
        
            
                
            
        

    


 

Standing  up  for  what  is  right,  Kyros  has  found,  is  a  lonely endeavor. It's also a dangerous one, as the people he's fighting have  already  killed  his  friend,  threatened  others,  and  are  now going after Kryos' mother to finally force him to stand down.

 

Knowing full well his mother won't listen to the men he's sent to take her to safety, Kyros reluctantly returns home to the village he  has  not  seen  in  years.  But  returning  home  means encountering  the  man  he  never  forgot,  and  Kyros  find  himself forced to choose between doing what is right and what matters most…
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Part One 

Frost  covered  the  ground  liberally,  coating  the  grass  and frozen  dirt  path  with  a  layer  of  icy  white.  This  late  in  the  year, snow should have already covered the ground, but Kyros wasn't going to knock the good fortune. Snow would have made travel more difficult and slower, and slow travel wasn't something he could afford. He was already taking far too many risks.

Ourenville  was  a  quiet  village,  far  from  the  beaten  path  of anyone but the occasional peddler. Kyros  mentioned the name of it a few times when he'd first arrived in the capital five years ago,  but  after  the  first  few  baffled  reactions,  he'd  switched  to just saying he was from a small village near the eastern border.

That  was  accurate  enough,  and  there  were  many  of  those  and no way for the council to track him to any single village quickly.

Ideally,  he  should  be  headed  for  the  southern  border  and the  freedom  that  offered,  not  headed  east,  but  he  knew  his mother.  She  wouldn't  be  persuaded  to  leave  her  home,  her neighbors,  her  life  by  a  mere  letter.  He  also  didn't  trust  that such  a  letter  would  arrive  without  being  intercepted,  and  that would put her at even more risk.

At  least  no  one  knew  about  Raslin.  Cold  comfort  that, especially  considering  that  not  even  Raslin  knew  that  he  could be  used  against  Kyros.  Gripping  the  reins  of  his  stolen  horse tightly, Kyros resisted the urge to spur the horse to move faster.

Laming  his  horse  would  only  slow  him  down  and  make  things worse.

If  he  had  his  bearings,  he  should  be  reaching  the  outlying farms  that  surrounded  Ourenville  soon,  but  he  wouldn't  really be home until he reached the ruins on the outskirts of town. His mother's  house  wasn't  far  from  the  ruins;  he  and  Raslin  had 5 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most spent many an hour exploring them for ancient treasures when they were younger, though they'd never found more than a bit of carved rock here and there.

Would  Raslin  still  be  in  Ourenville?  Would  he  remember Kyros, or want anything to do with him? It didn't matter, Kyros thought bitterly, his mouth twisting unhappily. He couldn't stay in Ourenville and he couldn't take Raslin with him, so there was no point in asking those questions.

Kyros just hoped he wasn't a fool for trusting the men who were  coming  to  transport  his  mother  to  the  coast;  that  would ruin  his  entire  plan.  Jallen and  Ambry  were  good men,  though, and  they  had  no  loyalty  to  the  council.  It  didn't  hurt  that  they both had plans to leave the continent before year's end, to start anew  in  a  country  that  wouldn't  consider  them  as  little  more than mud on the bottom of its boot.

Kyros  rode  on.  The  sun  rose  higher,  but  the  chill  of encroaching  winter  wasn't  dissuaded  by  the  bright  sunlight.

Kyros  could  see  his  breath  misting  in  the  air  with  each  exhale, and the frost stubbornly refused to melt along the edges of the road.  The  trees  he  rode  by  had  already  shed  their  leaves,  and the fields were empty and idle for the winter.

Smoke  rose  from  the  farmhouses,  but  there  was  little  sign of  people  out  and  about.  The  time  of  year  meant  the  men would be out hunting or gathering firewood in the woods, with some  farmers  smoking  meat  for  the  winter  stores.  Kyros frowned,  looking  up  at  the  clear  skies.  Hopefully  they  would stay clear for as long as it took to get his mother safe.

If  they  had  to  travel  through  snow,  though,  then  so  be  it.

Nudging  the  horse  to  move  more  quickly,  Kyros  rode  towards the  ruins  ahead.  They  grew  larger  and  more  detailed  as  he approached,  and  Kyros  was  surprised  at  how  much  they'd stayed the same. The ruins weren't anything spectacular, just a large circle of stones, carved with intricate runes that made no sense  to  anyone.  There  were  a  few  crumbling  walls  here  and there  that  might  have  been  buildings  once,  but  the  only  thing that  was  recognizable  was  the  arch  that  led  into  the  clearing around which the rest of the stones were situated.

6 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most Kyros started to see people here and there as he rode into town. He slowed the horse to a walk, not wanting to cause any alarm  or  draw  any  extra  attention.  He  was  already  getting plenty of attention; more than a few people stopped to stare at him  as  he  rode  by.  He  doubted  anyone  recognized  him.  He'd been twenty-five when he'd left Ourenville, and five years was a long time.

His mother's house looked the same as ever. It was a short, traditionally  built  cottage.  The  door  had  been  painted  a  bright green when he'd been seven, but the paint had faded with the years.  The  curtains  were  pulled  open,  and  they  were  still  the same:    beige-colored  and  bland.  The  roof  looked  like  it  could use  new  shingles  here  or  there,  and  were  they  staying,  Kyros would take care of that. There was a new garden in the front of the house; like the fields Kyros had rode past, it was barren for the winter.

Guiding  the  horse  to  a  stop  in  front  of  the  house,  Kyros dismounted  stiffly.  He  ignored  the  aches  and  pains  that  came from  riding  for  nearly  two  weeks  straight.  Typically,  the  trip would  have  taken  nearly  three  weeks,  and  he  was  paying  for pushing so hard. There was no stable at the house, nor a barn, so he'd have to see about properly stabling the horse later. For the moment, he led it over to a small tree and tethered it there.

Then he grabbed his saddlebags and headed for the house.

He  was  halfway  there  when  the  front  door  opened.  His mother looked the same and much older at the same time. He was  abruptly  hit  with  a  wave  of  homesickness,  which  was entirely  stupid  considering  he  was  home.  The  scowl  on  his mother's  face—probably  for  riding  a  horse  right  up  to  the house—faded away as he approached.

"Kyros,"  she  said,  wiping  her  hands  on  the  flour-covered apron she wore. "Why on earth didn't you write to tell me you were coming?"

Kyros  grinned,  because  that  exasperated  tone  was  exactly as he remembered. "It wouldn't have gotten here before I did."

7 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most "I suppose," she said, studying him critically. "Well, come in then.  You'll  have  to  stable  the  horse  over  at  the  MacRaflin's stable. Pariles' stable burned down last year."

Kyros reached the front stoop, dropping his bags to pull his mother  into  an  embrace.  She  was  smaller,  frailer  than  he remembered,  and  he  hoped  she  wasn't  going  to  be  too  upset with  him  when  he  told  her  what  was  going  on.  His  mother wrapped  her  arms  around  him,  hugging  him  tightly  before pulling away.

"Leave off that now, you've probably got flour all over your nice jacket there," she scolded, stepping back and eyeing Kyros'

jacket.

"There's  too  much  dust  on  it  to  tell,"  Kyros  said,  brushing ineffectually at the front of his travel-stained jacket.

"I  suppose,"  she  repeated,  obviously  not  satisfied.  "Lunch will be ready shortly. There shouldn't be any problem stretching it  to  feed  three."  She  turned  to  head  back  into  the  house,  as though she hadn't said anything strange at all.

"Three?"  Kyros  repeated,  leaning  down  and  picking  up  his saddlebags.  Had  she  remarried  and  not  told  him?  Given  the reliability of the post, however, she might have written and the letter  gotten  lost.  A  new  husband  would  make  things  more difficult, in more ways than one.

"Yes, three," his mother said, clicking her tongue. "I know I sent  you  a  letter  last  month  …  though  at  that,  you  were probably gone before it arrived. You remember Raslin, yes?"

"Yes,"  Kyros  said,  dread  growing  in  the  pit  of  his  stomach.

Surely Raslin hadn't married his mother…

"His sister got married last year and since I have no one to help  me  with  this  old  heap  of  a  house,  we  came  to  the agreement that he could stay here if he helped out around the place.  That  way,  his  sister  could  have  their  parents'  place  to start  her  new  family."  His  mother  headed  into  the  house,  and Kyros followed her, trying to make sense of that.

"Nikla  got  married?  To  who?"  Kyros  asked  as  he  looked around  the  house.  The  house  was  built  to  a  simple  design:  a single downstairs room that contained the kitchen, living room, 8 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most and bedroom all in one. The bed was shielded by a simple set of paneling that hadn't been there when Kyros had left. A large fire burned  in  the  kitchen  fireplace,  heating  the  house  thoroughly and  throwing  light  throughout  it.  The  loft  was  shadowy  and dark,  and  to  Kyros'  disappointment,  Raslin  was  nowhere  in sight.

"Angelos,"  his  mother  replied,  her  nose  wrinkling  in distaste.

"Why?"  Kyros  asked,  his  eyebrows  rising  in  surprise.  He always thought Nikla had better taste. Angelos was well known for  trying  to  get  into  the  bed  of  any  woman  who  crossed  his path.

"She  didn't  say,"  his  mother  said.  She  shrugged  as  she headed  towards  the  kitchen  table,  where  a  mess  of  flour  and dough  was  spread.  "She  was  getting  older,  you  know.  She  was nearly  nineteen  when  he  proposed,  and  no  one  else  in  the village had offered."

"Still,  Angelos?"  Kyros  dropped  his  bags  next  to  the  table.

He  didn't  sit  down,  though  the  temptation  was  there.  After  all the  riding  he'd  done  in  the  last  few  weeks,  however,  he preferred to stand.

"I don't pretend to understand it," his mother said, shaking her  head.  "That  girl  hasn't  been  the  same  since  her  parents died, but even still I thought no one was stupid enough to take Angelos."

"When did they die?" Kyros asked quietly, wondering what else  he'd  missed.  Raslin's  mother  had  been  severely  ill  when he'd left—one of the reasons Raslin hadn't come with him—but his  father  had  been  in  perfect  health.  No  one  had  mentioned anything different in the few letters he'd received.

"Carly died a few months after you left. Gorge a year or so later, after he was injured helping out on the Whelin's farm and it  turned  septic,"  his  mother  said,  pursing  her  lips.  "It  was  just the two of them for the last few years, and I know Raslin tried to  help  Nikla  find  a  better  husband,  but  that  girl's  got  a stubborn streak a mile wide."
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Nikla  had  also  been  very  particular  about  how  she  wanted  to play,  and  arguing  with  her  never  worked.  Perhaps  her stubbornness was how she'd been able to make a marriage with Angelos work?

"In any case, what's done is done." His mother clucked her tongue,  wordlessly  stating  her  disapproval.  "You  should  go  get your horse settled; we can catch up properly when you return.

Raslin  should  be  back  shortly;  he  was  spending  the  morning patching  some  of  the  holes  in  Whelin's  chicken  coop  so  he might keep his chickens through the winter."

"All  right.  I'll  be  back  shortly,"  Kyros  said,  his  heartbeat taking  up  a  notch  at  the  thought  of  seeing  Raslin  again.  He wanted  to  see  Raslin,  even  if  he  was  only  going  to  be  in  town until  Jallen  and  Ambry  showed  up  to  escort  his  mother  to  the coast. Maybe seeing Raslin again would be enough to finally put his  feelings  for  Raslin  to  rest,  though  Kyros  doubted  it, considering  they  hadn't  faltered  in  the  five  years  he'd  been away from Ourenville.

Leaving  the  house,  Kyros  headed  towards  the  tree  where he'd  tethered  his  horse.  It  was  still  there,  with  a  few  young children  gawking  at  it  from  nearby.  Kyros  smothered  a  grin, ignoring them as he approached the horse. One of the children shoved  another,  and  there  was  a  short  tussle  before  the  one who'd  shoved  first  took  off  running  down  the  road.  That prompted  the  other  one  to  yell  something  about  not  fair  and take  off  after  the  first.  Kyros  shook  his  head,  wondering  who they were off to tell that there was a stranger in town.

It took him far too long to walk the horse across town, and then  endure  the  small  talk  that  MacRaflin's  wife  wanted  to engage  in—she  finally  grudgingly  accepted  that  he  would  stop by for a chat later, after he properly caught up with his mother.

The  MacRaflin  boy  helped  him  settle  his  horse,  though  he  was too  small  yet  to  do  more  than  fetch  things  when  Kyros  asked after them.
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How did he get his mother to leave? What if the council didn't believe  Raslin  knew  nothing,  and  tried  to  get  information  from him using their more "creative" means? What if his mother told Raslin?  Kyros  had  already  accepted  he'd  have  to  tell  her everything, but he couldn't justify telling Raslin and putting him in danger, too.

Despite  all  of  that,  Kyros  was  looking  forward  to  seeing Raslin.  Anticipation  thrummed  along  his  nerves,  and  Kyros  felt oddly  nervous  as  he  crossed  the  yard.  What  if  Raslin  didn't remember him? What if Raslin was upset that he'd never been able  to  join  Kyros  in  the  capital?  Kyros  hesitated  on  the  stoop, but finally made himself open the door and enter the house.

Raslin  was  there.  He  sat  on  a  stool  near  the  stove, describing something to Kyros' mother. His hands were moving as  he  spoke,  aiding  in  his  description  of  something  or  another.

