
 
   “We need to build a temple,” Shaun said. “We need to tell people of Dahlia’s grace.”
 
   Harper listened in on their discussion and plans with a slight pang of jealousy. They were lucky to feel moved by the actions of a Goddess, attribute whatever they liked to their deity, and be wrong nine times out of ten without any consequences falling to them. The Goddess Dahlia, like most divine spirits, noticed their mortal worshippers little or not at all. Harper, on the other hand, was an agent of the Goddess—an instrument of a deity in the mortal realm. Signs for her were real and her correct interpretation of them was paramount to not only her own survival but also the success of her Goddess’s plans. While Dahlia might never learn the men’s names, the Goddess, through the divine spark, knew Harper as she knew herself. Most of what Cortland, Hamish, and Shaun thought were direct interventions by Dahlia were actually just coincidence. Still, if it gave them succor and grew their faith to think Harper’s dumb luck in figuring out the dragon as the cause of illness was actually a product of their prayer, then she was fine with letting them think so—she couldn’t exactly prove otherwise.
 
   Besides, maybe Dahlia was different than other deities. She certainly felt different to Harper who had also known the touch of the Sea Queen. Harper was in rare company to have felt the divine presence of two different deities in her lifetime. She was one of only a tiny handful of people ever to sense firsthand the differences within the pantheon. Harper wanted to believe Dahlia would care about all her followers; she wanted to believe her Goddess was special among the members of the pantheon who meddled in the mortal world. It was hard to deny the evidence to support such a feeling. Dahlia was one of the few immortals who had known a mortal life before being elevated to divine. Dahlia was the first new deity born in Vaelandria in more than a hundred generations. And Dahlia owed her immortality to two mortal women. If any Goddess ever would turn a warm eye upon the fleeting lives of her lowest followers, it would be Dahlia.
 
   “Yes,” Harper said. “Let us thank the Goddess for all the guidance and love she has shown us.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 36
 
   Gathered Pieces
 
    
 
   Calista tried her best to make something of the kitchen without Ankour’s help. The simple truth was she knew little and less about domesticity than most anything else in the world. She knew what good food and wine tasted like, could describe the flavors and probably what spices and cooking techniques went into creating a dish, but she could not for the life of her figure out how to assemble anything. She’d gone into the endeavor hoping that knowing how something should taste would translate well into cooking such a dish. After several hours of failing miserably, she had learned the two skills were largely unrelated.
 
   Athol eventually brought Bianca and Wobbly in to see how breakfast was faring when they were fast approaching the lunch hour. Wobbly pulled a wooden chair up to a particular stretch of counter, grabbed a wooden bowl, and filled it with the quickly congealing batter from one of Calista’s first attempts at oatcakes. He spooned some golden raisins in from a nearby bin, and then poured heavy cream over the top. Calista was glad the teenage boy’s appetite probably prevented him from caring how it tasted.
 
   “You lost half your beard,” Calista said to Athol at noticing how different he looked with the squared-off end of his epic facial hair.
 
   “I would shave the entirety off to have had them come for me before Mr. Katz,” Athol said.
 
   Athol had spent much of the morning piling the dead cultists behind the inn and moving Professor Katz and Mr. Katz’s bodies to the basement before taking up the task of watching over Bianca. The grim work had battered every bit of merriment from him. In turn, Bianca had taken on the sullenness of her babysitter. Calista had hoped Bianca would improve Athol’s mood as she’d woken up cheerful, but it was not to be.
 
   “This changes nothing.” Calista set a plate in front of Athol when he sat. She piled it high with boiled bacon, scorched potatoes still in their skins, and eggs boiled and salted into rocks. “Harper will return with the remaining members of the Dagger Falls Company. Then we will unravel the mystery of the undead and the circular tracks, find new Witches to bind the spirits to the mine, and finally figure out what is causing the Eternal Autumn.”
 
   “You boiled the bacon? Why?” Athol picked up one of the limp, gray strips of meat from his plate and inspected it with wary eyes.
 
   “I thought if I boiled the bacon with the eggs it would make the eggs taste like bacon,” Calista said. “How was I to know it would ruin both?”
 
   “The oatmeal tastes like bacon too,” Wobbly said through a full mouth.
 
   “I used the water from boiling the bacon and eggs to mix the batter for the oatcakes,” Calista said. “Same reasoning and same outcome.”
 
   “I’ll drink until the food makes sense,” Athol said, “but forever after, you’re banned from the kitchen.”
 
   “I’ll start serving my lifetime ban now if you don’t mind.” Calista scooped up Bianca from the counter and carried her to the door, shooting a comment back over her shoulder before leaving. “Wobbly doesn’t leave your side. Whether that means he spends his day drinking with you in front of the fireplace or you spend your day working in the stables alongside him, I don’t care.”
 
   “We’ll likely stay where we sit,” Athol said. “Repairing the damage you’ve done to this kitchen will be a task worthy of a hardworking boy like him and a mighty warrior like myself.”
 
   Calista glanced once to the hallway leading to the eastern wing of the inn on her way through the main hall. Ankour had vanished into his room in the aftermath of the massacre and hadn’t come out again. She was glad at least that he didn’t immediately flee in his grief. The roads were dangerous and Wobbly still needed him. Given time to let the initial sorrow subside, she hoped he would remember he was needed.
 
   She turned her back on the darkened hallway and scaled the spiral staircase to the observatory. The domed enclosure was dimly lit from the pale autumn light creeping in through the cracks in the telescope’s shutters. With the light came a chill that Calista was glad of. She was tired and her senses were dulled. The cold might keep her mind awake enough to focus.
 
   In the solemn privacy of the observatory, she pulled down the top of her tunic, and tucked Bianca to her chest. Blessedly, Bianca took her nipple and began feeding. Calista needed the comfort of the maternal bond that morning; she hoped Bianca derived as much serenity from it after taking on so much of Athol’s despair. Walking while feeding wasn’t a new trick for Calista, although she typically had the aid of a cloth sling. Her arms were growing ever stronger during the course of their journey through the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest, which was good since Bianca was sprouting like a weed. She cradled Bianca with one arm while she fed, using her free hand to inspect Professor Katz’s work.
 
   The deceased Professor Katz was a brilliant and meticulous man—that much was clear from the notes and star charts he’d kept. If he’d had more time to observe, Calista wondered if he might have figured out the Eternal Autumn from the safety of his observatory. As it stood, she couldn’t make much sense of any of what he’d written, and she doubted she was alone in lacking the knowledge to puzzle out the mountains of paperwork.
 
   She wandered amongst the countless charts and stacks of notes, switching Bianca to the other side when one arm grew tired. After a few hours, she was glad she’d brought Bianca with her to feed otherwise the entire endeavor would have been a waste of time. Nothing Professor Katz wrote made sense to her. If she’d paid attention to Professor Katz’s answers when she and Bianca were playfully seeking out his limits to the question ‘why’ she might have understood more. Solancacae’s message had mentioned a War of the Heavens, and so Calista assumed charts and information about the heavens might hold some information that Professor Katz wouldn’t have known to look for without the hint Calista held. The notes and charts probably did contain such information, but they would require an astronomer to find.
 
   Calista had been over the stacks marked ‘Eternal Autumn’ a dozen times and only came away with the knowledge that she knew nothing of astronomy. Bianca grew drowsier by the minute after such a large meal and being walked around at a leisurely pace. Finally, Calista relented and carried Bianca back down the stairs after learning nothing. Evening was nearly upon them anyway and she didn’t feel like lighting candles to continue her fruitless search. She could have opened the observatory and gazed through the telescope, but she doubted that would make any more sense than the charts.
 
   Wagons and riders were arriving at the front of the inn when she reached the bottom of the staircase. Calista recognized the sound of Aerial’s hoof beats and the jingling of her barding. Calista walked as swiftly to the front door as the sleeping child in her arms would allow. She expected Harper and Aerial, but little else of what she saw gathering at the front of the inn. Wizardly Willard sat in the back of a wagon driven by Brandinne. Sofea rode upon a Cyclops bear. And there were ten other people for which Calista could not fathom an explanation for. Sofea dismounted her bear with the Brownie sitting upon one shoulder and the huge owl on the other. Six women in armor flooded from one wagon, three vaguely familiar men popped from another, and finally came a slip of a girl dressed all in black.
 
   “What? You couldn’t find any stray dogs or baby birds with broken wings to bring home?” Calista asked of her wife when she dismounted.
 
   “I’d have been better served to collect a herd of feral cats who all hated the look of each other.” Harper kissed Calista upon the lips and Bianca on the top of her head. “In theory this makes us stronger. In practice…I need a hot bath, to be rid of my armor, and a sympathetic ear to listen to me whine for an hour or so.”
 
   Calista grimaced and closed her eyes for a moment as a strange welling of tears threatened to overcome her. “You’ve been more than successful on your quest. We’ve faired much worse here.”
 
   “What happened?” Harper frantically inspected Calista and Bianca certain she’d overlooked something like a missing limb on one or both of them.
 
   “We’re fine, Athol is as well, but we lost Professor Katz and his father.”
 
   “Lost them? Lost them to what?”
 
   As if on cue, the smell of burning corpses filled the twilight air with a greasy haze of smoke. The Sylvans had lit the funeral pyre for the slain invaders as they had at Baron Ungerston’s keep.
 
   “There’s much to tell you,” Calista said. “Most of it can be told while I help you from your armor.” Calista turned her attention to the rest of the entourage Harper had collected. “There is room enough for all of you here, at least for the time being. As the blood stained floors you will soon walk upon will attest, this inn is not a safe haven. Keep your arms handy and your wits about you. The War of the Heavens has begun.”
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Sofea and River retired to their room amidst the sorting of the new arrivals. Wobbly and Athol were doing a fine job of placing everyone throughout the inn. Sofea didn’t bother to request special accommodations for River, instead choosing to simply take her along when her room was assigned across the hallway from Willard’s on the ground floor of the eastern wing.
 
   The room was plain and comfortable. Whoever had adorned it couldn’t decide between flowers and stripes so both mismatched styles covered different halves of the room. The chairs were heavily stuffed, the stone floor was covered with a thick rug, and the bed was piled high with pillows and a warm quilt. The room may have looked an eyesore, but its physical comforts were abundant. Roderick flew up to the canopy above the bed to perch at the room’s highest point. Sofea let River off at the vanity with the porcelain basin set in the top before making her way to the small fireplace in the corner to revive the coals with fresh kindling and logs. The east wing apparently had running water pumped in from the river by the paddlewheel. Sofea drew a heavy pot full of the cold water fed through a brass fitting upon the wall, and set the iron pot to heat above the fire she’d restored.
 
   “What might you be planning?” River asked.
 
   “I thought you would enjoy a hot bath after so much time on the road,” Sofea replied. “I know I always do.”
 
   “I’ve never had a hot bath.”
 
   “Then you’re in for a treat.”
 
   River paced barefoot across the top of the vanity, seemingly considering something for a time and giving curious looks to her reflection in the large mirror arching against the wall. The tiny wildling was as out of place in the room as a fine, porcelain tea set would have been in the woods.
 
   “I don’t want to win simply because you’re angry with Wendy,” River finally said.
 
   “How do you want to win?”
 
   “Through guile, flirty comments, and amusing stories,” River said. “Essentially, we’re all just looking for someone to laugh at our jokes and have a bit of naked fun with.”
 
   “Is that all it takes to make you happy?”
 
   “Isn’t that all it would take for most?”
 
   Sofea tested the temperature of the water by rolling up her sleeve and dipping her elbow in ever so gingerly. “It’s nearly ready.”
 
   “Why do you do that?” River asked.
 
   “Hands don’t know temperature the way the skin on the rest of your body does,” Sofea said. “Elbows are just the easiest, non-hand part to dip in water.” Sofea hadn’t added that she’d picked up the trick while learning of childrearing. Somehow it didn’t seem like the sort of thing River would be interested in hearing. When the water was ready, Sofea hauled the pot from the fireplace to the basin and filled it.
 
   “What makes you think you’ve won?” Sofea asked as she returned the nearly empty pot to the hook above the fireplace.
 
   “I’m taking a bath in your room, aren’t I?” River disrobed quickly as her loin cloth and the strap of leather across her chest required little work to remove. Completely nude, her body was lithe, tan, and nubile—more than eye-catching if not slightly androgynous with her slender hips, tiny bud breasts, and short, wild hair.
 
   “You’re not at all what I would have thought would interest me,” Sofea admitted as she watched River slip into the warm water.
 
   “How very complimentary of you to say,” River replied. “In what ways am I deficient to your fantasy?” River settled into the warm bath with a serene smile and drooped eyelids that spoke of formerly unfathomable comfort. She sank even deeper until her mouth passed below the water, although her eyes still hinted at the smile.
 
   “Tiny, I suppose. To be honest, I assumed I would find myself with a powerful maiden of the north with strong shoulders, wide birthing hips, and mountains of cleavage,” Sofea said. “Tough and silent with a love of domestic arts.”
 
   “Ah, a proper baby-maker to warm your bed and keep your home.” River bobbed through the hot water, dunked her head beneath, and popped up to sweep her hair back from her face. “I am a horrible disappointment in nearly every respect if that is what you desire.”
 
   “Don’t you want children?”
 
   River floated back to the edge of the basin to drape her arms along the end and let her body float out in front of her. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’m too young to have decided.”
 
   “Exactly how young are you?”
 
   “Thirty,” River said. “Don’t mistake that for human age thirty, though. Brownies live twice the spans of humans.”
 
   “By human years you would only be fifteen?”
 
   “Thereabouts.” River had let her eyes drift closed. When Sofea didn’t say anything to the news of her age, she opened one to glance over and see what had halted the conversation. “I’m a woman grown, flowered, and deflowered again. I’ve likely killed as many as you and slept with far more. Why? How old are you?”
 
   “Eighteen,” Sofea said. “Did you sleep with these people in dreams or in the waking world?” Sofea could hardly discount dream sex as being meaningless or less real as she’d considered her virginity gone by River’s hand in the dream they’d shared. She supposed the question was meant to measure how jealous she should feel.
 
   “Some of each, although you’re the only one I’ve ever slept with in both fashions,” River said. “I could definitely get used to hot baths, by the way, but what do you do when the water begins to cool?”
 
   Sofea retrieved the pot of water from the fireplace, scooped out some water from the basin using a cup from the vanity and replaced it with hot water from what remained in the pot.
 
   “Ah, that’s nice,” River said. “I’m glad there was such an easy answer for that question since the rest of the questions we are bandying about seem to have difficult responses to hear or speak.” She swished around a little in the newly warmed water, catching Sofea eyeing her throughout. “Wendy couldn’t exactly be your desire either then if it is as you’ve described. She’s a surly little waif more likely to eat children then rear them.”
 
   Sofea marveled at which of River’s markings were tattoos and which were war paint. Adornments she thought were permanent had washed away and others that she believed temporary remained. In learning of the many mistakes she made in her judgment of tattoos and war paint, Sofea came to the realization that she’d spent a lot of time studying River’s skin over the past couple weeks.
 
   “You’re right. Wendy is a world away from what I believed I desired,” Sofea admitted.
 
   “Not to question your imaginary ideals, but how exactly did you plan to fill a house with children if you did happen to find such a voluptuous maternal type?”
 
   “I know that part is impossible, or at least I would have thought so until Harper and Calista had their baby,” Sofea said. “Perhaps adoption or siring rights since Goddess gifted children are in short supply. Truly, it does not matter. It is all fantasy as no woman can be the head of a holdfast in the north. Even if I found a wife who could somehow give me children, I could not take ownership of a hall, nor fill it with raiders to pledge their axes to my name.”
 
   “I could give you children,” River said.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “No, probably not, but I wanted to see you light up the way you did at the possibility,” River said. “That glow of hopeful happiness is a wonder to behold when it flashes across your face.”
 
   “Why would you trick me like that?”
 
   “I felt very heroic in bringing you a rescue even grander than the one you asked for thus saving your life only to be insulted rather than thanked when you got me alone,” River said. “Plus, you may have noticed, I’m a bit puckish.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” Everything she’d said was right. Sofea wished she could take it all back considering she was attracted to River, she knew her fantasies were impossible, and she owed River so much more than a simple hot bath could repay. “What did you mean when you said ‘probably not’?”
 
   “Brownies lay eggs,” River said. “We use magic to take what we need from a sleeper, typically during a dream like we’ve shared, and we place it inside the egg. The problem with going too much larger than ourselves in what we take the paternal essence from only comes up when the child within the egg grows too large too quickly. The results are unpleasant to say the least, so few Brownies will even try. I’ve heard of some managing successful hatchlings with Havvish, but nothing larger.”
 
   “I’m certainly larger than a Havvish,” Sofea said. “Larger than most human women, in truth.”
 
   “So I’ve noticed,” River said, “but I’ve always wondered what might happen if a Brownie with the gift enlarge herself to a more human size…”
 
   “You might lay an egg large enough to hold a half-human child,” Sofea whispered.
 
   “It’s speculation,” River said, “and as I’ve mentioned. I’m too young to know if that’s something I would even like to try.”
 
   Hope ran rampant through Sofea, blinding her to everything and charging the desire she felt for River in all new ways. She could have a natural born child, or hatched child anyway, but a child of her own body carried, after a fashion, by a woman she cared for. The delirious happiness that overtook her completely washed away the more fantastical and theoretical elements. River was only human sized a handful of days out of the month, which meant their relationship would be strange a good deal of the time. Sofea also had leapt forward a few dozen steps in their relationship to assume they would fall in love and be married as those were keystones to Sofea’s dreams for her future. It also ignored the repeated fact that River hadn’t said she even wanted children for certain. Sofea hadn’t chosen River, not yet anyway, and the possibility remained that River was only telling her what she wanted to hear to drive the decision in one direction.
 
   Against everything she wished to be true with all her heart, Sofea had to ask, “Are you simply saying that to sway me?”
 
   “In part, yes,” River said. “Take that as a compliment, sweetness. The reality of even considering such a thing would have me banished from my tribe for conspiring to conceive an abomination. I would have to be overwhelmingly certain the person I did such a thing for was a person worth throwing everything else away for.”
 
   “Person? You mean this could be done with a man or a woman?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Yes,” River said. “Brownies have genders, although they’re largely ceremonial since we procreate through magic and eggs. Thus we see only the person, never the gender. My desire for you is born entirely out of who you are, not what you have between your legs. Besides, to be perfectly honest, the differences between male and female Brownies are not that noticeable.”
 
   “So, when I first met you, you could have been male?”
 
   “Could have been, but as you’ve since seen and felt, I’m not,” River said.
 
   “I thought Brownies didn’t form monogamous relationships,” Sofea said. “Why are you so eager to be chosen if marriage isn’t even a word in your people’s vocabulary?”
 
   “I said we don’t form them often,” River said. “It’s true, though: I have little understanding of what might be involved. I will say I’ve never met someone I felt like being bonded with until I met you.”
 
   Sofea smiled and began removing her own clothing. She didn’t have a specific plan in mind for what might come next between them, but she wanted the gesture to stand regardless. “I choose you,” she said, “not because I’m angry with Wendy, although I am, and not because of what you might someday offer me, although there are few things in this world I could want more, but because you understand me more than anyone I’ve met since leaving the north, and I haven’t come to know a part of you yet that I do not adore.”
 
   The words were all true and helped to solidify Sofea’s belief in them by being spoken aloud. She did like every little thing she knew about River, and she couldn’t say the same of Wendy. There were things she liked about Wendy, specifically her strange sense of humor and confidence, but she didn’t like Wendy’s deceptive nature and blind ambition. Not to mention there was much Wendy didn’t seem to like about her. River understood her courage, did not hold to a restrictive code of honor any more than Sofea did, and encouraged in Sofea the best traits of the raider culture she held so dear. The choice really should have been simple all along and likely would have been if River wasn’t about a third her size.
 
   “Call me your hero,” River said, a huge grin spreading across her face.
 
   “You are my hero, Swift River,” Sofea said. “You saved my life more than once, and I owe you a debt I can never fully repay.”
 
   “The night we met, when you thought I was gone, you did something lovely,” River said. “I couldn’t quite see everything I might have liked to, and you seemed a little shy about the noises you might make. Would you reward your hero with another performance? This time in full view and without concern for who might hear?”
 
   Sofea’s heart pounded and her hands shook. Nevertheless, she held River’s gaze, slid backward onto the bed, and moved her hands down between her legs. Size could matter for nothing if what River said of happiness was true, and it definitely felt true to Sofea: they laughed at one another’s jokes and enjoyed naked fun albeit in creative ways. In the back of Sofea’s mind as she pleasured herself for River’s viewing, the hope that River offered of trueborn children remained. It was far afield from the ideal, yet it was more possible than the dream she’d constructed and tended for so many years. She might well be masturbating at the behest of the future mother of her children and that thought alone filled her heart with warmth and set a fire between her legs.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 37
 
   Confusion into Chaos
 
    
 
   Sofea strolled out of her room a little later than she’d expected to sleep. She vaguely remembered River awaking an hour or so earlier and exiting with Roderick after a brief kiss upon Sofea’s nose. Sofea passed the kitchen first where a Dwarf in a blue turban worked amidst a grand orchestration of cooking, moving from dish to dish to keep everything on track. Athol stood by out of the way while drinking a mug of ale.
 
   “I’ve got guests and some of them are even paying,” the Dwarf was telling Athol. “If a purpose is all I have left, then I’d best not lose that too.”
 
   “That’s a wise position to take, Ankour,” Athol said. “I’m told work can soothe a troubled mind. Not that I’d personally want to start experimenting with labor, but for those who enjoy a good toiling, it sounds like a worthy distraction.”
 
   Sofea smiled to Athol, who smiled in return.
 
   “Glad to see the Sword Maiden made it to you in time,” Athol called to her.
 
   “So am I.” Sofea continued along toward the sounds of eating and merriment in the great hall.
 
   She paused before passing out of earshot of the kitchen at hearing Athol speak about her. “She’s the northern raider shacked up with the Brownie staying at the end of the hall in the east wing,” Athol said.
 
   “Nothing wrong with a mismatched pairing of height and race,” Ankour the Dwarf decided.
 
   “My own pickings would be slim to say the least if I could only enjoy a good roll with someone the same size as me,” Athol agreed.
 
   Sofea smiled at the secret approval given by Athol and the Dwarf. She’d had her concerns about what people might say or think of her intimate relationship with River.
 
   The great hall was filled with a feast and ample guests to feed upon it. Brandinne and her Silken Spears occupied a full half of the long table and Sylvan warriors filled out the other. River was sitting near Brandinne at the head of the table, eating from the dishes passing by her. From time to time, she fed Roderick portions of sausage from a plate beside her. When Brandinne spotted Sofea, she pushed out a chair and beckoned her over.
 
   “The tall and lovely warrior finally awakens!” Brandinne announced.
 
   The table cheered her arrival, clinking ale mugs and coffee cups together. River blew a flirty kiss in Sofea’s direction. The rest of the inn patrons resumed their eating quickly after. There were greasy sausages piled on metal platters, roasted potatoes with butter and rosemary, heaps of thick bacon, lightly boiled and peeled eggs floating in dark beer, pillowy loaves of pumpkin bread, and dishes of roasted pecans scattered throughout. Athol and Ankour emerged from the kitchen carrying fresh, steel decanters of coffee and a huge, steaming glass bowl of porridge mixed with a dozen different kinds of berries that made it smell like springtime.
 
   “As I was saying,” Brandinne continued after waiting for the roar of approval to die down. “Nearly everyone here owes their lives to the Sword Maiden and to a lesser degree her wife. It’s quite a thing to see such a formidable woman find so much happiness and success. You give us hope—us being women who favor the companionship of other women—that someday we might find the same.”
 
   Sofea smiled to Harper and nodded her agreement. She was so beautiful sitting with Bianca upon her lap, surrounded by the men who were the new faithful of Dahlia. Harper was blushing from the compliments, and this made her all the more attractive. Mother and child looked perfectly matched in Harper and Bianca’s case, and this made Sofea’s heart yearn for the same, or perhaps wish to be the wife to Harper that Brandinne had mentioned in passing. It wasn’t difficult at all for Sofea to reconcile the fierce warrior she’d met upon the frozen ocean during the Winter War with the knight who had saved her earlier that week and the stunning mother sharing breakfast with her baby. Harper was easily all these things to Sofea and much more.
 
   “The Silken Spears have not yet been saved by the Sword Maiden, but it was easy to convince them they should follow you and keep your company after telling them of the many things you’ve accomplished,” Brandinne said. “You, and I guess Calista even a little, have created a focal point, if you would, for likeminded women who dream of spiritual, emotional, and familial fulfillment. Thank you, Harper, for providing the anchor and example for us all.”
 
   “And for the rest of us who simply enjoy the company of good friends and grand adventures,” Willard added.
 