He  looked  much  the  same  as  he  had  when  Kyros  had  left;  his dark  hair  was  cut  short  to  keep  the  curls  manageable  and  his smile still lit the room and showed off the dimples in his cheeks.

He wasn't stocky and neither was he thin, but he'd always been more than strong enough to carry his own.

His  smile  faded  when  he  looked  up  and  saw  Kyros.  His  jaw dropped  open,  and  Kyros'  stomach  flipped  nervously.  "That's not—"

Kyros'  mother  laughed,  clasping  her  hands  together  over her bosom. "The look on your face!"

"Oh,  shush,"  Raslin  muttered,  his  smile  slowly  creeping back.  Kyros  gathered  the  presence  of  mind  to  shut  the  door behind  him  and  step  fully  into  the  house.  He  was  suddenly conscious of how he looked, covered in road dust and generally unkempt.  There  was  nothing  to  do  for  it,  however,  and  Kyros resisted the urge to brush the dirt from his jacket as he moved to join them in the kitchen.

"Hey," Kyros greeted, suddenly tongue-tied. He could go up in front of the entire magic council and denounce the way they 11 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most practiced  magic,  but  he  couldn't  seem  to  find  a  single  thing  to say to Raslin.

"Hi,"  Raslin  said,  smile  still  in  place.  Kyros  relaxed,  his stomach settling—Raslin remembered him and wasn't upset to see  him.  Raslin  turned  back  to  Kyros'  mother.  "You  could  have warned me, Ailynn."

"It  was  more  fun  this  way,"  she  said,  her  pleased  smile lighting her face. "You would have gotten all worked up until he returned, anyway, and that's annoying."

"I would not," Raslin objected, scowling. "How long are you staying?"

"A week or so," Kyros said, well aware of how strange that would seem to them. Spending three weeks on the road to get to  Ourenville,  then  spending  a  scant  week  before  returning?

That was a great deal of effort for very little point.

"You'll  be  staying  for  at  least  two  weeks,"  Ailynn  said sternly,  leveling  a  frown  at  him.  "You  can't  have  come  all  this way just to miss the solstice festival."

Kyros  blinked,  startled.  He  hadn't  realized  it  was  that  close to  Solstice  already.  He'd  been  plenty  distracted  in  the  capital, but  enough  that  he  hadn't  realized  it  was  nearly  Solstice?

Ailynn's  eyes  narrowed  stubbornly—she  would  fight  him  on  it, but Kyros couldn't afford to wait two weeks.

"We'll  see,"  Kyros  said,  hoping  his  mother  wouldn't  push the  issue.  The  solstice  festival  was  his  mother's  favorite celebration. With it so soon, it would be much more difficult to convince her to leave.

"Are  you  that  busy  in  Alesdor?"  Raslin  asked,  drawing Kyros'  attention.  "Surely  they  wouldn't  miss  you  for  an  extra week.  You  could  always  plead  travelling  woes.  It  should  snow any  day  now,  and  that  would  keep  even  the  most  determined travelers off the road."

"Besides which," Ailynn said crisply, her mouth tightening at the  corners.  She  was  angry,  and  Kyros  wished  he  could  agree.

"You  haven't  been  home  for  Solstice  in  five  years.  I  think  you could  stay  a  few  extra  days  in  order  to  spend  the  holiday  with us."
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He  also  had  to  figure  out  what  to  do  about  Raslin.  It  had been one thing to leave Raslin in the dark when he was just an old  friend;  it  was  another  altogether  now  that  he  lived  with Ailynn. He couldn't leave Raslin to face the council's authorities with  no  warning,  but  Raslin  couldn't  know  too  much,  for  his own  safety.  Kyros  pushed  the  thoughts  away  for  the  moment.

He'd  sort  it  out  later,  when  he  didn't  have  the  distraction  of Raslin  and  his  mother.  Raslin  was  watching  him  curiously,  and Kyros  forced  a  smile  as  though  he  was  excited  about  spending Solstice in Ourenville.

"Good,"  Ailynn  said,  stepping  past  him  towards  the  pantry.

"Ras, be a dear and set the table?"

"Of  course,"  Raslin  said,  standing  up.  He  nudged  the  stool closer to the table, which was free of the floury mess that had covered  it  when  Kyros  had  gone  to  settle  his  horse.  Kyros watched Raslin, mentally chiding himself to get his act together.

He  couldn't  afford  to  have  Raslin  realize  that  there  was something  going  on  other  than  Kyros  just  coming  home  for  a visit with his family and friends.

"Kyros."  Ailynn  bustled  out  of  the  pantry  with  a  few  dried apples. "Don't just stand there, lend a hand."

"Yes,  ma'am,"  Kyros  said,  a  genuine  smile  turning  his  lips.

He  stepped  forward  and  took  the  apples  from  his  mother's hands.  She  pressed  a  kiss  to  his  cheek  before  he  could  turn away.

"I'm  glad  you're  home,  Kyros,"  Ailynn  said,  pressing  her hand briefly to his arm before stepping back.

"I'm glad to be home," Kyros said. It was true, even if it was going to cause his mother a lot of misery. She'd be safe though, and hopefully she wouldn't hate him for uprooting her life.

Raslin  was  setting  out  wooden  bowls  around  the  table,  as well as smooth wooden cups. They looked new, with few scars 13 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most and chips, and Kyros wondered if his mother had bought them or  if  Raslin  had  made  them.  Raslin  had  always  been  good  with his  hands—he'd  wanted  to  be  a  scribe,  before  his  mother  fell ill—and  Kyros  didn't  doubt  he'd  only  gotten  better  in  the  last five years.

Within a few minutes, Ailynn had served up a thick porridge and  Raslin  had  poured  them  all  a  very  fruity  smelling  wine.

Kyros  felt  a  sudden  surge  of  nostalgia  as  he  sat  at  the  table  to eat.  It  wasn't  quite  the  same  as  when  he'd  been  young—his father  had  been  around  then,  for  one—but  he  couldn't  count the number of times he and Raslin had piled in from a morning of playing or chores and settled around the table. Even the wine smelled  familiar,  and  Kyros  wished  for  a  moment  he  could  go back  and  make  the  decision  to  stay  in  Ourenville,  to  not  go  to Alesdor.

Kyros picked up the cup and took a sip. The wine was bitter under  the  sweetness,  rough  as  he  swallowed.  "Heccat  is  still making the wine?"

"No one wants  to  break  his  heart  by taking  it over," Ailynn said as Raslin laughed. She shot Raslin a disapproving look that he blithely ignored, taking a bite of his apple. "He's teaching his daughter  and  her  husband  how  to  do  it,  so  we  might  see something new in a few years."

"And give up this masterpiece?" Kyros asked, taking another swallow. It still burned rough and bitter down his throat, but he enjoyed it. It was a nice change from the overly dry wines that were all anyone in Alesdor seemed to serve.

Raslin  snorted  and  changed  the  subject.  "What's  Alesdor like?"

Kyros  stalled  for  time,  taking  a  bite  of  the  porridge  and considering  his  answer.  He  couldn't  go  into  detail  about  the politics … but there was plenty else about city life that he could talk about without endangering anyone.

"It smells," Kyros said, grinning when that got a laugh out of Raslin.  Ailynn  rolled  her  eyes.  "It's  very  loud  as  well,  much louder  than  anywhere  I've  ever  been.  I  don't  think  the  city  is ever quiet for more than an hour or two at night."
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"Some of the guards' trainings happen at night," Kyros said, shrugging.  "The  markets  also  stay  open  late  to  accommodate people  like  the  guards  and  other  merchants  who  can't  shop during  the  day."  They  also  stayed  open  because  most  of  the goods sold at night weren't suitable for daylight hours.

"Ah." Ailynn was apparently satisfied with that explanation.

"Are  you  renting  a  room  out  there?  Or  are  you  staying  at  the school?  You  never  did  specify  where  you  were  living.  Do  you need money?"

"No,  I  don't  need  money,"  Kyros  said,  smiling  despite himself.  Ailynn  didn't  have  money  to  spare  him,  even  if  he  did need it. "I live in the collegiate buildings and I get a stipend for living expenses from the college."

He  was  lucky  he'd  managed  to  save  a  good  portion  of  it, unlike  most  of  his  fellow  students  and  instructors.  He'd  tried most  of  the  city's  various  forms  of  entertainment  at  one  point or  another—gambling,  whores,  drugs—but  none  of  it  had  held his interest. He was more interested in learning, which was yet another thing that set him apart from his so-called peers.

"What's that like?" Raslin asked. "Is it crowded?"

"Not  so  bad,"  Kyros  said,  shrugging.  "I  don't  have  to  share the rooms, but they're nothing special. If  I'm there for another five years, I'll get a nicer set of rooms. It's noisy there, too; the markets are right down the road."

"Have you met the king?" Ailynn asked teasingly, and Kyros managed to not drop his cup of wine. "Or the princess?"

"I'm  a  lowly  assistant  mage,"  Kyros  said  lightly,  trying  to match  her  teasing  tone.  "I  think  I  saw  the  princess'  procession once, from the top of the collegiate buildings during a lesson."

"I suppose that means you won't be marrying into the royal family  and  becoming  a  prince,"  Ailynn  said  wistfully,  quirking  a smile  at  him.  "My  dreams  of  being  whisked  away  to  the  royal palace are crushed."
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"So  how  is  your  schooling  going?"  Ailynn  asked,  changing the subject. "You weren't very forthcoming in your letters about it."

"There's  not  much  to  tell.  I'm  into  the  higher  level  courses now,  and  I  also  help  teach  the  younger  students  the  basic lessons."  He  was  going  to  screw  up  soon,  Kyros  thought,  and accidentally  say  something  in  past  tense  rather  than  speaking like he was actually going back. Glancing at Raslin, Kyros stifled the feeling of unease that swelled up. Raslin was watching him with  a  pensive  look  on  his  face,  and  though  he  smiled  when Kyros met his eyes, it was a distracted smile.

Ailynn harrumphed, making Kyros smile at the familiarity of the  noise.  He  turned  back  to  his  mother,  adding,  "I  could  tell you more, but it would probably bore you."

"Nonsense,"  Ailynn  said.  "I  haven't  seen  you  in  years,  and now you think you're going to get out of telling me what you've been up to?"

"Fine,  fine,  but  remember you  asked  for  it,"  Kyros  said.  He paused  to  gather  his  thoughts  before  deciding  a  description  of the  way  classes  were  done  was  in  order,  followed  by  the technical  details  of  how  magic  was  cast.  He  didn't  have  to  go into detail on what it took to get from one level of schooling to the next, or the politics that clouded the whole process and the way  the  high-level,  fully  certified  mages  treated  anyone  they deemed  unimportant—namely  anyone  without  magic  or  a noble title.

It  took  the  better  part  of  an  hour  to  answer  all  of  Ailynn's questions.  Kyros  was  careful  to  not  mention  anything  that would  even  hint  at  the  trouble  he  was  running  from,  though  it occasionally  took  some  fast  thinking.  Raslin  was  quiet  through most  of  the  meal,  which  was  unnerving,  but  Kyros  refused  to read  anything  into  it.  Raslin  could  be  tired,  could  be  wishing Kyros  hadn't  come  by,  could  be  bored,  could  be  anything.
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"Raslin was going to spend the afternoon patching some of the  leaks  in  the  roof,  Kyros,"  Ailynn  said  as  she  collected  the dishes. "If you're not too tired from the trip, you could join him.

Two hands would make the work go more quickly."

"I  can  manage  by  myself,"  Raslin  said,  showing  off  his dimples briefly. "So don't feel obligated to help. Though, I don't know how much rest you'll get with me banging around on the roof."

"I can help," Kyros said, shrugging. "I got a good night's rest last night." Untrue, but Kyros didn't want to give up the chance to spend time with Raslin.

"All right." Raslin stood, giving Ailynn a smile before adding, "I promise I won't fall off the roof this time."

"You  had  better  not,"  Ailynn  scolded.  "I  know  your head  is thick,  but  you  will  end  up  breaking  it  open  if  you  fall  on  it  too much."

"I'll be careful," Raslin promised, heading towards the door.

"The shingles and the ladder are out back. I'll grab those if you want to get the tools?"

Kyros nodded his agreement, and detoured briefly into the chest by the fireplace. The tools were still kept there, and Kyros collected a hammer and the bag of nails tucked into one of the corners of the chest. Then he headed outside, squinting into the bright  afternoon  sunlight.  It  was  still  cold  out,  and  Kyros debated  briefly  returning  to  the  house  for  his  jacket,  but ultimately  decided  against  it.  He  and  Raslin  should  be  moving enough to offset the cold.

Raslin came around the side of the house carrying a rickety-looking  ladder  under  one  arm  and  a  small  stack  of  shingles under  the  other.  He  set  the  shingles  on  the  ground,  then propped the ladder up against the side of the house.

"I can see why you've fallen before." Kyros eyed the ladder warily.  It  didn't  look  like  it  could  hold  a  person's  weight  for longer than the three seconds it would take for a rung to break through.
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"I don't think you'll have to worry about that today," Kyros said, then gave the ladder another assessing look. "You're going up that first."

Raslin  laughed,  but  obligingly  picked  up  the  shingles  and started  climbing.  Kyros  watched  him  closely—entirely  so  he could  see  which  rungs  were  the  weakest  and  not  at  all  so  he could get a better view of Raslin's ass—then followed him up to the  rooftop.  The  ladder  held,  as  did  the  roof.  The  angle  of  the roof  made  walking  difficult,  but  Kyros  managed  to  keep  his balance as he crossed the roof to where Raslin was inspecting a few rotted shingles.

"It  doesn't  look  like  it's  spread  very  far,"  Kyros  observed, kneeling down near the shingles in question.

"I  just  replaced these  a  few months  ago.  I  think  one  of  the rafters  might  be  rotting,"  Raslin  said,  tapping  a  few  shingles above the rotting spot. They were darker in color than the rest, Kyros  noted.  If  the  rafter  really  was  the  cause  of  the  rot, replacing  it  would  be  serious  business.  It  would  certainly  take more than an afternoon's work, if not assistance from some of the  neighbors.  Raslin  stared  at  the  shingles,  not  moving,  then asked, "Why are you really here, Kyros?"

"What?" Kyros asked, startled. He sat back, which was a bad idea, as he nearly lost his balance.

"You  haven't  visited  for  five  years,  and  then  you  show  up out  of the  blue  for  just  a week? Don't  think  I  didn't notice you were  avoiding  some of  Ailynn's  questions, either. What's  really going on?" Raslin hissed, keeping his voice down.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Kyros said, setting the hammer and bag of nails down on the rooftop. "How many weak spots are there?"

"Are you in trouble?" Raslin asked, refusing to be distracted.

"You're not sick, are you?"

18 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most "No," Kyros said flatly. Raslin was making it easier not to tell him;  Kyros'  stubborn  streak  was  extra  wide  when  he  was pressured. "Can we fix the roof now?"

Raslin stared at him for a moment, and Kyros nearly caved.

Raslin  wasn't  like  the  men  he'd  worked  with  in  Alesdor.  He wasn't looking for a way to use Kyros' weaknesses against him.

He was only concerned. "Fine. Check up by the chimney."

Kyros  nodded,  pushing  himself  to  his  feet  too  quickly.  He barely  managed  to  keep  his  balance,  but  Raslin  didn't  say anything, not even issuing an admonition to be more careful. He was  probably  worried  about  Ailynn,  Kyros  decided,  and  what Kyros  being  in  trouble  or  ill  would  mean  for  his  arrangement with  Ailynn.  He  wished  there  was  a  way  to  reassure  Raslin without telling him anything that could put him in danger.

Maneuvering across the roof, Kyros carefully inspected the shingles.  The  shingles  below  his  feet  were  solid,  even  near  the chimney where Raslin had pointed him. Still, Kyros took his time looking  them  over,  paying more  attention  to  his  thoughts  than the shingles. He should tell Raslin the cover story … or put him off for the moment by saying that he needed to discuss it with Ailynn first. Raslin would respect that, and then hopefully Ailynn could cement the cover story with him.

Raslin  had  the  rotting  shingles  out  by  the  time  Kyros returned.  He was  studiously  inspecting the opening  they'd  left, not  looking  up when Kyros  loudly  approached.  The  roof  wasn't meant  for  stealth,  but  Raslin  acted  as  though  he  hadn't  heard Kyros as he'd clambered across the slope of the roof.

"The  shingles  up  by  the  chimney  look  good,"  Kyros  said, which  earned  him  a  curt  nod  from  Raslin.  Kyros  tamped  down on a sudden surge of anger. It wasn't as though he didn't want to  tell  Raslin—it was  just better that  Raslin  didn't  know.  It was going  to  be  dangerous  enough  leaving  him  there  without warning him.

Raslin picked up a shingle and fitted in into place. He didn't acknowledge Kyros' presence, even when Kyros passed him the hammer and a nail. Kyros rolled his eyes, but continued to pass 19 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most Raslin  materials  as  he  needed  them.  Raslin  didn't  say  a  single word, and Kyros wanted to shake him.

"Look,"  Kyros  started  as  Raslin  finished  nailing  the  last shingle into place.

"If you want to keep whatever your problem is to yourself, that's fine," Raslin said sharply, cutting off Kyros without looking at  him.  "Do  me  a  favor  and  don't  try  to  ply  me  with  excuses, though. You never were very good at them."

"I can't tell you," Kyros said icily, in the tone he'd perfected dealing  with  the  mage  candidates  who  had  decided  they  were somehow  better  than  Kyros  and  the  rest  of  the  'country'  boys who ended up in Alesdor for training. "I need to discuss it with my mother before I can tell anyone else."

"You could have just said that," Raslin said, finally looking at him, and Kyros flinched at the anger on Raslin's face, "Instead of trying to make me think that nothing is going on. I'm not stupid, Kyros."

"I  never  thought  you  were,"  Kyros  said,  scowling.  He couldn't  reach  out  and  shake  Raslin—they'd  both  fall  off  the roof.  "I  wasn't  …  there's  nothing  wrong  with  me  visiting  for  a week or two."

"Except  you  just  admitted  that  there's  more  to  your  visit,"

Raslin  said  scathingly.  "Which  means  you're  trying  to  mislead me and make me think that nothing's wrong."

"Because  I  can't  tell  you  anything,  yet,"  Kyros  said  slowly, gritting his teeth.

"You  should  have  said  that,"  Raslin  said,  throwing  up  his hands.  He  braced  himself  against  the  roof,  standing  carefully.

"Forget it. I'm going to check the rest of the roof. Go talk to your mother, if it's that important I not be around for it."

Kyros  hesitated,  but  finally  nodded.  "All  right."  He  stood, but hesitated, not wanting to leave with Raslin angry at him. "I will tell you."

"Sure,"  Raslin  said,  obviously  not  believing  him.  Kyros  gave up,  making  his  way  to  the  edge  of  the  roof  where  the  ladder was positioned as Raslin moved in the opposite direction.
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Putting his feet on the ground, Kyros headed into the house.

Thanks to Raslin, he had a window of opportunity to talk to his mother  without  anyone  interrupting,  much  earlier  than  he'd expected. Inside, Ailynn sat on a stool by the fire in the kitchen, a pile of laundry beside her. She was in the process of darning a sock, squinting down at the needle she was pushing through the fabric.

"That was quick," Ailynn said, looking up.

"I  was  getting  in  the  way  more  than  helping,"  Kyros  said, crossing  the  room  to  join her.  He  pulled  up  a  stool next  to  the fireplace, wondering how to start.

"Are  you  going  to  tell  me  why  you've  really  come  home now,  Kyros?"  Ailynn  asked  calmly,  looking  back  down  at  the sock.

"How did you know?" Kyros asked, running a hand through his  hair.  He  was  suddenly  nervous,  which  was  silly,  but  then again,  it  was  his  mother,  and  he  had  to  admit  to  her  that  he'd screwed up.

"I'm getting older, not stupider, Kyros," Ailynn said, favoring him  with  a  wry  look.  "You've  come  to  visit  after  no  word  for years, you're only staying a week, and you didn't remember that Solstice is in two weeks. Why are you really here, Kyr? Are you in trouble?"

"Unfortunately,"  Kyros  said,  shrugging  awkwardly.  "I'm sorry.  I  should  have made time  to come  sooner,  but there was never … that doesn't matter. I need you to leave with me."

"To go where?" Ailynn asked, pursing her lips in disapproval.

Kyros stifled a sigh; this wasn't going to be easy.
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Ailynn paused in her darning, looking up at him. It wasn't a damning expression, which Kyros had almost feared. She didn't say  anything  though,  obviously  waiting  for  him  to  continue,  so Kyros did so.

"I  didn't  do  anything  I  regret,"  Kyros  said  immediately.

"There were a number of opportunities for me to get ahead at the  expense  of  others,  and  I  refused  to  take  them.  That  didn't go  unnoticed,  and  I  think  it  made  the  council  that  leads  the mage  guild  nervous.  That's  the  only  explanation  I  can  think  of, because there was no other reason for them to try to force me out of the school."

"Are you here because you were kicked out of school, Kyr?"

Ailynn asked. "There will always be a place for you here, even if you have to share the loft with Raslin."

"I wasn't kicked out," Kyros said. That would have been too easy.  "They  tried  to  force  me  out,  but  I  fought  it.  There's  a provision,  an  old  provision,  that  I  dug  out  of  the  law  books.  If enough  higher-level  mage  students,  assistant  mages,  or  full mages  sign  a  petition  attesting  to  the  corruption  of  the  mage council,  then  the  Crown  has  to  disband  the  council  to  conduct an investigation."

"I  take  it  the  council  didn't  approve,"  Ailynn  said,  her  face expressionless.

Kyros  nodded.  "I'd  collected  about  half  the  signatures  I needed before they found out. I don't know if one of the mages I was working with informed them or if they were spying on me.

I  returned  one  night  to  my  rooms  to  find  them  gutted  and  my belongings  trashed.  When  that  didn't  deter  me,  they  tried  to pressure me  in  other ways.  They cut off my  stipend. I  received 22 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most threatening letters. A few of the council members even tried to bribe me."

Ailynn  snorted,  cracking  a  small  smile.  "As  though  my  son would accept bribery."

"I  didn't,"  Kyros  confirmed.  "So  they  stooped  to  dirtier measures." Kyros hesitated. He hated this part, but she needed to  know.  "My  rooms  were  next  door  to  another  mage candidate.  His  name  was  Mylis.  I  was  friendly  with  him—we talked  sometimes.  Most  of  the  other  mage  candidates  didn't associate  with  me,  partly  because  I'm  not  from  the  city  and partly because I don't agree with the idea that they're—that we, as mages—are better than anyone else."

"What happened to your friend?" Ailynn asked quietly.

"He  was  murdered,"  Kyros  said,  just  as  quietly.  "I  …  he wasn't  involved.  I  didn't  even  ask  him  to  sign  the  petition,  but they knew of our friendship. They came up with a witness that claimed  to  have  seen  us  drinking  together  earlier  in  the  night, and then another who had witnessed us fighting. They planted the  knife  in  my  room,  and  when  it  was  searched  a  few  hours later, they found it easily."

"They'll look for you here, you know," Ailynn said, frowning at  him.  "It  isn't  safe,  even  for  a  visit.  Do  you  have  somewhere else—"

"That  wasn't  the  end  of  it,"  Kyros  said,  cutting  her  off gently. "I had other friends in the city. They warned me and hid me  before  I  could  be  arrested.  That  was  three  months  ago.  I stayed, kept trying to find a way to get the council disbanded."

Ailynn's  frown  deepened,  but  she  didn't  say  anything, watching him with concern.

"I  managed  to  get  almost  all  of  the  signatures  I  needed,"

Kyros  said,  curling  his  hands  into  fists  to  hide  their  shaking.

"Then someone who was in the council's pocket managed to get hold of the list. I'd been keeping it with me at all times, to keep the  mages  who'd  pledged  their  support  safe.  Someone  on  the council's payroll managed to steal it. The council pressured the mages  who'd  signed,  and  most  of  them  withdrew  their support."
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"Then  I  received  more  threats,  but  not  against  me,"  Kyros said,  remembering  vividly  the  note  that  had  laid  out  how  they would  find  his  family,  that  each  and  every  relative  they  found would suffer the same fate as Mylis.

"You mean me," Ailynn said, raising her eyebrows.

Kyros  nodded,  not  elaborating  on  the  threat.  "There's  a small  coastal  town  in  the  eastern  province.  I've  visited  before, and  there  are  some  lovely  cottages  near  the  beach  there  that would make a wonderful home—"

"You want me to leave," Ailynn said, and given the flat tone and  the  stubborn  set  to  her  jaw,  Kyros  knew  he  was  going  to have a devil of a fight to get her to agree.

"If  I  didn't  think  …"  Kyros  started,  then  stopped,  taking  a deep breath. "A carriage is coming to take you there. It's a long trip, but I'd feel better knowing that you're safe—"

"And  what  about  you?"  Ailynn  asked  sharply,  cutting  him off. "Are you planning to stay here?"

"No,"  Kyros  said,  shaking  his  head.  "I  can't  stay  anywhere too  long.  I  was  planning  to  go  south  for  a  few  months,  then head back to Alesdor—"

"You're  going  back  there?"  Ailynn  demanded,  her  voice growing louder. "I know I didn't raise an idiot."

"I can't just give up," Kyros said, then shook his head. "You'll go, though? It… I don't want you to be hurt."

"I've  lived  in  Ourenville  my  entire  life,  Kyros,"  Ailynn  said, shaking her head. "I'm not about to be run off by vague threats.

What are they going to do, come into town and burn down my house?  I've  done  nothing  wrong,  so  they  can't  do  anything  to me."

"They'll  do  more  than  burn  your  house  down,"  Kyros  said bluntly. "They'll drag you off to Alesdor on trumped up charges for one thing or another. They weren't idle threats, mother, and I'm not betting your safety on the council's sense of honor. They don't have any such thing, and I don't want you hurt."
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"You're not old," Kyros said, refusing to accept that excuse.

"The men who will be escorting you should have a house set up and ready for you to move into—"

"And  how  do  you  know  they  aren't  bought  out  by  the council and you're sending me straight into their arms?" Ailynn asked,  her  needle  flashing  in  the  light  cast  by  the  fire  as  she continued to patch the sock.

"Because  they  have  their  own  reasons  for  hating  the council," Kyros said, forcing himself to be patient. He was asking a lot, even if he wasn't asking it lightly.