   Sofea lifted a mug of ale someone had placed before her to join the lengthy toast that certainly included her in the sentiment of gratitude expressed. She glanced to the other end of the table, fully expecting to find Wendy sullenly lifting a cup of coffee. All the chairs at the table were occupied, but none of them held the brooding Witch. Sofea made a quick accounting of who was there and found Wendy wasn’t the only person missing. Calista wasn’t in attendance either. She was still so angry with Wendy and dismissive of Calista that she was surprised she’d noticed their absence as soon as she had, especially during Brandinne’s longwinded toast.
 
   “Where is Wendy?” Sofea asked of River.
 
   “She’s…” River glanced around the table with her hand at the ready to point out Wendy’s location. After a full revolution and a trip back through the faces of the people seated in the great hall, she dropped her hand and pointed finger. “…not here. That’s weird. She came out of her room for breakfast, but now that you mention her, I don’t remember seeing her sit.”
 
   Sofea leapt up and ran down the hall. She couldn’t recall which room Wendy was placed in. She’d been too focused on River the evening before to notice. She pounded on every door along the way, zigzagging down the hall to hit both sides before finally coming to stop outside her own room when nobody answered any of her knocks. Glancing furtively at the doors that had just been knocked upon, Willard came trundling down the hall in much the same panic that gripped Sofea.
 
   “Out to the stables,” Willard commanded.
 
   Sofea rushed down a side hallway and through the door to the rear of the inn with Willard slow to keep up. It was easy to lose track of two people at a table containing six harem girls turned mercenary, three religious converts, a dozen Sylvan warriors, a yammering Havvish woman, a Sword Maiden and her child, a barbarian, a Dwarf, and her Brownie girlfriend. Sofea was still kicking herself for not immediately asking after Wendy considering the recent conflict over the dragon skeleton. The cold air outside struck her the second she rushed from the warm inn. The ground between the door and stables was covered in frosted mud just soft enough for a large mount like Bjorn to leave indentations.
 
   “Damn her!” Sofea raged at the obvious trail cut by her stolen bear.
 
   Willard caught up to her, spotted the tracks, and found other evidence as well. He bent awkwardly and plucked a roasted pecan from among the bear paw prints. “It would seem she lured him away with these, no doubt to carry the dragon skeleton for her.”
 
   Sofea ran for the stables, intent on having the stable boy saddle a horse for her. When she rushed into the dim interior of the barn, she could hear the horses, smell the warm musk of animals and hay, but even after her eyes adjusted, she could not locate the boy she’d met the night before.
 
   “The stable boy is gone as well,” Sofea told Willard when he caught up again.
 
   “She’s taken the skeleton to perform some hideously evil ritual,” Willard concluded. “The stable boy is likely her blood sacrifice to fuel the dark deed.”
 
   “What magic could she weave with a dragon skeleton and a human sacrifice?” Sofea asked even as she found a saddle to ready one of the horses.
 
   “A Witch of her strength could bring about the end of the world with those implements,” Willard said.
 
   “Why would she do that?”
 
   “Because Witches are evil, unnatural magic users who have shunned the traditional path of building knowledge and power over time,” Willard explained. “It takes decades to gather enough arcane knowledge to become powerful, this is true, but those long years of study also serve to instill a deep, abiding respect and fear for the might of magic. Witches skip this process by gifting unearned power to naive younglings, thus they have no fear of what magic can do. Wendy might well do more damage by accident than she could possibly do on purpose. You must stop her!”
 
   Sofea finished readying one of the horses. “I will. Don’t tell Harper where I’ve gone. She’d only try to stop me.”
 
   “I’ll stall everyone as best I can,” Willard agreed. “Now go!” He slapped her horse on the rump and she was off like a shot.
 
   Sofea rode hard for the woods, following the obvious trail left by Bjorn. She crossed a stone bridge over the swift flowing river, raced up the face of a hill, and she was into the forest of oaks and aspens. Red, gold, orange, and yellow leaves fell around her in showers as she chased the trail. The chilled autumn air tore through her clothes in the shade of the forest floor. It was a good reminder that she wasn’t wearing armor. She had a dagger, but otherwise she was also unarmed. It wouldn’t matter. Wendy did not fight with sword or axe, and all Sofea had to do was get close enough to stab through robes if it came to that. She didn’t want to kill Wendy, but accidentally ending the world was the sort of thing a stern talking to might not avert. Besides, she’d seen Wendy do hideously evil things on the road and didn’t want to barter with the world in thinking the Witch wouldn’t do the same things to her in the name of finishing what she’d started with the dragon skeleton.
 
   She broke free of the woods on the other side of the hill. A smattering of cottony white clouds drifted across a pale blue sky above. A meadow of knee-high dead grass opened up before her with a trickle of a stream running down the middle. She gave her horse a harsh jab with her heels to gallop hard across the flat field in hopes of making up ground. Something strange caught her attention out of the corner of her eye when she was nearly halfway across. A dozen men in burgundy robes were walking through the same meadow in the opposite direction to the north. They were making incredibly slow progress while trying to push a cart containing a huge, wooden dragon carving twice as tall as Sofea. She shook off the strangeness of the spectacle when her horse splashed through the shallow stream. Zealots in robes with wooden dragons weren’t worth her time; she had a real dragon and a powerful Witch to concern herself with.
 
   Her horse flagged only slightly as she picked up the bear trail on the opposite side of the field. She gave her mount another swift kick to encourage him to climb up into the towering pines and fir trees. Scraps of snow clung in the darkest shadows of the higher elevation section of the woods. A thick layer of needles covered the ground, largely dampening the sounds of her horse’s hoof beats.
 
   She spotted Bjorn first, milling idly beside several large, stone carvings arranged in a circle. Through the trees, she thought she saw the stable boy and Wendy as well. They were both standing inside the stone ring. She couldn’t see the bags containing the dragon parts anywhere. As she neared, she thought she spotted something that looked like bones on the ground at Wendy’s feet.
 
   In the next instant, Sofea was plucked off her horse and deposited on her back. She popped up armed with her dagger, slashing out at where she thought she’d seen her attacker come from. Her blade cut nothing but air. Then her arm was twisted behind her back, the dagger ripped from her hand, and she was once again thrown to the ground, this time face first. She sifted through the detritus on the forest floor until her hand found a rock she might swing. Before she could get off her hands and knees, a swift kick to the stomach sent her rolling across the ground and she lost her rock.
 
   “Stop fighting already,” Calista ordered her. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “You,” Sofea growled. The red rage common to northern raiders flooded over her. She grabbed at a stick and swung it at Calista’s head. Calista’s arm intercepted the rotted branch that Sofea had turned into a club. The feeble chunk of wood fell apart when blocked. Calista drove an open-palmed strike to the center of Sofea’s chest, knocking the wind from her. Sofea fell to a knee making embarrassing, strange gasping noises. Calista was simply too fast and too strong; Sofea was accustomed to matching her strength and skill against grown men, but fighting a divine touched assassin was completely different, maybe on the verge of impossible.
 
   “Don’t try that again,” Calista ordered her in a steely tone.
 
   By the Gods, Sofea hated Calista. Before the beating she’d just suffered, she might have managed to shield such feelings if anyone had asked, but afterward, she couldn’t even pretend like her mind-set was anything less than hatred. It was Calista’s insipid plan that had cost the North Wind Valkyries so dearly during the Winter War. Calista had cravenly hidden in the lighthouse while the Valkyries and Harper fought upon the frozen ocean at night. Calista wasn’t worthy of Harper, wasn’t worthy of the gifts given to her, and Caleb absolutely had the right of it when he’d cursed her with his last breath. Harper should have been Sofea’s, and if Ingrid had rejected Calista’s plan to travel the Dwarven tunnels when Sofea had spoke out against it, many of the North Wind Valkyries would still be alive. But Calista had stolen Harper, led valued sisters to their deaths, and now she was guarding Wendy while she destroyed the world. All of the emotions that had simmered within her for so long finally came to the surface, jarred free during the beating Calista administered like a ship’s cargo that had come unlashed during a storm. Fuck Calista, was Sofea’s only clear thought.
 
   “Caleb’s last words were to tell you he hated you,” Sofea struggled to say when she finally caught her breath.
 
   “So?” Calista said.
 
   A man Calista had used and tossed aside was dead and all she could summon at hearing his final words was a glib ‘so?’ Sofea’s hatred for Calista doubled in an instant and burned away her better judgment. 
 
   Sofea could hear Wendy starting some ritual. She was chanting quickly and weaving spells over the dragon bones while the stable boy danced in her thrall. Sofea made another blind rush at Calista, hoping to tackle her to the ground where she could pummel her. Calista easily sidestepped the attack and kicked Sofea’s legs out from under her. Sofea fell face first again, failing in getting her hands up to stop her tumble this time.
 
   “She’s going to destroy the world,” Sofea argued after she cleared the dead pine needles from her mouth. As much as she would have liked to hurl every insult she could think of at Calista, she knew better than to rattle off a series of cunts, slatterns, bitches, whores, and every other ugly name possible; ultimately, she still needed to convince Calista to let her stop Wendy, and she wouldn’t accomplish that if she angered Calista enough to beat the hell out of her.
 
   “No, she isn’t,” Calista said.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because my Goddess told me so.”
 
   “Your heathen Goddess of debauchery and stealing of women?” Sofea rolled from her stomach to sit, but didn’t bother mounting another futile attack upon Calista.
 
   Calista only chuckled at her verbal assault. “Is that what this is about? You’re jealous that I’m divine touched, or is it that you’re jealous I’m touched so often by Harper?”
 
   Sofea’s silence gave Calista the answers she needed.
 
   “I’ll tell you more or less the same thing I told Brandinne when she hoped to steal Harper,” Calista said. “She’s mine because she wants to be, and you’re not half the woman I am. In her case it was a short joke, but in your case, since you’re taller than me, it’s just an accurate assessment of how much better than you I am. I’m the mother of her child and the love of her life; I didn’t steal anyone, because you never had her, you twit.”
 
   “Great, you’re the queen of everything, but are you really going to let the world end to prove it? Willard says Wendy is playing with powers she can’t control,” Sofea said, “and he’s much smarter than you and your lousy Goddess.”
 
   “I’m sure he thinks he is,” Calista said. “It doesn’t matter, though. He’s not here, and you can’t get past me to stop her.”
 
   It was true that Sofea couldn’t best Calista in a fight, but she hadn’t tried simply slipping by her. She feinted another lunge at Calista, but broke off before the attack could land and rushed for the stone ring to try to reach Wendy. Sofea knew she was fast with her long-legged strides. Her hope that she was faster than Calista was short-lived as she was yanked off her feet by her braids, knocked on her butt, and then somehow bound to the position by her head. She pulled forward a few times only to realize Calista had tied her braids together on the other side of a sapling.
 
   “I didn’t want to have to do that since your hair really is lovely,” Calista said as she walked back around the tree to face Sofea.
 
   An owl screeched, swooped in between them, and suddenly River stood face-to-knee with Calista. Her tiny bow was drawn with a glowing purple arrow at the ready. “Leave her alone!” River cried.
 
   “I’m not going to hurt her unless she makes me,” Calista said. “I’ll even untie her in a few minutes.”
 
   “Wendy is doing something terrible,” Sofea called to River.
 
   “Eating puppies or something?” River asked.
 
   “No, she…wouldn’t tell us why she needed the skeleton because she knew we’d try to stop her,” Sofea said. “That means it has to be evil, right?”
 
   “Possibly,” River admitted, “but of everyone I’ve heard speak of the skeleton, Wendy seems the most specifically aware of the bad things that might happen. Everyone else, including me, has been vague for lack of specific knowledge of dragons.”
 
   “The dragon skeleton tried to kill her,” Sofea objected. “It’s dangerous.”
 
   “To be honest, that whole conversation made it sound like she is more of a threat to the dragon than vice versa.” River slowly eased back her bow. She glanced warily up to Calista. “And what is your part in all this?”
 
   “I’ve been told by my Goddess to protect Wendy in doing whatever she’s doing,” Calista said. “She specifically said I was to protect her against confusion, which aptly describes Sofea, all while ignoring an old foe. Did you see the dragon cultists in the meadow?”
 
   “Yes,” Sofea and River said in unison.
 
   “I would like very much to kill them for any number of reasons, but I didn’t. My Goddess told me I would have to ignore that vendetta to protect Wendy from Sofea,” Calista said. “Believe me, I would much rather be down there slaughtering them than up here arguing.”
 
   “But you can’t because you were given a divine order.” River sighed, slipped her arrow from her bow, and slid it into the quiver along her back.
 
   “What are you doing?” Sofea demanded. “Turn her into purple goop. What the hell good is having a lover if she doesn’t listen to you?”
 
   “I’m still allowed to think for myself no matter what we are to each other,” River said. “It’s too late anyway.”
 