"What reasons?" Ailynn asked.

"Jallen  is  the  cousin  of  the  man  the  council  murdered  to frame me," Kyros said flatly. "Ambry was driven out of the mage school  when  he  wouldn't  back  down  from  badmouthing  the council's methods."

"I  see,"  Ailynn  said  quietly,  biting  off  the  thread  as  she finished  the  sock.  Setting  the  needle  aside,  she  inspected  her work.

"Think about it, please," Kyros said, deciding it was better to not  push  her  to  agree  to  leaving  immediately.  "I'll  be  able  to visit  you  eventually,  but  it  won't  be  safe  for  me  to  come  back here after this visit."

"I  imagine  you  couldn't  write  to  give  me  warning  for  some reason?"  Ailynn  asked,  giving  him  an  exasperated  look  as  he stood up.

"People  don't  know  I  come  from  Ourenville,"  Kyros  said, running a hand through his hair tiredly. "If I wrote you and the letter was intercepted, they would know immediately, as well as anything I tried to tell you."

"Of  course,"  Ailynn  said.  She  set  aside  the  sock  in  her  lap and picked up the next one from the pile of laundry next to her.

"Dinner will be ready an hour before sunset."

Kyros nodded, hesitating before heading outside. Hopefully she'd  agree,  even  if  it  was  only  reluctantly.  Kyros  stepped 25 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most outside, then paused, not sure where he thought he was going.

Glancing around, he frowned, noticing the ladder was no longer propped  up  against  the  side  of  the  house.  Where  had  Raslin gone?

Probably to do whatever it was he did with his afternoons.

Kyros  couldn't  claim  to  have  any  idea,  and  he  wondered  how different  his  life  would  be  if  he'd  been  smart  enough  to  walk away after Mylis' death. If he'd come back here, would anyone have  followed?  Would  he  have  been  able  to  settle  into  life  in the village instead of life on the run?

He wouldn't get the chance to find out, Kyros thought as he started  to  walk,  and  there  was  no  point  in  dwelling  on  it  now.

He  let  his  feet  pick  the  direction,  crossing  his  arms  to  ward against  the  cold  air.  It  was  warmer  than  it  had  been  that morning, but it was still cold enough he wished he'd thought to grab his jacket before he left. He wasn't going to go back in and disturb  his  mother.  She  deserved  the  chance  to  think  it  over without him there.

Kyros abruptly turned off the path and headed towards the row of trees that marked the beginning of the forest. There was a  trail  in  the  woods  that  would  lead  him  directly  to  the  ruins.

Few people used it, which meant fewer people to force him into small talk. He also doubted anyone would be at the ruins.

Picking  up  his  pace,  Kyros  walked  briskly  through  the woods. He should come up with a better back-up plan if Ailynn refused to leave. The only back-up plans he'd been able to come up with on the ride out were to drag her off unwillingly—which wouldn't go over well at all—or to give himself up to the mage council's will. That would mitigate any need for them to go after Ailynn at all, even if it likely meant he'd be put to death.

The ruins were as deserted as Kyros had anticipated, and he wandered  through  the  rings  of  stones,  studying  the  carvings.

They were still indecipherable, and Kyros traced his fingers over the grooves in the cold stone, wondering what meaning they'd had  when  they  were  inscribed.  Sighing,  he  turned  away  and headed towards the gate. He sat down with his back to the thick stones, tucking his legs close in an attempt to stay warm. A chill 26 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most wind  cut  through  the  clearing,  and  Kyros  reluctantly  conceded he was either going to have to return for his coat or cast a spell.

The spell for a fire wouldn't take much energy, and he did want to give Ailynn some time to think about leaving, so a fire it was.

Kyros  glanced  around,  but  there  was  no  one  in  sight.

Murmuring  the  spell  words,  Kyros  creating  a  warm,  crackling fire. It burst into existence a few feet in front of where he was sitting.  Its  warmth  washed  over  him,  and  Kyros  watched  it critically  for  a  moment  before  settling  back,  satisfied  the  spell was stable.

Kyros didn't have a license to practice magic; that had been revoked  when  he'd  been  accused  of  murder.  The  fire  was obviously magical, too. There was no wood to feed the flames, and  the  fire  hovered  half  a  foot  above  the  ground.  If  anyone demanded  to  see  his  license,  he  could  be  arrested  for  not having one. Kyros highly doubted it would be an issue, however; there were no guards in Ourenville, and even if there were, they wouldn't know a proper mage license from a fake.

The crack of a tree branch behind him made Kyros whip his head around, the words to another fire spell—an attack spell— on  the  tip  of  his  tongue.  Kyros  shut  his  mouth  with  a  click  of teeth when he caught sight of Raslin approaching. His head was ducked  against  the  wind,  and  he  was  wearing  a  heavy  jacket that it took Kyros a moment to place as previously belonging to Raslin's  father.  He  also  carried  Kyros'  coat,  which  meant  he'd been back to Ailynn's house, even if briefly.

"Here,"  Raslin  said,  holding  Kyros'  coat  out  as  he  reached the  gate.  He  glanced  briefly  at  the  fire,  but  didn't  say  anything despite its obviously magical origins.

"Thanks,"  Kyros  said,  standing  up  and  accepting  the  coat.

The  fabric  was  chilly  as  he  tugged  the  coat  on,  but  it  would warm  up  quickly.  Kyros  sat  back  down,  the  weight  of  the  day finally  sinking  in  as  he  leaned  against  the  gate.  He  was  tired.

Tired  of  running  and  tired  of  hiding  and  tired  of  running  into roadblocks at every turn. He couldn't stop, though; he couldn't turn his back on everything he'd worked so hard for. Who would stand up against the council if he didn't?
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"Your mother is worried about you," Raslin said, continuing to  pace.  He  didn't  look  at  Kyros,  scowling  at  the  village  as  he paced in its direction.

"I know," Kyros said, shrugging. There was nothing he could do  about  her  worry.  He  didn't  want  his  mother  to underestimate the danger; he wanted her safe.

"Why  the  hell  are  you  planning  to  go  back?"  Raslin  asked.

His  voice  was  level,  but  there  was  no  mistaking  his  anger.  His whole body was tense with it as he rounded on Kyros, his eyes daring Kyros to say something stupid.

"Eavesdropping  is  rude,"  Kyros  said  coldly.  Raslin  had  to have  eavesdropped;  there  was  no  way  Ailynn  had  had  enough time  to  tell  him  everything  and  for Raslin  to  arrive  at  the  ruins so soon after Kyros.

"Trying to hide this from me was rude," Raslin retorted, his eyes  flashing  with  emotion.  "And  don't  give  me  any  bullshit about how you were going to tell me later. I'm not stupid."

"It's  more  dangerous  that  you  know,"  Kyros  said  sharply, scowling  up  at  Raslin.  He  didn't  remember  Raslin  being  so passionate, so easy to anger. "I was trying to keep you out of it."

"They're  going  to  come  here  looking  for  you  or  Ailynn,"

Raslin said, not placated by that. "I wouldn't tell them anything, but obviously you don't think I can be trusted."

"That's not it," Kyros said, startled because he hadn't given the  idea  that  Raslin  would  betray  him  a  second's  thought.  "I know you wouldn't say a word, but if you knew anything, if you accidentally  let  anything  slip,  then  they'd  have  no  qualms dragging you off to the city for a special interrogation."

"What  does  that  mean?"  Raslin  asked  suspiciously.  "A special interrogation?"
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"Oh,"  Raslin  said.  He  was  still  frowning,  but  the  anger  had left  his  voice  and  posture. "You  still  should  have told  me.  I can take care of myself, Kyros."

"You  don't  know  these  people,"  Kyros  said,  sighing  quietly.

"I do. They're ruthless, and there's every chance they'll drag you off anyway, simply because you're close to my mother."

"And  you  didn't  think  I  should  know  that?"  Raslin  asked, back to angry. Kyros sighed, running his hands through his hair and  wondering  if  there  was  anything  he  couldn't  make  a  mess of with Raslin.

"I don't know," Kyros said after a moment, wishing he could make the right choice for once. "Every decision I make seems to blow up in my face. I don't know if it's better you know or if it's worse. I hope it's better."

Raslin rolled his eyes, and stepped close. Kyros tensed, half expecting  Raslin  to  shake  him  or  hit  him,  but  Raslin  just  sat down, leaning up against the gate stone next to Kyros. He sat in silence for a moment, and Kyros relaxed, staring at the magical fire. It was oddly comfortable, sitting next to Raslin in the ruins, and  Kyros  wished  for  the  hundredth  time  he'd  never  left Ourenville.

"What's the cover story for Ailynn leaving?" Raslin asked.

"My  great-aunt  is  sick  and  needs  help  around  the  house,"

Kyros said. He didn't have a great-aunt, but he doubted anyone in Ourenville knew otherwise. "So she's heading out to help her for the winter. In Tristowne."

"That's  a  long  trip,"  Raslin  said.  "I  won't  ask  where  she's actually going."

"Thank you," Kyros said quietly. He stared out at the broken stones  around  them.  Hopefully  Ailynn  would  be  happy  on  the coast.  He  hated  that  he  had  to  tear  her  away  from  everything she'd ever known; Ailynn had lived in Ourenville since she was a girl.  He  wished  he  could  send  Raslin  with  her,  but  that  would draw  a  lot  of  suspicion  in  the  village,  and  he  doubted  Raslin would go.
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"Probably,"  Kyros  said.  He  didn't  answer  the  question,  not sure he could explain. Raslin didn't understand; he hadn't been there  to  see  the  corruption  in  the  council,  the  way  the  mage candidates and assistants were treated. He hadn't seen the way the  mages  treated  anyone  who  wasn't  a  mage  or  a  noble, anyone they considered unimportant.

"Ow!"  Kyros  snapped,  jerking  away  from  the  elbow  Raslin drove into his ribs. It had startled more than hurt, with both of their jackets between them, but had been more than sufficient to draw him from his thoughts.

"Stop  being  an  idiot,"  Raslin  said  curtly,  scowling  at  him.

"Why would you just throw your life away?"

"You  don't  understand,"  Kyros  snapped,  shuffling  away from Raslin.

"Well,  you  could  explain  it  to  me,"  Raslin  said,  rolling  his eyes.  He  was  very  obviously  unimpressed,  staring  at  Kyros  like Kyros was a complete idiot.

Which, all right, that was possibly true, but not because he was going back.

"If I don't go back, there won't be anyone to stand up to the council," Kyros said slowly, wondering how he could impress the importance of that on Raslin. Kyros had to go back.

"Really."

"Really," Kyros snapped, annoyed at the disbelief in Raslin's tone.

"Then  how  do  you  plan  to  do  anything?"  Raslin  asked.  "I mean, if no one is willing to stand up against them, then what's the point? You'll just be going back to die, and that's stupid."

"I  can't  give  up,"  Kyros  said  heatedly.  Raslin  was  being purposefully  antagonistic,  and  Kyros  couldn't  help  but  rise  to the  bait.  "If  I  give  up,  the  council  wins  and  can  keep  doing whatever they want."
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"Anything they want," Kyros said sharply. His breath puffed out  in  white  clouds  as  he  spoke,  and  Kyros  watched  them dissipate  before  continuing.  "They  use  their  power  and  their magic to get away with everything. They blackmail and murder.

No  one  dares  to  stand  against  them  because  they  have  the power  to  make  people  disappear,  to  trump  up  charges  against anyone and then drag them off for 'interrogation.'"

"Why aren't more people standing up against them?" Raslin asked, frowning. "Why are you the only one?"

"They're  used  to  it.  The  council  has  been  in  power  for centuries,"  Kyros  said,  shaking  his  head.  "I  can't  seem  to  make anyone  understand  that  nothing  will  change,  nothing  will  get better,  until  more  people  stand  up  against  them.  One  person they can get rid of; a thousand or a hundred thousand would be impossible."

"Then why bother?" Raslin asked, throwing his hands up in exasperation  and  nearly  hitting  Kyros.  "Why  is  all  right  for  you to risk your life for these people when they don't even bother to stand with you?"

"They're  scared,"  Kyros  said  quietly.  "A  lot  of  them  have families, and the council has no qualms using that against them.

If  you  were  married  and  had  a  young  son  or  daughter,  would you risk their lives to stand against the council?"

"Yes,"  Raslin  said  sharply.  "What's  the  point  of  keeping them safe if they're going to grow up and have to fear for their lives  and  their  family's  lives?  I  would  never  ask  someone  to stand for me on the pretense that I need protection because I'm married or have children."

Kyros smiled faintly. He could believe that; Raslin had never been  one  to  back  down  simply  because  he  might  be  hurt.

Raslin's answer might be different had he actually been married or had a child; Kyros had lost a few of his staunchest supporters because they felt they couldn't justify the risk to their family.
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"I never said I wouldn't try to protect my family, only that I wouldn't hide behind that," Raslin said, rolling his eyes. "You're an idiot for going back, but you've always been an idiot. I don't see that changing now."

"Thanks,"  Kyros  said  dryly.  "I'm  not  planning  to  be  killed, you know."

"But  you  said  it  would  probably  happen.  What  happens when  you  die,  then?  There  will  be  no  one  to  take  your  place, and they win anyway."