   They all three looked over to watch the culmination of Wendy’s ritual. Black magical energy arced through the clearing, danced off the stone carvings, and lit upon the dragon skeleton and the stable boy. In a flash and rush of air, the skeleton crumbled to little more than white dust and the stable boy faded into nothingness. Wendy lifted off the ground, hovering a couple feet above for a moment, held up by the black energy as it flowed into her. After drifting softly to the ground Wendy stumbled a bit, regained herself with the help of her staff, and then walked toward them. A weasel with fur as black as Wendy’s hair ran out of the leaf-litter and scampered up Wendy’s staff to perch on the top.
 
   “See? The world is still right where it’s always been,” Calista said to Sofea. “All your hysterics were for nothing.”
 
   “Fine, just untie me,” Sofea growled.
 
   Calista rolled her eyes and did as she was asked, quickly untying the loose knot she’d bound Sofea’s braids in around the sapling. Sofea stood slowly while keeping a wary eye on Calista and Wendy. She was significantly less angry with Wendy after the ritual didn’t end up destroying the world, but she still hated most everything about Calista.
 
   “Now that you’ve done it and we probably can’t undo it, do you mind telling us what you just did?” River asked of Wendy as she approached.
 
   Try as she might, Sofea couldn’t see any discernable difference between the Wendy who stood before her and the one she saw the day before. Aside from the black weasel on her staff, everything else was unchanged.
 
   “I’ve taken the dragon’s memories and powers for myself in the same way Witches have passed along magic for generations,” Wendy said. “You can stop complaining about having to carry the bones around now.”
 
   “And the stable boy had to be your blood sacrifice for this?” Sofea asked.
 
   “Did you see any blood? He’s right here and happier than ever.” Wendy nodded in the direction of the weasel on her staff.
 
   “Wobbly was…?” Calista began.
 
   “…my younger brother and familiar,” Wendy said. “He made the sacrifice to hide in human form in case the coven died before I got back. Returning him to a human body required the coven’s power, storing such energies within him to be released if I needed them.”
 
   “That explains why the dragon cult wanted to kill him,” Calista said.
 
   “Did they? Idiots,” Wendy said. “They probably thought someone could use the power stored in him to bind the dragon beneath the mountain.”
 
   “You said he made a sacrifice to be human. He wants to be a weasel?” Sofea asked incredulously.
 
   “Why wouldn’t he?” Wendy said. “It’s all he’s ever known. Besides, being an orphan boy is a hard, miserable life while being a Witch’s familiar is easy and opulent by comparison.” Wendy turned her attention fully from Sofea and curtsied lightly to Calista. “Tell your lady liege we will join the Goddesses of Vaelandria in the War of the Heavens.”
 
   “You knew I was ordered to protect you?” Calista asked.
 
   “I knew a dark warrior would be dispatched by one of the three,” Wendy said. “I did not know it would be you until you knocked Sofea from her horse.”
 
   “So you could never speak with the dragon?” Sofea asked.
 
   “No. I could always speak with the dragon. I speak dragon fluently,” Wendy said. “Zirnitra, that was her name, rambled at me the whole way. The lie was in telling you I needed to perform a ritual to hear her. Trust me, Zirnitra didn’t say anything worth translating on the road, and she definitely wasn’t going to answer any of your questions.”
 
   “Can you bind the dragon beneath the mountain without your coven?” Calista asked.
 
   “Easily,” Wendy said. “With Zirnitra’s powers, I can do a great many new things.”
 
   “Then we should race back to see if we can still intercept the cultists,” River said.
 
   They mounted up, Sofea upon Bjorn, Calista on the horse Sofea had brought, and River upon Roderick. Wobbly hopped from the top of Wendy’s staff to the band on her pointed hat to ride on the front. Wendy turned her staff around twice in her hands until it glowed the right color and resembled a floating broom to ride upon.
 
   “If you’d told me what you intended, I wouldn’t have tried to stop you,” Sofea said.
 
   “Yes, you would have,” Wendy replied. “Much and more was seen by the diviners of our coven. They knew they would die, they knew help would be sent by the three known as the Vaelandrian Goddesses, and they knew you would betray me. It’s irrelevant whether the betrayal was born out of your loyalty to Willard and Caleb or how creepy you think my magic is after witnessing so much of it on the road; you were always going to do exactly as you did. I couldn’t trust you any more than you should have trusted me.”
 
   Sofea glared and turned away from the accusation. She didn’t like the idea that she was simply another pawn in a divine chess game. It meant she was either moved by outside forces and lacked free will, or she was so predictable that she could be counted on to do the same thing regardless of what transpired.
 
   The ground rumbling beneath them shook Sofea from her thoughts. She glanced quickly to everyone else to see if they were just as alarmed by the sudden earthquake. Seeing as so many of them had glimpses into the future, it might only be news to her that the ground would shake. Even more frightening than the sudden earthquake was the fact that Wendy and Calista both looked as surprised by it as Sofea felt.
 
   “This is not part of the prophecy?” Sofea asked.
 
   “What my coven knew of the future ended when Calista stopped you,” Wendy said.
 
   Calista answered by way of snapping her head around to look at the craggy peak above Windingshire still visible between the trees. The granite top, frosted with snow, cracked, split, and shattered in an explosion of fire. Rocks tumbled from the side of the mountain and a great, red dragon crawled from the smoldering hole. The wyrm slithered up around the mountaintop to perch on the ruined peak while smoke continued to pour from the crater he’d emerged from. The tiny dragon skeleton they’d lugged across the realm was nothing in comparison to the enormous red beast wrapped around the mountain’s apex. It had four legs in addition to the huge, leathery wings it stretched across the sky, a tail twice again as long as its body, and scales that shone like polished rubies.
 
   “Zmey Gorynych, the Dragon of the Mountain, slain by Maraline in single combat a thousand years ago during the last War of the Heavens,” Wendy said. “Shut up, Zirnitra, I already knew that.” Concerned eyes and queer looks landed on Wendy. “She’s still trying to talk to me in my head. I hope that goes away.”
 
   The dragon roared in a long, powerful wail that sent a near reflexive spasm of fear through Sofea even from the great distance. She’d heard of dragon fear in old fables, but in truly experiencing it she could only liken the sensation to gravity. The fear pulled at her when the dragon roared with an ineffable force that left her no choice but to heed it. The dragon flapped once, clearing snow, rubble, and trees from the top of the mountain, took wing, and soared out over the valley casting a shadow larger than death itself across the face of the world.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 38
 
   Fires of the War that Was
 
    
 
   After the shock wore off from seeing a dragon burst forth from the mountain and fly away toward a gathering storm in the south, Sofea, River, and Wendy made to mount up and ride. Calista stared longest of all after the departing dragon. She’d worked so hard on her Goddess’s behalf to keep the dragon within the mountain because that’s what she’d thought Solancacae wanted—because that was what made the most sense since dragons were death incarnate. Her Goddess apparently didn’t want Calista to stop the cultists after all, and the dragon had left without first destroying Windingshire, thus proving her wrong front to back. The pieces she needed to fully understand were all there; she just needed help putting them together.
 
   “Where are you all going?” Calista asked.
 
   “Back to Windingshire, obviously,” Sofea said.
 
   “Why? The reason we were racing back just broke the mountain and flew off,” Calista said. “I need answers before we go anywhere. I think there’s something else I’m supposed to do here, but I don’t know what yet.”
 
   Reluctantly Sofea, River, and Wendy dismounted. Looking among the three women, Calista felt a little out of place that she was the only one without an exotic woodland animal attending her. Bjorn, Roderick, and Wobbly the weasel all seemed very attentive to their mistresses.
 
   “You said Zmey Gorynych was slain by Maraline the Sea Queen,” Calista said. “How did that happen?”
 
   “In the previous War of the Heavens,” Wendy said. “Zirnitra was young when last the divine fought, but she recalled this valley was the site of a huge battle that resulted in the deaths of two immortals: one God and one dragon. They’ve both laid dormant here ever since. That War of the Heavens was largely fought between the dragons and elemental titans. The dragons were defeated.”
 
   “I’ve read about the death of the dragons, but the books were vague about who slew them,” Calista said. “If Zmey Gorynych was killed by Maraline, and the Sea Queen is Solancacae’s enemy after the Winter War, then Solancacae must have wanted the dragon cultists to revive Zmey Gorynych to gain another ally.” The whole thing would have been so much easier if Solancacae had explained her desires. As far as Calista knew, the dragon cultists were still the enemy even though her Goddess clearly wanted them to succeed in their resurrection. Apparently timing had something to do with it as Solancacae hadn’t sent her to stop the coven’s first attempt to bind the dragon during the festival.
 
   “That’s possible. Hecate believed Zmey Gorynych might be crucial for victory in the next War of the Heavens,” Wendy said. “When she tried to awaken the dragon, my coven labeled her a turncoat and sentenced her to death.”
 
   “That’s why they put Hecate’s memories and power in you,” Sofea said. “Willard wondered why they would do that after Hecate died a traitor’s death.”
 
   “Our seers finally learned of the War of the Heavens coming, but we couldn’t figure out which side we were meant to be on,” Wendy said. “They instilled me with Hecate in the hope I could pick up where she left off. I needed a dragon to confirm what Hecate believed, an eyewitness so to speak, lest I follow the same failed path. Believing it’s a good idea to side with dragons is a thought usually birthed by a lunatic’s brain.”
 
   “The other immortal that died here besides the big, red dragon, it was something to do with zombies and scarecrows, wasn’t it?” River asked.
 
   “Yes, Zirnitra calls him the Grim Harvester,” Wendy said, “the God of the Walking Doom. She says he wore the same scarecrow body last time. We both think that marks him as a fool for trying twice what already failed once.” Wendy giggled lightly at some private joke apparently only taking place in her head. “Zirnitra is kind of funny when she wants to be.”
 
   The storm that had been building strength in the southeast rolled across the valley with violent force, leaving only a scrap of blue sky above the mountains. A light snow fell from the dark, thunderheads, carrying a sharp chill not felt in more than a year. The four of them looked around in strange wonderment at the suddenness of the storm. Sofea gasped, rattling everyone’s attention from the downy flakes falling from the foreboding sky.
 
   “Your hair is turning black,” Sofea said.
 
   River tried to pull a strand down far enough to see for herself, but the shortness of the cut prevented her from getting more than a fleeting glimpse. “It is?”
 
   “The Eternal Autumn is over,” Calista murmured.
 
   “I figured this part out long before Zirnitra and I were bound,” Wendy said. “Remember the spirits in the squid fishing village where we were ambushed by Goblins?” Sofea and River nodded. “The Eternal Autumn stopped time long enough to allow certain dead to pass from one side of the vale to the other. Both sides of the coming War of the Heavens used this opportunity to pull fallen allies of the last war from their graves.”
 
   “You could have told us what the Eternal Autumn was weeks ago?” Sofea said.
 
   “It was only a guess at that point,” Wendy said with a shrug.
 
   “Where did Zmey Gorynych go?” Calista asked. That was the final piece. The dragon’s resurrection had to be done at the right time at the end of the Eternal Autumn. It had to be after Wendy arrived and joined with the dragon skeleton. She knew what she was meant to do next—she needed to convince Zmey Gorynych to join their side.
 
   Wendy shrugged. “No idea.”
 
   “Can you fly me out on your broom to find him?” Calista asked. “We need to try to treat with him on Solancacae’s behalf.”
 
   “She can’t carry anyone but herself on the flying broom,” Sofea said.
 
   “I don’t think I need to.” Wendy lowered Wobbly to the ground. The weasel stood on his hind legs to listen while she directed him. “Go back to the inn and wait for me.”
 
   The weasel dropped back to all fours and scampered into the woods.
 
   “You’re not worried a hawk will eat him or something?” Sofea asked.
 
   “I worry more about you blundering about in these woods than I do him. Besides, I don’t think he’d like what comes next.” Wendy tossed her staff aside and walked back toward the clearing. Each stride sent shimmers of strange, purple light across her form. Standing within the ring, Wendy melted into the black of her robes and then twisted, changed, and grew. The transformation was swift and startling. In a matter of seconds, the slender Witch had become a sleek, black dragon. Unlike the mighty Zmey Gorynych, Wendy in her new form had only hind legs and claws upon her wings that served as her front paws. The scales lining her serpent form were darkness embodied, sucking up the light around them to the point that her skin almost looked like an empty abyss rather than something physical. She was tiny and svelte in comparison to the enormous red beast that had broken from the mountain moments earlier; indeed, she likely weighed the same as Bjorn although her length and the spread of her wings reached a much larger area. “You won’t want to try to speak with him without me anyway.” Wendy’s dragon voice was almost exactly the same as before, adding only slight hisses to each ‘S’ when she spoke from her long, tapered snout framed by air fins at the base of her jaw.
 