"I  can't  not  try," Kyros  said,  resisting  the  urge  to  tell  Raslin about  the  things  he'd  seen,  the  offers—the  bribes—he'd  been made.  He  wasn't  going  to  get  Raslin  anymore  deeply  involved than  he  was  already.  "I  might  make  a  difference  to  someone who's willing to continue the fight when I can't."

"Because you'll be dead," Raslin said flatly, and then sighed.

He hunched his shoulders together, looking pensive. "You could go with your mother. She's missed you."

"I'm not going to change my mind, Ras," Kyros said quietly.

"Of  course  not,"  Raslin  muttered,  his  mouth  twisting bitterly. He looked away, across the circle of stones and into the forest.  Kyros  sighed,  wishing  there  was  an  easy  answer.  There was,  he  supposed.  He  could  walk  away,  but  who would  be  left to  fight  the  council  if  he  did?  He  had  supporters,  and  he  knew plenty  of  people  who  would  fight  alongside  him  …  but  if  he wasn't there, he knew at least half of them would be content to keep their heads down and hope they didn't attract the wrong sort  of  attention.  There  was  also  no  one  he  trusted  to  step  up and lead the fight.

Kyros sat a moment longer, before abruptly asking, "Do you regret staying here?"

"Sometimes,"  Raslin  said,  shrugging.  He  turned  to  look  at Kyros,  but  his  eyes  were  distant.  The  cold  had  brought  out  red high  on  his  cheeks.  Kyros'  heart  skipped  a  beat  and  he  looked away. "Not as much, now that I hear what Alesdor is like. Are all the cities like that?"
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Raslin nodded, glancing down at his hands. He'd wanted to be  a  clerk  or  a  scribe,  but  his  mother  had  taken  ill  and  there hadn't been the money to send him to the city for training after that.  No  clerk  or  scribe  would  take  him  on  now,  either.  Raslin was too old, and his hands too calloused from hard work.

"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have brought it up," Kyros said, when Raslin  didn't  say  anything  more.  Raslin  glanced  at  him,  his expression inscrutable. Kyros cast around for something else to say, and landed on, "I hear Nikla got married."

"She did," Raslin said, and rolled his eyes. "To Angelos, of all people."

"How's  that  going?"  Kyros  asked,  wincing  because  he doubted it was going well.

"She seems happy," Raslin said, shrugging. "I don't like him, but  he's  behaved  himself  after  I  threatened  his  balls  with  a scythe if he ever made her cry."

Kyros  was  surprised  into  laughter,  picturing  the  look  on Angelos'  face  when  Raslin  issued  that  threat.  "I  bet  that  went over well."

"Nikla yelled at me for it, but I'd rather have her annoyed at me  than  upset  over  Angelos  trying  to  get  into  Marla's  skirts instead  of  going  home  to  her,"  Raslin  said,  shrugging,  but  a smile  twitched  at  the  corners  of  his  mouth.  "She  seems  happy enough. I think she's trying for a child, but she won't talk about it with anyone."

"I hope that goes well for her," Kyros said, jumping when his magical fire suddenly died with a loud pop.

"Do  you  know  a  lot  of  magic?"  Raslin  asked,  changing  the subject.  He  leaned  forward,  inspecting  the  air  where  the  fire had been.

"A  fair  bit,"  Kyros  said,  shrugging.  "It's  mostly  impractical and showy, but some of it can be useful."

"Like magical fires," Raslin said, waving his hand through the air where the fire had been. "What else can you do?"

"I focused on fire spells," Kyros said. "So I know a lot of little fire tricks." He pulled his hand from his pocket and extended it 33 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most towards  Raslin,  who  watched  him  curiously.  Concentrating, Kyros  stated  the  spell  he  wanted  slowly  and  clearly,  smiling  at the  way  Raslin  was  watching  him,  curious  and  expectant.  A small flame flared into life in the center of Kyros' palm. It tickled coolly  against  his  skin,  the  flames  flickering  a  pleasant  blue-green.

"Nice," Raslin said, leaning closer. "Very pretty."

"Hold out your hand," Kyros said.

"This  had  better  not  be  a  prank,"  Raslin  said  suspiciously, but  he  obediently  held  out  his  hand.  Kyros  tipped  his  hand upside-down,  the  flame  following  his  every  movement.  Raslin watched  intently  as  Kyros  lowered  the  flame  until  the  tip  of  it just barely brushed against Raslin's palm.

"It's cold," Raslin said, his eyes widening as Kyros continued to  lower  his  hand  and  eventually  pressed  his  palm  against Raslin's.  The  flame  continued  to  flicker  blue-green  light  from between  their  hands,  and  Kyros  slowly  pulled  his  hand  away, leaving the flame behind.

"I'm  very  good  at  tricks,"  Kyros  said,  tucking  his  hand  back into  his  pocket.  Raslin  continued  to  study  the  little  blue-green flame, poking at it with his other hand. The flame flickered, but didn't go out. "It'll go out itself in a moment."

"Huh,"  Raslin  said,  tilting  his  hand.  The  flame  followed  the movement, tilting sideways as well. "Neat."

The  flame  flickered  then  froze  for  a  second  before shimmering  into  a  fall  of  shining  dust.  It  coated  Raslin's  hand and  the  front  of  his  trousers,  winking  for  a  moment  before fading completely.

"What  else  can  you  do?"  Raslin  asked,  grinning  at  Kyros boyishly. Kyros paused—he should reserve his energy in case he needed  to  use  it  defensively—but  what  harm  would  a  few simple  spells  do?  They'd make  Raslin  happy,  and  Kyros wanted to show him magic, wanted to share the silly spells that none of his  superiors  thought  were  worth  studying  because they  didn't hurt or threaten people.

"There's this," Kyros said, then chanted another spell. Raslin watched  him  avidly,  and  Kyros  smiled,  stupidly  pleased  that 34 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most Raslin  was  so  interested  in  his  magic.  Finishing  the  spell,  Kyros waited a beat, not wanting to give it away immediately.

"What did that do?" Raslin finally asked, and Kyros grinned, drawing  his  hands  from  his  pockets.  Kyros  held  them  up, showing that they looked perfectly normal. Holding his hands at a safe distance from both himself and Raslin, Kyros snapped his fingers  on  both  hands  at  once,  sparking  a  flame  into  existence from each hand. Gratifyingly, Raslin's eyes widened in surprise, and  Kyros  laughed,  drawing  his  hands  close  one  at  a  time  to blow the flames out.

"It's only good for one snap on each hand," Kyros explained, snapping  his  fingers  again  to  show  it  wouldn't  set  off  another flame. "It also wears off after 24 hours if you don't snap."

"That's  probably  wise,"  Raslin  said,  flashing  a  grin.  "If  you forgot the spell was there and snapped your fingers, you could burn a city down."

"It  also  prevents  interaction  with  other  spells,"  Kyros  said, explaining  further  when  Raslin  gave  him  a  curious  look.  "If  an object—in this case, my hands—had a spell on them when I cast another spell, it can cause strange effects."

"Like what?" Raslin asked.

"Like … to set off the flames, I'd have to quack," Kyros said, grinning  when  Raslin  laughed.  "It  messes  with  the  original spell."

"You  make  it  seem  so  easy,"  Raslin  said,  hunching  his shoulders against the cold gust of wind that swept through the ancient stones. "How long have you practiced those spells?"

"A  few  months  each,"  Kyros  said.  He  yawned,  trying  to ignore the ache of fatigue that was vying for his attention. Spell casting  hadn't  been  the  smartest  idea;  it  had  used  up  the  last dregs  of  energy  he  had  left  after  the  trip  to  Ourenville.

"Learning  to  cast  is  the  hardest  part;  learning  the  individual spells is easy after that."

Raslin  nodded,  mulling  that  over.  "Do  you  know  a  lot  of spells?"

"A handful by heart, but I wing most of them. Focusing on a single  area  of  magic  makes  it  easier  to  do  that,"  Kyros  said, 35 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most shrugging  nonchalantly.  The  cold  fire  spell,  he'd  winged.  The snap-fire spell was one he knew by heart; he'd memorized that one so he didn't accidentally light himself on fire casting it.

"We  should  head  back,"  Raslin  said  abruptly,  getting  to  his feet. Kyros blinked, startled. Had he said something wrong?

Raslin extended a hand to help him stand, and Kyros took it.

Raslin's  hand  was  warm  and  rough  against  Kyros'  softer  skin, and Kyros shivered at the touch. Stumbling as he stood—he was tired,  and  off-balance  because  of  it—Kyros  ended  up  closer  to Raslin than he'd meant. Raslin didn't seem to mind, just smiled before letting go of Kyros' hand. Raslin hesitated, then stepped back, and Kyros stifled his disappointment.

Kyros tucked his cold hands in his pockets, making a note to figure out where his gloves had gotten to. Likely, they were still in Ailynn's house somewhere.

"You  look  tired,"  Raslin  said,  turning  towards  the  path  that cut  through the woods  and  back  to  the village.  "I'm sure  you'd like to rest after the trip you've had."

"Right," Kyros said, stifling a yawn. He wasn't that tired, and certainly he wasn't too tired to spend time with Raslin. Perhaps Raslin  didn't  want  to  spend  any  more  time  with  him?  Kyros hadn't  thought  he'd  been  preachy  about  the  magic,  but  his presentation  skills  were  rusty.  He  hadn't  had  anyone  new  to show off his magic to for at least a year.

It  didn't  matter  in  any  case,  Kyros  thought  as  he  followed Raslin  towards  the  woods.  In  a  week,  he  and  Ailynn  would  be gone  and  what  Raslin  thought  of  his  magic  wouldn't  matter.

What Raslin thought of him wouldn't matter.

Even if it did.

 

*~*~*

 

Kyros  stirred  awake  slowly,  reveling  in  the  smell  of cinnamon  and  apples  and  the  sound  of  someone  humming quietly.  He  was  surrounded  by  warmth,  making  him  loathe  to climb from beneath the blankets that were piled high on top of him. Kyros had laid down for a quick nap after he and Raslin had 36 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most returned  from  the  ruins,  intending  to  be  up  for  dinner,  but  it appeared  he'd  somehow  managed  to  sleep  through  the afternoon, night, and well into the morning.

The  loft  was  more  comfortable  than  he'd  remembered  it being  as  a  child,  but  he  suspected  Raslin  had  added  to  the padding in the mattress. Raslin had shared the bed with him at some  point,  Kyros  remembered  hazily,  but  he'd  obviously gotten up before Kyros had.

Kyros  dozed  for  a  while  more,  enjoying  the  feeling  of  not having  anywhere  to  be.  He  was  far  too  used  to  moving  from safe  spot  to  safe  spot  within  the  city  or  having  to  ride  all  day long  as  quickly  as  he  could.  Staying  in  one  spot  for  a  few  days was a luxury he planned to take advantage of.

It  was  mid-morning  before  Kyros  finally  dragged  himself from  bed.  His  mother's  movements  in  the  kitchen  downstairs were  getting  progressively  louder,  though  Kyros  wasn't  sure  if that was a hint for him to get out of bed or if it was accidental.

Knowing his mother, it was probably the former. Throwing back the  blankets,  Kyros  slid  from  bed.  He  stumbled  over  to  his saddle bags, intending to find some clothing, but someone had raided his bags.

Kyros' heart stopped momentarily, and he dumped the bags upside  down,  letting  the  contents  tumble  across  the  floor.

Everything was still there, minus his clothing, including the most important piece. Kyros picked up the puzzle box, thumbing the simple  catches  along  the  top  and  side.  The  top  popped  open, revealing a cubby. There were three gold coins and a silver ring set  with  an  emerald  tucked  inside.  Together,  they  were  more than  enough  value  to  keep  anyone  from  prying  further  or looking for more compartments in the box.

Closing  the  top  of  the  box,  Kyros  pressed  it  down  until  he heard it click, then threw it back in the bag with everything else.

He tossed the bag back against the wall and then headed for the ladder that led down to the main level of the house.

"Did you steal my clothing?" Kyros called down, and Ailynn's humming paused.
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Kyros turned, spotting the clothes folded neatly on top of a tiny  bureau  tucked  in  the  corner.  He'd  assumed  they  were Raslin's,  considering  the  loft  was  his  space.  Kyros  dressed quickly,  discarding the  clothes  he'd  worn to  bed  in  a pile.  They could  be  laundered  too;  heaven  only  knew  when  he'd  get  a chance to have his clothing cleaned again.

Climbing down the ladder, Kyros dropped his clothes in the pile  Ailynn  gestured  to.  Her  hair  was  swept  up  in  a  bun  today, and there were little wisps of hair slipping free already. It would be  half  undone  by  lunch.  She  wore  an  old,  stained  apron  over her  simple  blue  dress  and  was  busily  throwing  ingredients  in  a large pot on the table.

"Dinner?" Kyros guessed, leaning in to steal a bit of chopped carrot. His mother slapped his hand immediately.

"Hands  off,"  Ailynn  said  smartly.  "If  you  want  food,  check the pantry. There's some bread and porridge left over from this morning."

"Thank you, ma," Kyros said, stepping close and kissing her on the cheek before ducking into the pantry. It didn't take him long to find the bread and porridge, and he brought it back out to the kitchen, settling at the very small unoccupied portion of the table to eat. Ailynn continued to chop vegetables and hum, occasionally  shooting  thoughtful  looks  at  him  that  Kyros ignored.