   Calista approached Wendy with a wariness befitting a dragon. She didn’t know the Witch all that well and dragons, even recently transformed and fairly small ones, were intimidating creatures. When Wendy grew impatient with Calista’s reticence, she snaked her arrow-shaped head around on her long, slender neck, shot it up between Calista’s legs, and deposited Calista on her back between the shoulders of her wings.
 
   “What am I supposed to tell Harper?” Sofea demanded as Wendy readied to take flight with her new rider aboard.
 
   “You don’t need to tell her anything,” Calista said. “We already planned out what we’d do if this was what Solancacae’s message meant.”
 
   “Really? You had a contingency plan for this?” River asked.
 
   “Essentially,” Calista said.
 
   In one moment, Wendy’s wings were spread out wide; in the next, Calista’s stomach threatened to shoot out the bottom of her feet. They fired straight into the sky while the ground vanished quickly below. Calista’s head swam and her stomach churned when it finally returned to the proper place. She gripped to Wendy with her legs and arms, clenching her eyes tight after a quick glance down made everything so much worse. Each hard flap of Wendy’s wings shifted the muscles and bones that Calista was holding onto, causing her to roll around in ways that felt entirely unsafe. Blessedly, after gaining altitude for what seemed like an eternity to Calista, Wendy stretched her wings wide and they soared for awhile. Cold air and snow whipped past Calista, freezing her face and roaring over her ears. In the relatively calm glide, Calista pried her eyes open one at a time to see how much longer they might need to fly.
 
   They soared high over the southern edge of Windingshire. Wendy banked in wide circles, apparently trying to spot where the great, red dragon had gone. Calista looked down again, which was a mistake, but an important one as she spied a spectacle upon the ground in the distance that she could hardly fathom. Far to the southeast, armies from every direction marched toward a towering figure that looked like the scarecrow only much larger and fiercer. She would have liked to have believed it was all a product of her brain being rattled from the flight, but she knew better. They were at war and their enemy was monstrous.
 
   Calista didn’t much believe in accidents, everything that happened fit in someone’s plan somewhere, but she certainly believed in mistakes, and coming to the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest seemed like a huge mistake that she and her tiny family were unlikely to survive. They were trapped at the wrong end of a valley with an undead army and gargantuan, terrifying scarecrow God between them and escape. Worse still was the sinking suspicion her own Goddess was behind pushing her toward the inescapable position she was in. The pantheon once again trapped her behind enemy lines so she might fight another war she wanted no part of—she couldn’t believe either time was an accident.
 
   Wendy apparently spotted Zmey Gorynych, as she dove out of the slow glide and flapped hard again to speed almost perfectly due east across the face of the mountains ringing in the valley on the northern edge. The craggy granite faces of the rocks and the towering pine trees quickly gathering snow shot past them so fast that they became blurs of gray and green. Each flap of Wendy’s wings sped them along faster and faster until Calista was once again clenching her eyes closed and fighting down the urge to vomit.
 
   Calista peaked out of one eye in the vain hopes that seeing where they were might help ground her through the horrible churning sensation in her stomach. She caught a glimpse of something massive and red an instant before they suddenly changed direction. Their forward momentum halted completely. In a gut-wrenching moment, they were heading up and Calista nearly lost her grip on Wendy. Again, Calista’s stomach flopped around, tugged down toward her feet, and she nearly threw up. Wendy was no longer flapping as she was held within the enormous red claws of Zmey Gorynych. His wings were so gargantuan that Calista could not even see the ends of them, and she guessed every flap they made covered more ground then twenty of Wendy’s.
 
   Calista gritted her teeth and prayed feverishly to Solancacae to save her. She would murder dignitaries guarded by armies, gather secrets from the vilest sewers, or do any other impossible or disgusting job her Goddess wished if she could just be on the ground again. Calista was almost to the point of promising sexual favors to her lady liege when her prayers were answered. Zmey Gorynych landed upon a snowy plateau high in the mountains, well outside the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest. He gently set Wendy in the deep snow of the inhospitable no man’s land. Calista couldn’t fall from her back fast enough. Even when lying in the deep snow upon a mountain of solid rock, Calista couldn’t dispel the zipping sensation of flying.
 
   “I am he who is never pursued and yet you’ve chased me,” Zmey Gorynych rumbled. His voice was thunderous, echoing off the mountains around them until it sounded as though he were speaking out of the sky. “Your temerity and courage interests me or you would already be dead. Tell me what you want before I change my mind.” Zmey Gorynych’s head snaked down near enough to gaze at Wendy. His huge, craggy skull and wide jaw were large enough that if he’d wished to snatch up the smaller dragon, she wouldn’t even make a single bite for him.
 
   Calista pulled herself up from the snow as best she could. She was so thankful to no longer be flying that she didn’t care how cold and wet she was. A waist-deep drift of virgin snow was so much better than the back of a dragon in flight. Wendy was trembling beside her, clearly not handling the gaze of the greater wyrm very well. Calista was glad Zmey Gorynych hadn’t bothered looking directly at her yet as she needed her wits for what came next.
 
   “I am Calista, the favored servant of Solancacae, Mistress of Secrets,” Calista said, “and we’ve come to treat with you, mighty Zmey Gorynych.”
 
   This seemed to amuse the godly red dragon. He pulled his head back and chuckled, shaking the very ground. “I know this Mistress of Secrets you speak of,” Zmey Gorynych said. “She was an ascending shadow assassin during the last war. She wiped out legions of the divine touched of the enemy. Did she tell you these tales, favored servant? Did she tell you that we immortals will choke every river of the world with the corpses of divine touched during our wars? The imbalance of strength you have over the unenlightened mortals is nothing in comparison to the power we hold over you.”
 
   “She didn’t tell me such,” Calista said, although she’d wondered at her part in the War of the Heavens, and she didn’t need the dragon to tell her to fear the pantheon’s wrath. “I am ready to die for my Goddess if that is what she wishes.”
 
   “She might, or she simply might not be able to save you. At least you comprehend the imminence of your demise. So many mortals forget their impermanence,” Zmey Gorynych rumbled. “And what of you, Witch?”
 
   “I have taken Zirnitra into me and we will side with Solancacae and her allies,” Wendy said.
 
   “The dragons would join with a Goddess?” Zmey Gorynych asked.
 
   “There are no other dragons,” Wendy said.
 
   Zmey Gorynych lifted his head and gazed into the distance. The dragon took on such a profound stillness that he was indiscernible from a rock carving. His huge, otherworldly green eyes stared as if he were looking backward through time itself. Calista couldn’t help but see the action as morose, although she was loath to ascribe such a mundane emotion to an eternal creature. After resting in bones for a thousand years, he awoke to find he was the last of his kind—there probably wasn’t a word in any mortal tongue for what he was feeling.
 
   “How did the war begin this time?” Zmey Gorynych asked.
 
   “We don’t…” Wendy began.
 
   “I started it,” Calista said, “at Solancacae’s behest.”
 
   This drew Zmey Gorynych’s full attention. The dragon looked upon her with such vivid, new curiosity that Calista thought she might turn to stone or melt into the snow from the scrutiny. “How did you accomplish this, favored servant?”
 
   “I stole an immortal’s essence far above the Crown of the World Mountains. I delivered it to the city of Ovid where Solancacae and Lyndria used it to form a new Goddess called Dahlia. In doing so, I had to rob Maraline of a divine touched servant, defeat two armies, and deny the immortal essence to both the Sea Queen and Thief Lord,” Calista said.
 
   “Impressive, favored servant. I do not know this Ovid, but I well remember Lyndria, Maraline, and the Thief Lord,” Zmey Gorynych said. “You have selected your enemies well to survive this conversation, but your allies are too weak to join my strength with. The War of the Heavens has resumed, and I must seek out old enemies and old allies. Do not presume to follow me again.”
 
   Questions caught in Calista’s throat, but she had no time to even shout them into the storm that washed over the mountains when Zmey Gorynych took wing. The entire plateau cleared of snow down to the thick sheet of ice below. Calista would have been hurled from the mountain as well if Wendy hadn’t wrapped herself around Calista to shield her from the torrent of wind and snow marking the mighty dragon’s departure. Calista struggled to see through the settling ice crystals. The dragon was gone. The red wyrm winged its way to the north, growing ever smaller until the red line of his wingspan was lost into the storm clouds. Despair filled the hole he’d left. She had acted boldly to try to gain another ally for her Goddess in a war she did not understand, but that would probably claim her life. A million things she might have said differently flooded through her mind. Clearly Solancacae had wanted Zmey Gorynych awoken for a purpose that Calista had failed in persuading him to undertake.
 
   “What is the War of the Heavens?” Calista demanded of Wendy.
 
   “There is only so much divine power in the world,” Wendy said. “Every few millennia, the pantheon decides they are not happy with their share. They fight to claim more, trying to put their fellows beneath the ground to steal their portion.” Wendy uncoiled from around Calista and made a strange clicking sound that Calista had only ever heard a housecat make when it was stalking prey it couldn’t quite reach. “I thought I had it all figured out. I wasn’t that stupid Ogre sitting beside a stream making stew from powers I didn’t understand. I had the magic, memories, and wisdom of formidable Witches before me. I wasn’t supposed to make a mistake like this.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Zirnitra’s memories are merging with mine in pieces,” Wendy said. “I was too young to remember the process last time I was imbued with the life forces of other beings. It’s incredibly disorienting and difficult to try to understand the mind and experiences of a dragon, but something has become painfully clear to me. I am part of the immortal pool of power now and this war is mine as well. Zirnitra did not survive the last War of the Heavens, and I have her memories of that failure. We are…I mean, I am weak in a war against timeless Gods who have thrived in countless battles with other immortals. Zmey Gorynych was right to turn us aside.”
 
   “What does Zmey Gorynych know? It’s not like he survived the last war either,” Calista said. Little of what Wendy said about the Ogre and the other Witch nonsense made sense, but the overarching message was clear: they were in trouble. It was true that Calista was expected to be another river-choking corpse and Wendy would repeat the same shortened path of Zirnitra, but dwelling on it wasn’t going to change either outcome. There was much to be done, and they weren’t dead yet.
 
   If Calista could have climbed out of the mountains and spent a week walking to get back to Windingshire, she gladly would have to avoid the alternative. Flying upon the back of the depressed, black dragon stood barely below freezing to death on the list of things she wanted to avoid. “We may as well head back to the inn to see if anyone else has a better idea than the one we just failed at.”
 
   Wendy lowered her neck and Calista reluctantly climbed back into the crux between her wings. A saddle would help the situation immensely, but even then Calista doubted she would want to open her eyes while flying. She wondered how Wendy would feel about being saddled since she was somewhat amenable to being ridden. Despite being a mightily powerful Witch, a newly immortal dragon, and a player in the War of the Heavens, Wendy seemed an awful lot like a scared girl who had taken her first real look at a dangerous world. Calista could empathize.
 
   “My Goddess and her sister have planned for this war for centuries,” Calista reassured Wendy. “When Dahlia was born, they became three where once they were two, and now they’re four with your addition.”
 
   “Let’s hope they’ve been building other alliances as well,” Wendy said. “The last War of the Heavens may have ultimately been fought by two sides, but there were many smaller groups wiped out before it came to that.”
 
   Before Calista could comment, they were airborne again. The world vanished beneath them, Calista’s head spun, and she was once more clutching to Wendy with her eyes tightly closed, wishing she could be on the ground.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter 39
 
   A Storm Gathering Strength
 
    
 
   Immediately after breakfast, Harper began the preparations she’d discussed with Calista the night before. She donned her armor, the tabard of her faith, a heavy, white cloak, and strapped Valiance to her back. The Sylvans likewise prepared for battle along with the Silken Spears and Dagger Falls Company, such as it was. She wouldn’t be any kind of mother if she left Bianca’s side, but she finally had proxies worthy of acting on her behalf.
 
   She strode down the hall, a knight in her armor, bundled baby held tightly to her side. The new faithful of Dahlia were in the main hall, working diligently to copy the handful of writings Harper had generated to solidify the faith of her Goddess. Only one of the men could read and write, but the others seemed competent enough at simply copying the shapes of the letters and words with a little guidance from Ankour. Harper secretly hoped the Dwarf would find some solace in reading the scriptures of Dahlia and maybe even convert to the ways of the Faithful Heart. If any Goddess could ease Ankour’s despair over losing the love of his life, Harper believed it was Dahlia and her testaments of kindness and love.
 
   At the front of the inn, she was joined by the dozen Sylvans, the seven members of the Silken Spears, and the mismatched duo of the Dagger Falls. Yes, Harper thought, whether it is zombies or dragons, this is a formidable force to hurl them back.
 
   They strode out into the cold morning air, ready to defend the inn from whatever might come with the storm charging across the valley toward them. The ground shook with a slow tremble at first. The power grew until everyone within the assembled force struggled to simply keep their feet. The screams of people in the town below carried on the wind to combine with the rumble of the earth. A rolling, pitching deck of a ship in a storm had nothing over the supposedly solid ground beneath their feet. Bianca began to wail her displeasure at the din and shaking.
 
   Only a moment of quiet preceded a cracking like the sky itself splitting open. A distant crashing of an avalanche through the forest to the north drew all eyes to the peak behind the inn where a hole had shattered in the face of the mountain. The dragon that emerged from the smoldering rocks was unfathomably huge, and Harper suddenly knew the force they’d gathered was in no way sufficient to fight such a beast. The dragon flapped its wings, a hot wind blew across them several moments after, and then the dragon soared down over the town, casting a shadow large enough to be mistaken for twilight.
 
   Harper watched and waited, fully expecting the dragon to unleash a blaze of fire upon the town. Instead, the great, ruby wyrm flapped hard a few more times at the lip of the valley, gained altitude, and flew on without so much as a downward glance.
 
   “We are victorious!” Athol announced, shaking his hammer above his head.
 
   “How?” Harper asked.
 
   “You said there might be a dragon to defend the town against. The dragon is gone and the town is unscathed,” Athol said. “That is victory.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Brandinne asked. “We got all dressed up to dance with a dragon or slaughter zombies. Not that I mind being left at the altar if those were my choices, but I do feel a little jilted here.”
 
   Harper could only shrug. She and Calista had discussed contingencies to counteract every catastrophic outcome they could think of based on the vague message delivered by Solancacae, but they hadn’t spent any time on what was to be done if things worked out reasonably well. The worst-case scenario had taken place. The dragon awoke and behaved completely un-dragon-like by simply leaving. From the dying down of the screams in the town, Harper had to assume Windingshire had also figured out they weren’t doomed after all.
 
   “We pray?” Harper said.
 
   “O God of bizarrely fortunate turns of events, if you even exist, we thank you for this day and name the new crater in the mountain after you to show our appreciation for not making us fight the enormous dragon,” Athol said.
 
   “Amen,” added Brandinne. “Now what?”
 
   The sinister storm spreading wide across the east finally reached them, replacing the dragon’s shadow with a false dusk in the middle of the day. Snow fell in heavy, cottony flakes out of the blackened sky. Before Harper’s very eyes, the hair of the Sylvans turned white or black, and Bianca’s own wild locks shot through as dark as polished onyx. The air grew cooler and somehow heavier. The gathered mercenaries and warriors marveled at the sudden changing of the seasons. Harper couldn’t decide if she should be relieved that the Eternal Autumn had broken or nervous at the ill omen of what that could mean.
 
   While she stood amid her gathered warriors, stunned in watching the fresh onslaught of winter, a second, much smaller, black dragon soared out of the mountains to the northeast. This dragon darted about like a sparrow in comparison to the monstrosity that preceded it. Harper couldn’t be certain, but she thought this new dragon had a rider on its back. Unlike the red behemoth, the slender, dark dragon circled above Windingshire a few times, but it didn’t attack either, eventually winging off to the east to follow the large, red beast. Harper and Calista certainly hadn’t discussed what was meant to be done about a second dragon, although that didn’t seem to matter as the second one had emulated the bizarre behavior of the first.
 
   “We are victorious again!” Athol announced.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   The wall of force and darkness that leapt up before Wendy was so abrupt that Calista could only assume Zmey Gorynych had changed his mind about devouring them. The violence of the first midair collision paled in comparison to the second, and suddenly she was tumbling free of Wendy’s back down into utter blackness where the world should have been.
 
   Calista screamed, but the darkness even swallowed up the sound. She twisted to look back from where she’d fallen to see what became of the dragon she rode. Wendy was gone into the darkness as well. She screamed again with the same silent result.
 
   Her tumbling slowed, warmth surrounded her, and she came to rest as light as a feather in a grassy field filled with the tulips of spring. A sky colored sapphire blue stretched cloudlessly above her, reaching down to touch the ocean of flowers at the perfectly flat horizon. This was the world of her youth—the tulip fields her father walked to arrange flowers from. She knew implicitly that she was warm and safe among the perfumed petals of the fields of the southlands.
 
   “You impress me more with every passing year,” a woman’s voice spoke from behind her.
 
   Calista whipped her head around to find her mother walking toward her. She had the dark brown hair of the eastern deserts, but the same square jaw Calista boasted. Her mother was the woman of Calista’s youth, not the withered, hollow creature to be pitied, wasting from fever and starvation before she died. She was too tall to truly be Calista’s long deceased mother, and thus gave away her identity in the unheeded details. The field was right, her hair and voice were perfect, but she was too tall and wore a dress of silk and golden rings far more expensive than Calista’s real mother could have afforded if she’d saved for ten lifetimes.
 
   “I failed you,” Calista whispered, finding the words catching in her throat regardless. Her mind knew it was Solancacae, not her mother, but her heart did not want to believe such truths.
 
   “How, my beautiful child?” Solancacae caressed Calista’s hair the way her mother once had, stroking her hands down both sides of her face to push the bronze locks to the sides.
 
   “Zmey Gorynych will not join us,” Calista said. “I couldn’t convince him.”
 
   Solancacae smiled. It was her mother’s smile, the special little grin she saved for her beloved daughter; the same one Calista had thought she would never see again. A mother’s smile was nothing Calista had ever thought to take note of when she was younger, and if she’d been asked to describe it, she wouldn’t have had the words or the mental picture to draw from. But there it was, as perfect as when she’d last seen it. Tears fell freely from her eyes at the gift from her Goddess to resurrect such a cherished memory.
 
   “He was never meant to, not at first,” Solancacae said. “I am in awe that you chased him down, treated with him, and nearly convinced him all without a drop of help from me or my sister. You stood across from an earthbound God and bargained with him on my behalf. No Goddess has ever had such a servant as you.”
 
   Relief poured over Calista like a warm rain. It washed every scrap of failure from her until she felt clean and vindicated. “Then why did you wish him raised?”
 
   “He will seek out Maraline,” Solancacae said. “If he is victorious in his revenge, and we succeed in our conquest, he might still be persuaded to join us. If he fails, he will have occupied her and possibly weakened her for what is to come. I had hoped to keep you from his wrath until after he’d satisfied his thirst for vengeance. This is part of why I sent you to protect Wendy. You would not be held from danger, though, and I should have known this.”
 
   “…our conquest?” Calista murmured.
 
   “We hold the south, Lyndria, Dahlia, and I,” Solancacae said. “We are landing armies in the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest even now. Once we take this valley, we will have Ovid surrounded on two sides.”
 
   “The seat of power of the Thief Lord,” Calista said.
 
   “Yes. From there we can join with other allies from the east and push north.”
 
   “I will fight for you. I will gather other people to your cause. I will…”
 
   “What I ask of you is more.”
 
   The word ‘ask’ struck Calista and shook her from the lulled, warm sense of security that had surrounded her. Immortals didn’t ask—they commanded. She was Solancacae’s favored servant, but even this did not afford her such courtesies as a request.
 
   “Ask then,” Calista said.
 
   “I need you to be my avatar upon the world,” Solancacae said. “Will you allow me to take your body as my own to fight this war?”
 
   “Why me?” Calista asked before she realized the blasphemous words had left her lips. Other Gods were taking their avatars, she’d seen that already with the scarecrow, and Solancacae must do the same. Why she would want Calista’s body, especially in the state it was in made no sense. She was an unworthy vessel for the divine. And, if she was being honest with herself, a little mouthy on the verge of profane most of the time.
 
   “I am at home within you already. I feel as comfortable in your skin as I hope you feel with me inside you.”
 
   It was true. Calista had always cherished the divine spark Solancacae gave her. When Harper described how she finally felt in alignment with her Goddess after coming to Dahlia from Maraline, Calista hadn’t understood. She’d always felt the perfect harmony of her faith, and it set her soul on fire to know Solancacae felt the same.
 
   “I’m not what I was,” Calista said. “I’ve lost much since giving birth.”
 
   “No, you’ve gained much and more,” Solancacae said. “You are a mother now and if you do nothing else, this will have been enough to know your life was well-spent. I wanted you to remember your mother’s smile and know your daughter will remember yours. Not in the fleeting way a person might memorize a song or poem, but in the eternal way you will always know home by the scent of it. Bianca is as much a gift from me to you as she is from you to the world.”
 
   “She is precious,” Calista said, “and I am likely the only avatar choice to have slain a God before.”
 
   “You smashed an egg.”
 
   “It was a big egg.” Calista sighed and ran her fingers up through her hair. Solancacae would not have asked if she could not deny the request. She didn’t believe removal of her divine spark would be the cost of refusal, unlike when Harper denied Maraline. Calista knew her Goddess cared deeply for her in return. “How long do these wars last?”
 
   “The previous War of the Heavens lasted fifteen years,” Solancacae admitted. “I’ve survived four, was dubbed a hero of the last, and I plan to be a conqueror now. The rewards for us both will be astronomical.”
 
   She’d already given Calista a daughter that should not have been possible. Bianca was an unimaginable treasure. Knowing how generous her Goddess had already been, Calista couldn’t fathom what astronomical rewards might entail. The promise of a long, healthy life for her daughter, more children if she so chose, kingdoms for her daughters and sons to rule, all in exchange for fifteen years of her life.
 
   “Where will I be?” Calista asked.
 
   “You will be here, the home of your youth with the family, friends, and neighbors you have lost over the years,” Solancacae said.
 
   If Harper was meant to be a part of the decision, Solancacae would have asked when Calista returned to the inn. Her Goddess wanted the answer to be pure, un-swayed by a wife’s tearful pleas. It didn’t matter. Calista could not dispel her wife and child from the process, not after all she’d done to attain Harper and keep Bianca.
 
   “Harper denied Maraline for me,” Calista said, unsure of what else to say.
 
   “She refused an order and a vicious trade offered with a false tongue. I am asking with love, making no threat should you refuse, and will send your wife and child to safety should you agree.”
 
   “Yes. I will be your avatar.” Calista said. The moment after sent a stressed tremble through her stomach. She hoped her Goddess still loved her even after she’d wavered, because she wasn’t so certain her wife would.
 
   “I am infinitely pleased.” Solancacae touched her face again and smiled the maternal smile that had shaken Calista so thoroughly. “The ships are landing our armies in Port Fordham. Take the time with Harper and Bianca to make the journey and say goodbye. One of the ships will bear them south, along with any of your other companions who want no part of this war. Only then will I accept what you’ve agreed to.”
 
   She was cherished by the divine, respected for her strength and courage. To be asked by a Goddess was a distinction that bards and minstrels would write songs about for ages. Immortality for her and her loved ones might even await her as a reward. No choice in her life had ever loomed larger, and no choice ever offered so much.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Calista awoke in her bed in the Red Enders Inn feeling warmer and safer than she had in ages. She crept from her bed to find very little time had passed in the other plane of existence she’d shared with Solancacae.
 
   She walked downstairs to find every guest of the inn waiting in the main hall, dressed for full battle. Wendy was emerging from the hallway to the east wing at the same time. Calista wondered if Solancacae had spoken with Wendy about something as well before depositing them both back at the inn.
 
   Sofea and River had returned by then, and the duo took private counsel with Harper near the front windows. Calista and Wendy’s sudden entrance into the main hall ended the conversation between Sofea, River, and Harper.
 
   “How did you get inside?” Harper asked.
 
   “Divine intervention,” Calista replied. “It is good you’re all ready to travel as we need to depart for Port Fordham today.”
 
   “Glad to hear it,” Athol announced as he stood. “We’d do well to put as much distance between us and this valley as possible. Let the zombies, dragons, cultists, and giant scarecrows keep their blasted valley, I say.”
 
   “There’s something you’re not telling me,” Harper said, “something important by the look on your face.”
 
   “Everyone who would like to leave, make ready for departure,” Calista said. When the room full of people moved to carry out her order, Calista took Harper by the hand, scooped Bianca from the nearby chair, and dragged them both back up to their shared room. Calista rehearsed in her head what she might say as they walked, although she didn’t think years worth of practice could guide her to the exact right phrasing let alone an extra moment or two of a slow walk.
 
   Within the room, the door closed behind them, Calista set Bianca on the bed and guided Harper to sit beside their child. She relayed all that had happened as quickly and clearly as she could, pausing to take deep breaths between the major points so Harper might digest the strange and mostly unwelcome news. Harper listened patiently, although Calista could see tiny reactions sneaking through at the more dangerous and unpleasant parts of the retelling. Finally, Calista reached the point of Solancacae’s question, the term of service, and the potential rewards.
 