Ailynn finished chopping and set the pot on the second fire hook before pausing to tend the pot on the first hook. That was where the cinnamon and apple scent he could smell was coming from, Kyros realized. Ailynn fetched a cup and dished something out of the pot, then returned to the table to pass it to Kyros.

Kyros took a cautious sip, pleasantly surprised by the warm, sweet  wine.  There  was  an  apple  slice  floating  on  top;  Kyros fished  it  out,  eating  it  slowly.  Ailynn  started  to  clean  up  the table, fussing about taking care of scraps and dishes while Kyros finished eating.
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"Oh?"  Kyros  asked,  keeping  his  tone  light.  He  hadn't planned  on  pushing  Ailynn  about  leaving.  He'd  planned  to  give her a day or two to come to terms with it.

"He thinks I should go," Ailynn said, her tone flat, suggesting she wasn't happy with Raslin's opinion. "He doesn't think you're exaggerating the danger."

"I'm not," Kyros said quietly. "I am sorry, ma. I never meant for this to go so far that it would affect you."

"Oh,  hush,"  Ailynn  said,  waving  her  dish  towel  at  him dismissively.  "I  would  have  liked  more  warning,  but  if  you're sure they're going to come here …"

"I'm sure," Kyros said. They would try everything they could to  shut  him  up,  and  he  was  sure  the  man  who'd  told  him  of Ailynn  being  in  danger  was  on  the  level—at  least,  about  that information.

"Then I'll go," Ailynn said, and Kyros sagged in relief. "But on one condition."

"Anything," Kyros said, too relieved to deny her anything.

"I  want  to  stay  here  for  the  solstice  festival,"  Ailynn  said firmly. "I'll go after that, but I want to enjoy one last festival at home."

"Jallen  and  Ambry  will  be  here  in  a  week,  ma,"  Kyros  said, trying to come up with a way to say no. "I don't know how much time we have after that before the council's men get here."

"Surely  waiting  one  more  week  won't  cause  any  harm,"

Ailynn said, fidgeting with  the dishtowel she held. "Will you be escorting me as well?"

"It's  safer  if  you  go  without  me,"  Kyros  said,  wishing  he could  see  his  mother  off.  It  wasn't  safe,  though;  if  he  was recognized,  that  would  ruin  the  cover  story  that  had  her  going to  the  opposite  side  of  the  country.  "I  want  to  go  with  you,  I do—"

"Then you should," Ailynn said stubbornly. "It's not any less safe  than  sending  me  off  into  the  sunset  with  two  strangers, Kyros."
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"I'd  be  happier  if  they  stayed  a  week,"  Ailynn  said  sharply, and Kyros almost agreed, but then realized that she was trying to trick him.

"You're  only  saying  that  because  it  will  keep  you  here  for the festival," Kyros said, rolling his eyes.

"Don't  give  me  that  look,  young  man,"  Ailynn  scolded, drawing herself up and giving him a stern look. "I don't think it's too much to ask that I be able to stay in my home for one last celebration with the people I know and love, who I'll never see again."

Kyros  hesitated,  running  his  hand  through  his  hair  and trying to think. Waiting an extra week was dangerous, and there was  no  practical  reason  to  agree  …  but  Ailynn  was  stubborn, and  he  was  asking  a  lot  of  her  already.  Even  if  they  left immediately  after  Jallen  and  Ambry  arrived,  there  was  no guarantee  that  they  would  get  away  safely.  An  extra  week wasn't  going  to  necessarily  trap  them.  No  one  knew  where Kyros  had  gone,  and  no  one  knew  Jallen  and  Ambry  were involved, so they couldn't be followed.

"All  right,"  Kyros  said  quietly.  "But  I  want  you  packed  and ready to go at a moment's notice, in case the council's men get here before then."

"Thank you, Kyr," Ailynn said, wringing the dishtowel before offering a small smile. "I'll get a bag packed this evening, after I finish washing the clothes."

Kyros nodded, hoping he wasn't making the wrong decision.

"Do you need me to do anything around the house?"

"No, no, Raslin has had it well in hand," Ailynn said, smiling fondly. "He's off helping collect firewood for the bonfire. They'll light it in four days."

"Maybe I'll go help," Kyros said, though he'd much prefer to hide  from  the  rest  of  the village  until  it  was time  to  leave.  The fewer  people  who  talked  to  him,  the  better.  Somehow,  Kyros 40 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most didn't  think  it  was  going  to  be  that  easy  to  avoid  all  of  the villagers,  however,  especially  since  he  owed  MacRaflin's  wife  a chat at some point.

"I  believe  they  were  heading  out  to  the  woods  north  of town. There were a few large trees downed in the storm a few months  back  that  should  be  dried  out  enough  by  now  to  be used  as  firewood,"  Ailynn  said,  getting  back  to  work  in  putting the kitchen back to rights. "Raslin said they'd be back for lunch, so if you wait you can go out with them after lunch."

"Good  idea,"  Kyros  said.  He  hesitated  a  moment,  then headed for his jacket. "I'm going to get some fresh air."

"All right," Ailynn said, giving him a concerned look.

Kyros smiled in reassurance. He wasn't sure how successful he  was,  since  Ailynn  still  looked  worried.  Pulling  on  his  jacket, Kyros picked up his gloves and tugged those into place as well.

"Wait  a  moment,"  Ailynn  said,  bustling  around  the  kitchen table  over  towards  the  screens  that  sheltered  the  bed downstairs  from  view.  Ailynn  disappeared  behind  them, reappearing  a  moment  later  with  a  long  blue  scarf  in  hand.  It had  been  his  father's,  though  it  was  much  more  faded  than Kyros  remembered.  Ailynn  wrapped  it  around  his  neck,  tying  it in place in the front and patting it gently. "There. Don't stay out too long, you'll catch cold."

"Yes,  ma,"  Kyros  said,  cracking  a  smile  at  the  old admonition. "I'll be back shortly."

"Enjoy  your  walk,  dear,"  Ailynn  said,  heading  back  towards the kitchen.

Kyros  left  the  house,  stepping  outside.  He  immediately frowned at the snow falling all around him. It was coming down lightly, and the ground was only covered with a bare coating of it,  but the  clouds were  dark  and  heavy.  Unless  they blew over, Ourenville was due for a storm, which meant a lot of snow and, if he was unlucky, Jallen and Ambry being significantly delayed.

He couldn't worry about the weather now, though. He had too much else to worry about. He couldn't control the weather.

Jallen and Ambry should show up in five or six days, and Kyros could  sort  out  then  whether  it  was  safe  to  stay  the  additional 41 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most week.  Hopefully,  if  it  was  safe  enough—relatively,  anyway—to stay,  the  weather  would  hold  off  for  the  extra  week  until  the solstice festival.

Worst case, Kyros would give Raslin the puzzle box and give himself  up  to  the  council.  Raslin  would take care of Ailynn  and himself, and the council would have no need to harm either of them if they had Kyros.

 

*~*~*

 

Kyros  stepped  into  the  house,  pausing  a  moment  to  brush as  much  snow  as  he  could  from  his  jacket  before  shutting  the door behind him. Raslin raised a hand in greeting, settled at the kitchen  table  with  a  plate  of  food.  Kyros  shucked  his  jacket, hanging it by the door before crossing the house to join him.

"Ailynn's  off  at  Theri's  with  the  wash,"  Raslin  said  before Kyros  could  ask.  "She  mentioned  you  wanted  to  help  with gathering firewood?"

Kyros  nodded,  sitting  down  heavily  in  the  chair  next  to Raslin. "Might as well work while I'm here."

"All right," Raslin said. "Do you mind if we use your horse?

MacRaflin's old mare died last spring, so we've been stuck using just the one cart."

"Sure.  I  think  she's  done  cart-work  before,"  Kyros  said, shrugging.  One  day  of  work  wouldn't  tire  her  out  if  he  and Ailynn needed to make a swift departure.

"Great,"  Raslin  said,  flashing  a  smile.  "That  will  make dragging  everything  back  to  the  village  much  simpler.  Did  you talk to Ailynn about when you're leaving?"

"Yes,"  Kyros  said,  surprised  Ailynn  hadn't  told  Raslin  that, since they'd obviously spoken while Kyros was out for his walk.

He  still  wasn't  completely  sure  about  waiting  until  after  the solstice festival to leave, but at least he had a few contingency plans in mind if the council's men showed up before Jallen and Ambry. "She wants to stay for the solstice festival."
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"I'd  prefer  that,"  Kyros  said,  shrugging  tiredly.  "But  she's adamant  about  staying  for  the  festival.  If  it  turns  out  it's  not safe, we'll leave sooner."

"How will you know it's not safe?" Raslin asked, ignoring his food to completely focus on Kyros. "Do you want me to talk to her?"

"No, it's fine," Kyros said, shaking his head. Ailynn wouldn't take  well  to  that.  She  was  set  on  attending  the  festival,  and nothing  he  or  Raslin  said  would  make  her  any  less  stubborn.

"Jallen and Ambry will be here by the week's end; they'll be able to tell me whether it's safe enough to stay for the extra week."

Raslin  nodded,  not  looking  particularly  convinced,  but  he went  back  to  clearing  his  plate.  Kyros  watched  him  for  a moment before tilting back in his chair and turning his attention to  the  stove.  The  wine  was  still  warming  by  the  fire,  but  the soup  Ailynn  had  put  together  wasn't  warm  enough  to  boil  yet.

The  house  smelled  of  a  mix  of  cinnamon  and  the  more  savory scents  of  the  soup,  and  Kyros  wished  that  he  could  ignore  the problems in Alesdor and just stay home forever.

"You  should  get  a  bite  to  eat  before  we  go,"  Raslin  said, standing  up  to  put  his  dishes  in  the  washbasin.  "We're  getting the heavier parts of the trees this afternoon."

"I ate before I went out," Kyros said, sitting up with a thud as the front legs of the chair hit the ground heavily. "I'll be fine."

"You  good  to  go,  then?"  Raslin  asked,  not  waiting  for  an answer  as  he  headed  for  the  door.  Kyros  stood  and  followed him, pulling on his jacket again.

They  stopped  by  the  stable  first,  where  Kyros  was  re-introduced  to  MacRaflin,  who,  unlike  his  wife,  didn't  seem  to care  in  the  least  that  Kyros  was  freshly  returned  from  the capital.  She  hovered  in  the  doorway  as  Kyros,  Raslin,  and  her husband  hitched  Kyros'  horse  to  the  cart.  Kyros  gave  her  a wave,  wondering  if  he  could  get  out  of  the  chat  she  obviously still wanted to have.
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With Kyros and his horse, the group gathering firewood had two  carts  at  their  disposal.  They  split  into  two  groups;  Kyros, Raslin,  and  MacRaflin  in  one,  and  the  other  three  men  in  the wood-gathering party made up the other. MacRaflin kept up his silent,  gruff  demeanor,  which  Kyros  vaguely  remembered  was normal for him.

The  forest  was  cold  and  quiet,  almost  eerie  as  snow continued  to  fall  quietly  down  on  them  through  the  trees  and the  dark  gray  clouds  blocked  out  any  hint  of  the  sun.  The  tree they  were  hauling  back  to  the  village  was  monstrous;  it  was thick  enough  that  Kyros  wouldn't  have  been  able  to  wrap  his arms  around  it  were  it  still  standing.  It  had  to  have  been  dead before it fell, since Kyros didn't think a tree that size would have fallen otherwise.

"You  haul,  we'll  chop,"  Raslin  directed,  shucking  his  jacket and draping it over the side of the cart. Kyros almost protested, but  then  decided  against  it.  He  could  always  swap  places  with Raslin or MacRaflin later.

Raslin and MacRaflin set to chopping with a vengeance, and Kyros was kept busy hauling chunks of wood to the cart. It was difficult  work,  especially  given  that  Raslin  and  MacRaflin  were chopping pieces of wood in unreasonably large sizes. The forest floor didn't help; it was coated in dead leaves and snow, a mess that rapidly became slush and slippery wet leaves as he trekked back and forth between the tree and the cart.

Kyros' arms and back were aching by the time the cart was full, and they weren't through even a quarter of the tree yet. His coat  had  joined  Raslin's,  draped  over  the  side  of  the  cart,  and they were both pinned in place by the stacks of wood Kyros had added to the cart.

"You  two  take  it  in  and  unload,"  MacRaflin  said,  wiping sweat from his brow. He hadn't bothered to wear a jacket in the first  place,  but  he  was  about  the  size  of  Raslin  and  Kyros  put together; with that bulk, Kyros doubted he'd felt the cold, even 44 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most before  they'd  begun  working.  "I'll  keep  chopping  while  you're gone."

Raslin  nodded  his  agreement,  waving  for  Kyros  to  take  the driver's seat on the cart. Kyros climbed up, grateful for the brief respite.  Raslin  settled  beside  him,  stretching  his  arms  and shoulders out as Kyros guided the horse into motion.

"MacRaflin and I can finish it, if you want to visit with your mother,"  Raslin  said  a  few  moments  later,  sprawled haphazardly across the bench. His knee brushed against the side of Kyros' leg with every bump in the forest path, and Kyros was trying his best to ignore the accidental touch.

"I'm  not  going  to  give  up  one  load  in,"  Kyros  said,  snorting because Raslin was utterly transparent.

"I  didn't  say  you  were  giving  up,"  Raslin  said,  grinning cheerfully.  "Just  that  you're  a  city  boy  now;  you  might  not  be able to handle all that carrying."