   “You said yes?” Harper asked.
 
   “The question was posed to me. Not you and me,” Calista said. “I realize this is the largest decision I’ve made without consulting you, but I hoped your own faith might help you understand why I had to agree.”
 
   “But our daughter…”
 
   “…the one Solancacae gave us.” Calista knelt before Harper. She took her wife’s hands and waited patiently until Harper met her gaze. “I need to know my family is safe. It wasn’t explicitly stated, but I believe the offer to evacuate you and Bianca from the valley was contingent upon my agreement. If we stay here together, all three of us will die; Zmey Gorynych made it perfectly clear divine touched are the first to perish in these wars.”
 
   “As Solancacae’s avatar, you’ll be safe?”
 
   “This is the war she started and this is the role I was born for,” Calista said. “If I have to sacrifice fifteen years of my life to make sure I can spend the rest of it with you and our daughter, then so be it.”
 
   The moment of hesitation broke quickly. Calista could see on Harper’s face that she understood. If Calista had married anyone else, the conversation would not have gone nearly so well. Harper was divine touched and deeply devoted to her Goddess. Only she could understand what Calista must do and the reasons why.
 
   “I will wait for you,” Harper said, “forever if I must.”
 
   “You’re damn right you will.” Calista smiled. 
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Unsurprisingly, Ankour refused to go. His place was at his inn, keeping the home fires burning for anyone who might wish to return. The trio of newly faithful men also wished to stay behind. They had the writings of Dahlia and wanted to build a temple within Windingshire to give comfort to the people caught in the war. Harper agreed to their request and promised to send new writings, relics, and money if she was able.
 
   The rest departed in wagons, on horseback, mounted on elk in the Sylvans’ case, and astride an owl and bear for River and Sofea respectively. The snowstorm had abated some as they passed through Windingshire. Clouds still gathered above, growing darker and more menacing by the moment, but without unleashing the collected blizzard yet. The cold of winter stood in stark comparison to the chill of the Eternal Autumn while the group descended from the mountains into the valley. Winter was welcome, despite being the harbinger of war and freezing temperatures; the change of the seasons offered an answer and a release from the strange tension that built through the Eternal Autumn.
 
   Aside from the four that remained behind, Calista did not press any of the others for their decisions. She assumed the Sylvans would follow Bianca no matter where she went. Wendy would no doubt remain in the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest as it was her home and her war. Calista did not know or care what the rest did. Harper and Bianca would be safe, and that was all that mattered.
 
   Before they could reach the crossroads, they spotted an army flooding out of the south. The banners above the impressive force marked them as soldiers loyal to Lyndria, Solancacae, and Dahlia. The groups were as diverse as the Goddesses they served. Lyndria’s gypsies and southerners were present with their long moustaches, heavy hide armor, and fully-body tattoos. Solancacae’s force boasted Dark Stalker assassins, Shadow Rangers, and a healthy dose of dusky-skinned pirates armed with cutlasses. Dahlia’s army, the smallest of the three, consisted of stout men and women of faith, armored in polished, white scale and armed with spear and shield. Calista imagined Harper would fit perfectly at the head of such a holy crusade, but that wasn’t meant to be.
 
   The armies parted down the middle around the road to let them pass. Many bowed, others fell to their knees, keeping their eyes averted, and a few even began praying feverishly to thank the Goddesses for the sign of good fortune. It took so long to pass through the armies that Calista took heart in knowing the immense size of the force she would command as Solancacae’s avatar. Even on the other side of the heart of the army, columns of armed men and women marched up through the narrow valley leading to Port Fordham, which could only mean there were still ships unloading.
 
   After hours of twisting and turning through the narrow corridor leading down to the port, they finally reached the flat expanse of the bisected bay. An audible gasp rippled through their party at seeing the mixed armada stretching across the sea nearly to the horizon. There were fat-belly cogs, carracks, galleys, colorful pirate naos from the islands, and slender lateen-sail dhows unlike anything Calista had ever seen. It suddenly made sense to Calista why her Goddess had needed Zmey Gorynych to distract Maraline when he did. The Sea Queen could have shattered such a fleet if she weren’t battling a Dragon God for her very life.
 
   When the party arrived, the harbormaster came out of his shack, briar pipe clenched between his yellowed teeth and blanket around his sloped shoulders. He looked as though he’d expected them all along and they were right on time.
 
   “We’ve got boats and barges enough to take you out to the fleet when you’re ready,” the harbormaster said. “Just identify yourself if you’re leaving and I’ll show you to the correct docks.”
 
   “I go where the little one goes, and I’m glad of it that she’s leaving,” Athol said. “Show me to a boat at the double so I might get settled and sodded as soon as possible.” Athol turned to Calista, nodded curtly to her, and smiled. “I’ll give my very life to protect your daughter and wife. I’ll even help raise the young warrior like she was my own when I’m sober enough to manage.”
 
   Calista might have asked him not to attempt the latter if she thought it would make a difference. Athol was going to do whatever suited him in the moment. Regardless, her daughter was her own person and would become whatever she wished irrespective of who tried to guide her—of that much Calista was certain. “You have my thanks,” she said.
 
   “We’ll be going along as well,” Brandinne said. “My ladies are sick of the cold already, and I’ll not be pushing my luck with another war so soon. We’ll lend our spears, shields, and infinite charms to the cause of protecting the lady Harper and cutie pie Bianca. We’ll even try to balance the insane barbarian things Athol tries to teach her.”
 
   First a drunken barbarian and now a harem turned mercenary group would be her daughter’s role models—Calista had to remind herself that Harper would at least be there as well. “Don’t feel like you have to stay by Harper’s side if something else interesting comes up,” Calista said.
 
   Willard, Sofea, and River came next.
 
   “We’re staying. Not for you or your war, but because we cannot abandon Wendy,” Sofea said. Sofea and Wendy embraced with River joining in as best she could from her perch on Sofea’s shoulder.
 
   “Save your lies to try to sway us from our course,” River instructed Wendy. “Our minds are made up, and you lack the affable temperament to persuade anyone of anything, Witch.”
 
   “I’d probably just use too many large words for the two of you anyway,” Wendy said, smiling despite her best efforts to remain dour.
 
   “I owe an apology to the Witch and would relish the opportunity to match my magic against a God,” Willard said. “I spent eight decades honing my craft to become one of the most powerful spell-flingers alive. If not for this chance, it would have all been a wasted life. Retirement was never going to suit me anyway. If I got any fatter, I’d have to have new clothes made; better to die than suffer a haberdasher’s fondling again.”
 
   “Well-spoken, mustachioed one! Sure Wendy is deceitful, dragon-infected, and evil to the core, but she’s our sinister abomination and we’re not going to let her face scarecrows and zombies alone,” River said. “Besides, I heard the south has few trees and the ones they do have are all wrong. You call them palm trees—I call them a mockery of a real forest.”
 
   Calista smiled, feeling more than a little touched that so many would stay behind, and especially the ones she thought disliked her the most. “I won’t be me anymore,” Calista said.
 
   “That’ll make it easier to follow your orders,” Sofea replied.
 
   At long last came Harper and Bianca. Their decision was already made, but the words for departure weren’t so clear. What could Calista possibly say to the love of her life and her cherished daughter that would hold them over for fifteen years? She chose instead to pull Harper close, kiss her as though she might never see her again, and whisper the promise ‘I will always love you’ in her ear. She turned to her daughter, her strong little girl, her young warrior whom she would not even know when next they saw each other. All she did, she did for Bianca. It was easy to promise, but harder still to carry out when the moment came.
 
   “Remember my smile so you will know it when we meet again,” she whispered to Bianca, trying her best to smile through the tears.
 
   The snow began to fall while Calista stood on the docks watching Harper and Bianca being rowed out slowly toward the fleet riding high in the choppy water of the slate sea that mirrored the gray clouds above. She memorized every detail as it came to her. Harper’s long, blond hair caught on the wind, tangling together some from the spray of the surf. Bianca started crying, clenching tightly to Harper’s armor. When the boat broke the end of the bay, Calista felt herself slipping. She held onto the memories so recently formed even as Solancacae rose up in her, pouring forth from her divine spark, and then Calista was tumbling through darkness again, falling through warm winds scented by tulips and spice.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Summer weighed heavily on the city of T’unsai on the southern most edge of the southlands before the salt flats took over. The White City, as it was called, received its name from the bricks of specially sealed salt used to create its buildings that sprawled east to west along the shore of the salt flats where the grasslands ended. The humidity abated in the deepest south in the cities built to mine the salt. The arid climate of T’unsai in comparison to the rest of the southlands kept metal from rusting from the salt that clung to everything within the city.
 
   Harper’s camp stood on the tulip fields to the north of T’unsai. Palisade tents of thick, white and gold canvas ringed in her compound where the sounds of training swords echoing off shields filled the balmy air.
 
   Tension settled over the southlands with the calendar end of summer looming. The true cold of the north and foul weather never stretched to the tip of the salt sea, and so, even if the Eternal Autumn did return, they would not know it for many months. Regardless, the conclusion of the Eternal Autumn felt like a reprieve that might end on the final day of summer.
 
   Harper’s goal was simple: to do everything in her power to end the War of the Heavens as quickly as possible. She could not fight in the war, this much was made clear to her by Calista and Dahlia, but that didn’t mean she was without a task. Her procession, which included two-hundred permanent members, traveled the southlands in a circuit they were about halfway through. Along the way, she healed the sick and injured in the name of Dahlia to grow the faith. At each major city, she stopped on the outskirts, and began recruiting and training soldiers to join Dahlia’s army fighting in the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest or defending the southland’s borders. On rare occasion, one of the recruits who showed enough promise was sent to Dahlia herself to become divine touched. Recruiting and training were skills Harper discovered during the Winter War and quickly perfected with practice. Growing a faith through holy deeds was something she’d done for years under Maraline’s banner, and brought all her experience to Dahlia’s faith. Witnessing the unbroken chain of success she’d had across the first half of the circuit gave her hope that she was making a real difference in the war that had yet to touch the southlands, but raged everywhere else.
 
   Dahlia’s avatar remained within T’unsai. As her avatar, the Goddess of the Faithful Heart had chosen a statue of white gold with white enameled armor. She stood sixty-feet tall and boasted four arms. Her avatar walking among the city was awe-inspiring and a little frightening, but Harper could also see the tactical disadvantage of such an avatar for combat, and why Solancacae had not gone a similar route. In battle, Dahlia would have made an easy target for spells and more provincial weapons.
 
   Aside from the extra set of arms, Dahlia’s avatar also bore more than a passing resemblance to Harper. The statue was constructed to boast a similar musculature, the same long braid Harper favored when fighting, and a nearly identical face. Harper didn’t know if the statue was intentionally carved to look like her or if Dahlia had simply resembled her in life. Regardless, the continuity in appearance between the avatar and her favored divine touched worked well to inspire faith and motivate volunteers to Dahlia’s army.
 
   Harper passed Brandinne at the crossbow range where she was instructing a squadron of new recruits in loading and firing the complex weapons. Even Brandinne had taken to the work of training, although most of her instructions occupied an inordinate amount of time with the loquacious way she spoke about anything and everything. Brandinne waved to her as she passed; Harper waved in return but did not stop. Conversations with Brandinne took too long and almost always led back to Brandinne propositioning her.
 
   In the next training arena over, demarcated by stakes strung with ropes and small, red flags, Athol sparred with the more experienced and promising recruits. The barbarian wore only a loin cloth and leather sandals. Among the smaller, largely hairless southerners, Athol stood tall, brawny, and hirsute. The work of traveling and training had carved much of the fat from him that had collected over his multiple years of babysitting Bianca and binge drinking.
 
   Harper paused to watch for awhile. There were several women among those battling Athol. All of them reminded Harper of Calista with their square jaws, blue eyes, and bronze hair. Only with time to stare and think could Harper find small, subtle differences between the wife she desperately missed and any other southern woman. One of the women had crooked teeth that showed only when she smiled or shouted while Calista’s teeth were fairly straight and white. Another woman was somewhat flat-chested compared to how busty Calista was, especially after giving birth to Bianca. None of them was nearly as pretty when it came right down to it. Calista was perfection of the southern form, which was, sadly to Harper’s realization, probably part of the same reason that she and Solancacae both favored Calista. Harper moved along, wishing to leave behind the weighty thoughts.
 
   In the last training arena, and consecutively largest, the six members of the Silken Spears were running the green recruits through their paces. The former harem boasted endless stamina, seemed entirely immune to the heat of the south, and spoke enough languages between them to communicate with nearly every volunteer they signed up. The potential soldiers were busy on the obstacle course, fleeing the beautiful women of the Silken Spears who gave them sharp encouragement with braided, horsehair whips that would leave no permanent marks, but simulated all too well the bite of a horsefly in sensation. The use of the whips had earned the Silken Spears the nickname of ‘the hornets’ among most green recruits who felt the sting overly often. Harper hadn’t initially liked the idea of the strange whips, but she’d acquiesced after seeing the effectiveness of the training techniques that were apparently popular among the warlords of the Eastern Reaches where the harem had learned their trades.
 
   By the look of the grounds, Harper suspected they might have a couple hundred fresh soldiers to send north within two months. She was well ahead of schedule, pushing herself and her fellow trainers hard. She found, if she scoured enough recruits, she could find one in every hundred worthy of becoming divine touched. Two from the city of T’unsai would be nice, but three would be better even if one was only a healer for the rear ranks or the temples.
 
   Harper strolled into her own palisade tent. The darkness and relative coolness within were soothing, as was the sound of Bianca speaking Sylvan to her many tutors. Her daughter was forming increasingly complex thoughts in the Sylvan tongue, and could more or less make herself understood in other common languages. She was quickly picking up shapes, colors, numbers with the help of an abacus, and military formations. The Sylvans carved new teaching aids to assist in growing Bianca’s ever expanding set of skills. Bianca was sitting upon the dirt floor that was covered over in thick rugs, pointing out the flaws and strengths in a horse formation one of the Sylvans showed her using tiny, wooden toys horses. The Sylvan warrior agreed when she was right, and corrected her calmly when she missed something. Harper ruffled her daughter’s bright, yellow hair streaked with pink. It had grown thick and wild through the summer, losing the green tinge it carried during spring, but never abandoning the pink streaks that had shown up on the last day of winter. Bianca looked up at her and smiled showing off the gleaming white nubs of her new front teeth.
 
   “Cavalry,” Bianca informed her.
 
   “Good work, sweetheart,” Harper said, but Bianca was back to the task of reorganizing the horses into a new formation. Harper was concerned she was raising a future warlord by having so much of her early education focus on war, military tactics, and observing the building of an army. If the War of the Heavens lasted as long as Calista said it might, Bianca would be well served to know such things, and so Harper continued the martial education of her only daughter. Bianca did seem to like it best anyway.
 
   Harper pushed aside the back flap to the room she shared with Bianca. She crossed to the easel and the painting on it covered by a satin blanket. She removed the covering and took a few steps back to gaze at the beautiful portrait of Calista. Dahlia had given her the painting along with the tents and everything else she would need to build and train a holy army. The brushstrokes were finer than any human hand could manage and the colors vibrant enough to rival reality. Dahlia admitted she’d painted the portrait herself in hopes of alleviating some of Harper’s pain. In small doses, the painting did precisely that, but Harper could not gaze upon it for long. It was maddening to know Calista would not get to see their daughter grow up, that Harper wouldn’t feel her touch again for more than a decade, and that was if everything went well, which was not assured. Harper threw the covering back over the painting. Even concealed, she remembered Calista’s mischievous smile, the way an errant strand of hair had fallen over her right cheek, and her eyes that contained every bit of depth, warmth, and light as the real ones.
 
   On bad days, prayer, self-gratification, training, and time with Bianca distracted her from the chasm left by Calista’s absence. On good days, she felt privileged to be married to such a woman and have her knightly honor so grandly tested by a trial unlike anything any other knight had endured. She decided it was a good day. She claimed her sword from the weapon rack beside her bed, and went out to hack wooden dummies to stay strong and ready for whatever might come.
 
   One day her lady love would return. She had to hold to her honor and keep the faith until then.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   A full year had passed for Sofea since the War of the Heavens began and the Eternal Autumn gave way to one of the coldest winters anyone within the Valley of the Hallowed Harvest could remember. The next winter was shaping up to be even colder. It was all an angry spring as far as Sofea was concerned. The Red Enders River didn’t even freeze to the bottom, livestock didn’t drop dead from the cold, and she hadn’t seen one nose blackened by frostbite yet. In the north, stout men might still be swimming the fjords in such weather. Sofea couldn’t scoff enough at the southern concept of a cold winter.
 
   The army of the Vaelandrian Goddesses was making slow, steady progress across the valley. Summer had seen the most resistance from the undead forces, but with the weather cooling again, the primary foot soldiers of the Grim Harvester were slowed. The only advantage the enemy seemed to boast was by delivering losses to their opponents, they could swell their own ranks. At first, this spread chaos through the army at having their casualties become combatants, but the trick soon failed to surprise and eventually every soldier knew to decapitate their comrades if they fell.
 
   Sofea, Wendy, and River were taking a respite from the frontlines in the town of Windingshire. Their unit had fought well through the year. Strangely, everyone was pleased when the first snows fell, showing the Eternal Autumn had not resumed. Sofea hadn’t thought she would see so many people happy to be bitching about the cold again.
 
   The town of Windingshire had taken to the Order of the Faithful Heart willingly once Shaun, Hamish, and Cortland finished constructing their temple. Converts came from all over the valley to accept healing and the blessings of the Goddess Dahlia once two neonate divine touched men arrived from the southlands, handpicked by Harper for the task. Ankour even found solace in the faith, converting the observatory at the top of the inn to something of a sanctuary for anyone within the valley who wished to gaze upon the empty space left by the stars used to construct the Goddess Dahlia.
 
   At first, the Army of the Faithful Heart was the smallest of the three fighting within the valley. Slowly, as the power of the faith grew and Harper’s recruitment skills supplied them with fresh troops, the white-clad Dahlia faithful made up half of their forces, and boasted the most divine touched warriors, which were crucial to their progress. Sofea even began attending an occasional service at the Ardent Hall where Cortland, Shaun, and Hamish took turns reading from the sacred texts they’d acquired from Harper, although she never donned the white and pink tabards worn by Dahlia’s army.
 
   Sofea had wondered if taking orders from Calista would be strange considering their prior animosity, but after Solancacae took command of her body, Sofea could not even recognize Calista any longer. The avatar turned her skin as black as onyx and her hair to match. The armor Solancacae wore was unlike anything any mortal smith could construct, black, twisted, and as much a weapon as it was protection. Likewise, she fought with twin swords of pure darkness that Sofea had seen cut through stone, armor, and the metal of enchanted blades. When the army struck the hardest parts of the enemy lines, where the undead divine touched of the scarecrow’s forces pushed them back, Solancacae herself slew the blessed warriors to spare her troops heavy casualties. More often than not, Solancacae rode Wendy in the form of the black dragon, guiding the army’s movements and searching for the scarecrow avatar. She was their general, their beloved leader, and the troops worshipped her for her courage and selflessness, including Sofea, Wendy, and River.
 
   The scarecrow God had attempted a similar preservation of his troops as Solancacae at one point when the divine touched of the Army of the Faithful Heart were laying siege to a small outpost on the edge of the northern forest. The Grim Harvester had taken a horrendous wound from Wizardly Willard who had long sought the immortal in hopes of being the one to end him. Since the flames of Willard’s magic nearly consumed the dark God, nobody had seen the scarecrow in months. Willard alternated between telling the story of his partial victory over the divine and stewing over the fact that he hadn’t finished the fight. If he wasn’t so fat and old, he would complain, he would have mounted a horse and ridden down the dark God to put an end to the war right there. Sofea always clapped him on the back and praised his bravado when he made such ludicrous statements.
 
   Sofea scooped up a bucket of kitchen leavings for Bjorn at the back of the inn and trudged through the light crust of snow on the ground to reach the stables. Bjorn was snoring loudly in the stall modified specifically for him. He became lethargic in the winter as if he were planning to hibernate if Sofea would simply allow it. She awoke him with a nudge from the bottom of the bucket. He perked right up when he smelled the food. She dumped the contents into his trough and left him to feed.
 
   “We’ve met in a stable before,” Wendy said from the doorway she darkened.
 
   Sofea smiled. “So we have.”
 
   Wendy took a few, soft steps toward her. “It’s been awhile.”
 
   Sofea quirked an eyebrow. “Does River know?”
 
   “Who do you think sent me out here?” Wendy asked. “She’s busy hustling a green troop of archers at darts, but she wants to hear all about it later.”
 
   That sounded fine to Sofea. They met in the middle, pawing fervently at one another from the verve built up over months of combat without reprieve enough for intimacy. Wendy smelled of cold silk and hot, cinnamon tea. Sofea couldn’t get to her skin quickly enough to feel, smell, and taste everything. The race was soon won, though, as it had been the first time in the stables, and Sofea ended up with her back against a pillar, tangled in her own clothing, with Wendy’s mouth between her legs. All too soon, Sofea was shattering the serenity of the winter afternoon with cries of pleasure.
 
   When they walked back into the inn nearly an hour later, Sofea felt like she’d at least given as good as she’d received, mostly based on the rosy glow Wendy’s pale cheeks had taken on. After a year of being chosen by Sofea, it turned out River cared very little for monogamy, or perhaps she didn’t fully understand the concept. It’d surprised Sofea in the springtime when River encouraged her to make amends with the Witch after their argument over the dragon skeleton. River suggested that Sofea get Wendy drunk and seduce her to show there were no lasting hard feelings. Thankfully, Wendy had been more than receptive. To Sofea’s knowledge, Wendy and River hadn’t so much as touched one another since the hug on the docks a year ago, but they certainly seemed to enjoy talking with each other about the things they’d done with Sofea. The strangeness of the situation didn’t matter in the slightest to Sofea. Any of them, or all of them, could die at any moment in the war, making who was sleeping with whom largely academic as jealousy seemed to be part of the fun for the Brownie and the Witch that shared her bed and her heart. When the war was over, when they’d won, Sofea planned to return to the possibility raised by River to provide true born children. Until then, she would take with both hands, fight without fear, and keep her eyes to the horizon the way any good northern woman would.
 
    
 
   ۩
 
    
 
   Calista stood barefoot at the edge of the Sapphire Stream. She plucked rocks from the bank to pitch at the coconuts growing from the spindly trees. It was all an exercise in futility. The ones that fell were hard, old, and contained little of the milk she wanted. The good ones, the ones with several swallows, required climbing and a sharp knife to cut them down. Earlier that week, her father had caught her stealing a blade from the kitchen for just such a purpose. She hadn’t thought to lie to him about the blade until after she’d told him what she intended. He forbade her from climbing the trees, with or without the knife. She was too young, too small, and too sickly to survive such behavior. She would show him one day.
 
   “Get one yet?” a small, whisper of a voice called from the shade of an umbrella bush around a bend in the river.
 
   “I need better rocks,” Calista said, laying the blame for her weak arm upon her weapons.
 
   The girl who emerged from behind the bush was not her sister. Calista never had a sister. She’d thought she had one, told people she had one, and was even humored by adults during her younger years when she told them her sister was real. It was just an imaginary friend, her mother would tell people, but Calista knew better at the time and knew precisely who it was once she was grown. Her sister had called herself Solstice, yet Calista felt the childhood friendship through her divine spark when it first appeared within her.
 
   “Let me get them for you,” Solstice said. “I don’t need rocks, good, bad, or otherwise.” She scrambled up the tree like a lizard. She was small like Calista and just as slender, but her skin was dark on the verge of black, and her hair was ebony so shadowy it had taken on a tint of blue.
 
   Calista watched her friend scale the tree and soon four coconuts fell from the top. Shortly after, Solstice slid down the trunk. Calista found the sharpened rock along the bank she used to open her treasures and began removing the husks so they might drink.
 
   “Two for me and two for you,” Calista said.
 
   “You can have all of them,” Solstice said, leaning against the trunk of the tree. “Drink and grow strong.”
 
   Calista drank from the coconut, savoring the sweet, earthy flavor warmed by the sun. “That’s what a good, big sister should say,” she said.
 
   Solstice laughed and shook her head. “I guess so. Be as good to me someday, promise?”
 
   The request struck a strange chord within Calista. She paused in opening the second coconut with the green weight held above the sharpened top of the stone at the edge of the slow flowing stream. She’d already given so much to Solstice at some point recently, although she couldn’t remember what it was. It didn’t make any sense. She didn’t have anything Solstice would need or want…not yet, anyway.
 
   “I will,” Calista said. “I promise.”
 
   She would go home that evening to tell her mother and father about all the fun things her and Solstice had done, about the coconuts, the hide and seek games, and the time they spent swimming in the slow part of the river. Her parents would laugh, smile, and praise her imagination when they should have noticed her remarkable connection to the divine.
 
    
 
   The End
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