Kyros  scoffed,  shoving  Raslin,  who  squawked  and  barely caught  himself  before  he  tumbled  out  of  the  cart.  "What  are you, an egg-laying chicken?"

Raslin laughed and shoved him back. The horse didn't falter, even at the tomfoolery behind her.

"An egg-laying chicken? That's the best you could come up with?" Raslin asked, settling back into his seat. He gave Kyros a side-eyed look.

"You  certainly  sounded  like  you  were  laying  an  egg,"  Kyros said  nonchalantly,  but  his grin  gave  him  away.  He  hadn't  joked with someone like this in years, and even with five years apart, being around Raslin was easy.

"I  sounded  like  I  was  falling  off  a  cart,"  Raslin  said,  kicking Kyros'  boot,  "because  someone  was  trying  to  get  rid  of  me.

Actually, wait, push me off the cart. Then I don't have to unload any of this."

"You're not getting out of it that easily," Kyros said, making a face. "I loaded this by myself; you get to help unload it."

"I chopped it."

"You  chopped  half  of  it,  if  that.  I  think  MacRaflin's  better with an axe than you are."
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"So  you  admit  you  slacked,"  Kyros  said,  nodding  sagely.

"You should unload the entire cart, then, to make up for it."

"Hah," Raslin said, yawning. "I'll unload it on your head."

"That  was  witty,"  Kyros  said  dryly,  squinting  up  at  the  sky again. It was hard to tell through the trees how much snow had fallen  so  far,  but  it  was  enough  that  he  was  getting  worried about the weather again. "How long do you think it will snow?"

"A few days, probably," Raslin said, shrugging. He mirrored Kyros'  movement,  looking  up  at  the  sky  curiously.  "The  clouds don't seem to be moving very quickly, and they're dark enough to dump a lot of snow. Do you think that will interfere with your … compatriots?"

"Probably,"  Kyros  said,  frowning.  "Nothing  to  do  for  it, though."

"Mmm."  Raslin  sat  up,  setting  his  feet  down  on  the  cart floor.  "If  you  know  what  direction  they're  coming  from,  we could send someone out to meet them."

"Not  worth  it,  especially  in  this  snow.  I  assume  they're coming  the  same  way  I  did,  but  there's  no  telling  for  sure, especially if they run into any of the council's men and have to adjust  their  path  because  of  it,"  Kyros  said.  "They'll  get  here when they get here, and nothing is going to speed that up."

Raslin  nodded,  settling  back  in  his  seat.  They  lapsed  into silence,  and  Kyros  regretted  bringing  up  the  weather  at  all.

Raslin didn't seem upset or pensive, though, and Kyros decided that the silence wasn't necessarily a bad thing.

They broke free of the trees a few moments later, and Kyros was  dismayed  to  see  how  much  snow  had  accumulated.  It would reach to his ankle were he on the ground, and it was still falling  steadily.  He  had  no  doubt  it  would  delay  Jallen  and Ambry,  but  it  would  also  make  moving  the  chopped  wood  an exercise in danger.

46 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most "Where  are  we  headed  with  this?"  Kyros  asked,  breaking the  silence.  The  snow  made  everything  in  the  village  seem quieter as well, Kyros thought.

"Center  of  town.  The  square,"  Raslin  directed.  Kyros  really should  have  sorted  that  out  himself;  the  solstice  festival  was always held in the center of town—where else would they keep the wood for the bonfire? "I think Ailynn wanted to help put up decorations  tomorrow,  though  that  might  be  delayed  a  few days because of the snow."

"Probably  for  the  best,"  Kyros  said,  glancing  up  at  the  sky again.  "I  can't  imagine  putting  up  decorations  in  this  mess, especially since the snow will accumulate overnight and make it that much worse."

"You  could  probably  take  some  time  to  see  a  few  people around the village," Raslin suggested as they finally reached the houses on the outskirts of the village. "A bunch of people asked after you."

"Who?"  Kyros  asked,  following  Raslin's  gaze.  He  was watching  a  woman  dressed  in  a  heavy  cloak  against  the  cold.

Her  hood  was  up,  obscuring  her  face,  but  she  waved  at  them.

Kyros  waved  back,  to  be  friendly,  but  Raslin  didn't  move  a muscle.

"Gira,  for  one,"  Raslin  said,  gesturing  towards  the  woman.

He  didn't  sound  particularly  thrilled  by  that  suggestion,  but then,  he  hadn't  waved  at  her,  either.  "She's  been  pining  after you ever since you left."

"Gira?"  Kyros  repeated,  drawing  a  blank.  Raslin  laughed, shaking his head. He looked pleased that Kyros didn't remember who she was.

"Gira  Decori?  Theri  and  Hallin's  daughter?"  Raslin prompted, and Kyros furrowed his brow in thought.

"Wasn't  she  ten  when  I  left?"  Kyros  asked,  because  the woman they'd passed most certainly hadn't looked fifteen. "She was the one who followed us around, right? The one we told to meet us by the pond like, six times before she realized we were never going to meet her there?"
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"Is  she  any  less  annoying  now?"  Kyros  asked,  looping  the reins around a hook in the back of the baseboard of the cart.

"Only more. She's looking for a husband, but won't take any of the village boys," Raslin said, rolling his eyes.

"Ugh,"  Kyros  said.  He  grimaced  and  made  a  note  to  avoid Gira  as  much  as  possible.  "One  of  them  would  do  her  better than I would."

"Tell her that," Raslin said, and Kyros shook his head.

"I'd  rather  keep  my  distance,  thank  you,"  Kyros  said, heading around to the back of the cart. Raslin followed suit, and Kyros  clambered  up  into  the  cart  to  hand  the  wood  down  to Raslin. Kyros noted a few people wander through the clearing as they worked, obviously out on errands of their own. Thankfully, aside  from  a  greeting  here  and  there,  he  and  Raslin  were  left alone to work.

It took a quarter as long to unload the cart as it had to load it,  and  then  they  were  headed  back  to  the  forest,  much  to Kyros' chagrin. The snow kept falling steadily, and Kyros hoped like  hell  they  would  be  able  to  get  all  the  wood  back  to  the village before the path became too snow-covered for the cart or his horse to handle.

"About  time,"  MacRaflin  greeted,  leaning  on  his  axe comfortably. He'd chopped a good deal more off the fallen tree while  they'd  been  gone,  Kyros  noted,  but  he  didn't  seem  at  all tired.

"Raslin  wouldn't  stop  chattering,"  Kyros  said  cheerfully.

"Slowed us down."

MacRaflin let out a loud guffaw. "Is that so?"

"Kyros  wants  to  take  a  turn  at  chopping,"  Raslin  said,  and patted Kyros on the back firmly enough that Kyros had to take a quick step forward to keep his balance. "I'll get started loading this."

"Thanks," Kyros said dryly, but he didn't try to get out of it.

Picking  up  the  second  axe,  he  approached  the  tree  trunk, 48 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most following MacRaflin's directions on where to chop to keep from getting  in  MacRaflin's  way.  It  was  tiring  work,  but  almost  fun when  he  got  into  the  rhythm  of  swinging  the  axe.  Raslin  kept smirking  at  him  as  he  hauled  wood  to the cart,  and Kyros took great  pains  to  wish  him  splinters  in  creative  ways.  MacRaflin mostly  ignored  them, occasionally  guffawing  at one or  another of Kyros' splinter curses.

It was growing dark outside by the time they filled the cart a fourth time; Kyros' arms and legs were numb and he was pretty sure he'd sprained every muscle in his back. He was also ready to fall over and sleep for a week, but the ache felt good. Raslin seemed to be fine, annoyingly enough, but Kyros conceded that Raslin  was  far  more  used  to  hard  labor  than  Kyros,  no  matter how Kyros liked to pretend he was still a village boy.

MacRaflin helped them unload the cart, then shooed them off, promising to take good care of Kyros' horse. Kyros was more than willing to let MacRaflin take care of the horse and cart so he  could  go  collapse.  Eat,  and  then  collapse,  because  he  was hungry  enough  to  eat  the  entire  pot  of  soup  he  knew  was waiting for them.

Raslin fell into step beside him, their jackets slung together over his arm. The snow was still falling around them, and there was  no  one  outside.  It  was  comfortable  and  easy,  and  Kyros fought a surge of homesickness. He was home, even if it was for the last time, even if he wasn't going to see Raslin again. Kyros couldn't ask Raslin to join him; Raslin had made it clear that he thought Kyros was stupid for going back.

He could ask Raslin to go with his mother, but that would be tearing  Raslin  away  from  his  sister  and  any  children  she  might have,  and  for  what?  To  be  there  for  Kyros'  mother  when  she heard that he'd been caught and executed? It wasn't as though Kyros  thought  he'd  have  the  chance  to  visit  Ailynn  after  she'd settled  on  the  coast.  Kyros  sighed  quietly,  then  glanced  at Raslin, only to find Raslin was watching him.

"You  all  right?"  Raslin  asked  quietly,  stopping  a  few  feet from Ailynn's house.
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"Yeah?" Raslin asked. Kyros stared at him, wondering when Raslin  had  gotten  so  close;  there  was  barely  a  foot  of  space between them.

"Can  I  ask  you  to  do  something  for  me?"  Kyros  asked, keeping his voice low despite that there was no one around to hear them.

"Ask  away,"  Raslin  said,  his  quick  smile  showing  off  his dimples briefly.

"I need you to take care of my mother if anything happens,"

Kyros  said,  wishing  he  didn't  have  to  say  it.  Between  the  snow and  Ailynn's  insistence  that  she  stay  an  extra  week  in Ourenville,  however,  the  possibility  was  too  strong  that  the council's  men  would  catch  up  to  him  here,  before  he  was  able to get Ailynn to safety.

"That  was  never  in  question,"  Raslin  said,  glancing  briefly towards  the  house.  "Ailynn  is  like  a  mother  to  me,  Kyr.  I wouldn't let anything happen to her."

"Thank you," Kyros said quietly. His heart picked up its pace as  he  stared  up  at  Raslin,  stupidly  wondering  if  that  meant Raslin thought of him as a brother.

"I'd  do  the  same  for  you,"  Raslin  said  quietly,  reaching  out and  running  the  side  of  his  thumb  over  Kyros'  cheek  in  a  light caress. "All you have to do is ask."

Kyros swallowed hard, managing a nod. Raslin smiled sadly, then  abruptly  reached  up  and  brushed  the  snow  that  had settled  on  his  head  towards  Kyros,  grinning  when  Kyros stumbled  back  a  step  in  surprise.  "Come  on,  Ailynn  will  have dinner for us."

"Right," Kyros said. He shook the snow from his hair, firmly biting  back  the  words  to  ask  Raslin  to  look  after  him,  too.  He couldn't  ask  that  of  Raslin.  Kyros  had  gotten  himself  into  this mess, and he'd get himself out, no matter how much he wanted to lean on someone else.
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Part Two 

Raslin  kept  thinking  he  was  dreaming,  every  morning  he woke  up  with  Kyros  in  his  bed.  It  was  a  pleasant  fantasy, believing  for  a  few  moments  that  Kyros  had  come  home because  he'd  found  he  couldn't  live  without  Raslin  in  his  life.

Unfortunately, their friendship had never been more than that, and  it  only  took  a  moment  for  Raslin  to  give  up  on  even pretending  otherwise  and  climb  from  bed,  leaving  Kyros  to sleep in.

Kyros  usually  slept  until  midway  through  the  morning, though  he  kept  insisting  that  Raslin  should  wake  him  when  he rose.  Raslin  snorted  softly  as  he  crossed  the  loft,  his  head ducked  to  keep  from  bashing  it  on  the  rafters.  There  was  no need  for  Kyros  to  be  dragged  out  of  bed  before  the  crack  of dawn. He'd just insist on helping around the village and house, and there was no need for him to do that, either.

He needed to rest. Kyros seemed to think they couldn't see the  dark  circles  under  Kyros'  eyes  or  the  way  his  clothes  were loose,  like  he'd  lost  a  great  deal  of  weight  recently. That  Kyros was  all  muscle  and  bone  only  lent  to  the  impression  that  he'd been running himself ragged for quite some time.

Raslin  wondered  cynically  if  the  council  Kyros  was  fighting would  be the  death  of  him, or  if  Kyros  would  take care of  that himself.  Taking  a  pair  of  thick  socks  from  the  bureau,  Raslin pulled them on one at a time, debating for the hundredth time whether  he  should  outright  offer  to  go  with  Kyros,  since  he doubted  Kyros  would  ask.  He'd  probably  just  get  in  the  way  …

but  with  Ailynn  leaving,  and  Kyros  gone—forever,  this  time, Kyros  had  been  clear  about  that—what  did  Raslin  have  left  in Ourenville?
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She  wasn't  happy  about  leaving,  Raslin  knew,  but  she  was putting a good face on it. Raslin would miss her, almost as much as  he  had  missed  Kyros.  It  was  stupid  to  want  to  throw  away everything  to  follow  a  man  he  hadn't  seen  for  five  years.

Especially since, by all rights, Kyros and Ailynn were leaving him sitting  pretty.  Ailynn  wouldn't  be  returning,  which  meant  the house would be his. It was a nicer house than the one he'd let Nikla take over, but that was poor consolation.

Turning,  Raslin  stopped  in  surprised.  Kyros  was  sitting  up, looking like he'd love nothing more than to go back to sleep.

"Good  morning,"  Raslin  said,  expecting  and  receiving nothing more than a grunt of acknowledgment. Kyros stumbled to his feet, and Raslin headed for the loft ladder, meaning to get out  of  Kyros'  way  and  maybe  make  an  escape  before  Kyros could invite himself along on the day's tasks.

"Wait,"  Kyros  said,  the  word  hoarse  with  sleep.  Raslin turned  back  towards  him expectantly,  but Kyros only  waved  at him. "Give me a minute. I'll meet you downstairs."

"You don't have to get up now," Raslin said, well aware that it  was  a  futile  exercise  to  try  to  keep  Kyros  in  bed.  He  hadn't stayed  the  last  few  days  when  Raslin  had  tried  to  get  him  to sleep longer.

Kyros  cleared  his  throat,  looking marginally more  awake  as he  pushed  the  hair  from  his  face.  "I  need  to  give  you something."

"What?" Raslin asked, curious but wary.

"It's … it requires explanation," Kyros said, yawning widely.

"All  right,"  Raslin  said,  wondering  what  in  the  world  Kyros was  giving  to  him.  Nothing  good,  he  thought  as  he  climbed 52 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most down  from  the  loft.  Probably  something  for  safekeeping,  since his travels had been delayed. Unfortunately, while the snow had tapered  off,  it  was  still  falling,  and  the  storm  looked  to  be gathering more snow to dump on them.

The  snow  was  great  from  the  village's  standpoint— everyone  loved  snow  for  Solstice.  It  was  yet  another  sign  that winter  was  truly  there.  However,  it  was  terrible  for  Kyros  and his  compatriots  who  were  travelling  to  take  Ailynn  to  her  new home.  Unfortunately,  Raslin  doubted—though  he  hoped—the snow  would  deter  the  men  who  were  after  Kyros.  Travel  was likely only difficult around Ourenville; they'd be able to get close before the snow hindered them.

"Did  I  hear  Kyros  up  and  about?"  Ailynn  asked,  already setting a bowl of porridge out for him. It was accompanied by a thick slice of bread and a cup of ale.

"I don't think he'll be up for long," Raslin said, the half-truth rolling off his tongue easily. Kyros would stall if he knew Ailynn was  around  to  fret  over  him,  but  Raslin  doubted  he'd  be convinced to return to bed. "Though he might try."

"Hmm,"  Ailynn  said,  casting  the  loft  a  quelling  look.  "We'll see. I'll hang around for a while, then."

"I  can  handle  feeding  him,  if  you  want  to  get  down  to Hally's," Raslin offered, knowing Ailynn had plans to spend most of the day baking with her cousin.

Ailynn  considered  for  a  moment,  and  then  nodded.  "She'll be expecting me, and I'd rather not start the day on a bad note.

Give Kyros my love."

Raslin  nodded  and  sat  down  at  the  table.  Ailynn  bustled around,  packing  up  a  satchel  with  a  few  dishes  and  some ingredients.  When  she  left,  Raslin  could  see  a  glimpse  of  more snow falling outside.

Kyros  stumbled  down  from  the  loft  a  few  moments  later, not looking much more awake than he had when Raslin had left him  previously.  He  wandered  over  to  the  kitchen,  looking around as though he was missing something.

"Where's  my  mother?"  Kyros  asked  finally.  He  sounded more awake, at least.
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"No, it'll keep," Kyros said, yawning. Raslin hoped he did go back to bed when he was finished with whatever he wanted to give  Raslin.  Kyros  set  a  small  wooden  box  on  the  table.  It  was square, about the size of Raslin's bowl, and as Kyros moved the box,  Raslin  could  see  each  side  was  carved.  The  carvings  were faces mostly, though one side—the front, perhaps—was carved instead  with  an  intricate  pattern  that  didn't  seem  to  paint  a picture.

"What  is  it?"  Raslin  asked.  Kyros  slid  the  box  towards  him across the table top. It rattled when Raslin picked it up, and he frowned  at  it.  It  was  hollow  inside,  but  there  was  no  obvious latch.

"It's  a  puzzle  box,"  Kyros  said,  pushing  a  lock  of  his  ash blond  hair  from  his  face.  He  scooted  his  chair  closer,  his  knee accidentally  knocking  against  Raslin's  under  the  table.  Kyros paid  it  no  mind,  though.  "As  you  probably  guessed,  it's  got  a compartment inside."

"How do you open it?" Raslin asked, trying to ignore Kyros'

proximity  and  the  way  it  made  him  too  aware  of  Kyros'  every slight  movement.  There  was  barely  a  foot  of  space  between them, though the corner of the table gave the illusion that they were further apart than that.

"There are a series of catches you have to press at the same time,"  Kyros  said,  looking  up  and  meeting  Raslin's  eyes.  Kyros'

expression  was  solemn,  and  Raslin  fought  a  shiver  at  the intensity in Kyros' gaze. "I'll walk you through it."

Raslin  turned  it  over  in  his  hands.  He  spotted  one  of  the catches  immediately;  one  of  the  faces'  noses  was  more prominent than the rest, and pressing it made the box click.

"Press  that  one,  and  the  left  eye  on  the  adjacent  face,"

Kyros directed. Raslin did so, and a small panel on the top of the box  popped  open.  He  flipped  it  open,  revealing  a  deep  cubby.

There were three gold coins in the box, along with a silver ring set with a single green stone.
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"Distraction," Kyros said. "I need to add something to keep them from rattling, but I haven't gotten around to it yet."

"There's  some  fabric  scraps—"  Raslin  started,  but  Kyros shook his head.

"That's  not  important,"  Kyros  said,  pulling  the  box  closer.

"You  can  only  do  this  with  the  first  compartment  open.  Then you  press  here  …  and  here  …  and  keep  the  box  flat  on  the table."  Kyros  placed  his  hands  carefully  along  the  edges  of  the box,  slowly  and  deliberately  so  that  Raslin  could  follow  along.

Another flap popped open, thin and small, along the bottom of the box.

Kyros slid the tray out, revealing a compressed, folded stack of  papers,  and  that  made  more  sense  than  the  coins  and  the ring.  He  unfolded  the  pages,  studying  them  for  a  moment before  passing  them  to  Raslin.  Raslin  took  them,  automatically catching the thick iron key that fell out as he took the sheaf of papers.

The top page was a deed to a house in Mykon, a coastal city that  was  clear  on  the  other  side  of  the  country  from  where Kyros  had  said  Ailynn  was  going.  The  second  was  a  page authorizing  Ailynn  to  withdraw  funds  from  a  bank  account  in Mykon  set  up  under  the  same  Timel  Akab.  Another  page authorized  payment  of  fifty  gold  coins  to  someone  named Ambry Terrin.

"What  is  this?"  Raslin  asked,  even  though  he  was  sure  he knew. "I thought you didn't want me to know where you were moving Ailynn."

"I didn't, but it's necessary now," Kyros said, sitting back in his chair and accidentally kicking Raslin. "Sorry."
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"I'm  not  leaving  until  she's  safely  on  her  way,"  Kyros  said firmly,  picking  up  the  key  and  the  papers.  He  refolded  them neatly, then tucked the key into the folds. "If the council's men show up before my people, then I'll give myself up. That won't stop them from taking her, to ensure my cooperation, so you'll have to hide her until Jallen and Ambry can take her to Mykon."

"No,"  Raslin  said,  frustration  and  anger  sweeping  through him  again.  What  was  wrong  with  Kyros?  Why  did  he  persist  in throwing himself into danger? "You'll both hide—"

"They'll burn the village down to find me," Kyros said flatly, pushing  his  hair  out of  his face with  an  impatient  gesture.  "I'm not risking that. That's if someone in the village doesn't give me up anyway. Once people hear I'm wanted for murder, someone will give me up."

Raslin  scowled.  "You  can  make  a  break  for  it,  and  I'll  hide Ailynn.  They'll  know  you  were  here,  but  we  can  make  it  seem you tried to run for it with Ailynn."

"It  might  not  happen  anyway,"  Kyros  said,  shrugging  in dismissal. "I'll leave the box in your bureau. If they do a search, they'll  think  it's  yours  and  the  coins  and  ring  won't  raise  any suspicion."

"You're  not  giving  yourself  up,"  Raslin  said  adamantly,  not letting Kyros change the subject.

"It  shouldn't  be  an  issue.  The  snow  is  keeping  everyone away," Kyros said, tucking the papers back into their slot in the box.  "This  is  a  last  resort,  and  I  don't  think  it  will  actually happen."

"Then why plan for it?" Raslin demanded, scowling.

"Because  planning  for  every  possibility  is  the  only  way  I've managed to stay out of the council's reach this long," Kyros said tiredly.  Raslin  bit  his  lip  on  the  suggestion  that  it  would  be easier with two of them to do the planning.

"Right,"  Raslin  said,  watching  carefully  as  Kyros  slid  the bottom compartment back into place. He stood, crossing to the chest  by  the  fireplace.  A  moment's  search  found  a  spare  rag, 56 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most and  he  brought  it  back  to  the  table  and  handed  it  to  Kyros.

Kyros wrapped the coins and ring in the cloth and tucked it back into  the  box.  Clicking  it  shut,  he  gave  it  a  shake,  getting  only  a small thud for his trouble.

"Thanks,"  Kyros  said  belatedly,  studying  the  box distractedly.

When  it  became  clear  that  Kyros  wasn't  going  to  say anything  else,  Raslin  walked  away.  He  headed  for  the  front door, where he'd left his boots and jacket. Maybe a day's work away  from  Kyros  would  set  his  head  back  on  straight,  though Raslin rather doubted it.

"Really,  Ras,"  Kyros  said,  as  Raslin  pulled  on  a  boot.  Raslin nearly lost his balance trying to turn around and pull on his boot at  the  same  time,  but  a  bit  of  creative  hopping  saved  him.

"Thank you for everything, especially looking after my mother. I know it's not something you were looking for."

"Don't  be  an  idiot,"  Raslin  said,  straightening  up  and stamping  his  foot  to  settle  the  boot  he'd  pulled  on.  "We've already had this conversation."

"I know," Kyros said, smiling wryly. He slouched in his seat, and  then  glanced  at  the  wall  opposite  him,  looking  distracted.

He opened his mouth to say something else, but shut it without a word.

Raslin waited a moment, but Kyros didn't speak up so Raslin went back to putting on his boots. He pulled on his jacket, then paused, turning back to Kyros. "Stay here and get some rest."

"Yes, mother," Kyros said, slanting him a smile. Raslin rolled his  eyes,  fastening  his  jacket  shut  with  quick,  well-practiced movements.  Kyros'  eyes  followed  his  hands,  and  Raslin  could feel  his  face  heating  under  Kyros'  gaze.  He  wanted  more  than Kyros'  eyes  on  him,  wanted  more  than  the  half-realized  dream of Kyros in his bed, but he wasn't going to get it.

Raslin  left,  before  he  could  say  something  that  would  rile Kyros,  like  let  me  come  with  you.  Kyros  hadn't  gotten  angry  at him  since  the  day  he'd  arrived.  Raslin  wasn't  sure  if  that  was because the topic of his return to Alesdor hadn't come up or if 57 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most Kyros  had  been  too  tired  to  control  his  temper  the  day  he'd arrived in Ourenville.

There  were  only  a  few  days  left  until  the  Solstice celebration,  and  most  everyone  was  preparing  for  it.  Nearly every  available  surface  in  the  square  was  decorated  with greenery  from  the  forest,  most  of  it  dusted  with  snow.  The bonfire  burned  in  the  center  of  the  square,  heralding  the pending  festivities.  It  would  burn  throughout  the  festival  and then after for as long as there was wood to feed it.

Raslin usually loved the solstice festival, including all of the preparation  and  work  that  he  did  in  the  days  leading  up  to  it.

This  year,  however,  he  couldn't  seem  to  summon  his  usual cheer. Ailynn was behaving in much the same way, and that was unusual  enough  that  a  few  people  had  asked  Raslin  if  she  was all  right.  Raslin  had  started  sowing  the  seeds  of  rumors  that Ailynn might be traveling soon to visit a sick relative, since that was what he'd have to tell everyone once Ailynn and Kyros left.

Ailynn was visiting a sick relative; Kyros was headed back to the  city,  because  there  was  absolutely  nothing  for  him  to  be running  away  from.  As  far  as  Raslin  and  the  rest  of  the  village were supposed to know, Kyros was happy and thriving with his studies to be a mage.

Kyros  seemed  positive  that  the  council  would  be  sending people  to  Ourenville,  but  Raslin  wasn't  sure  he  could  lie convincingly  enough  when  the time  came.  He  hoped  for  Kyros'

and  Ailynn's  sakes  that  he  could.  He  didn't  want  to  screw  that up,  but  he  couldn't  even  convince  Kyros  that  going  back  to Alesdor was madness.

Sighing, Raslin shook his head as his steps took him through the  village.  He  didn't  have  anything  in  particular  to  do  today, but he could always find work. That seemed the smart plan—to keep  himself  busy  until  Kyros  and  Ailynn  left  so  he  wouldn't think about being left behind, and then keep himself busy after they left so he wouldn't think about running off to join Kyros.

If  Kyros  hadn't  been  killed  or  starved  himself  to  death  by that point.
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He'd  rather  go  with  Kyros,  even  if  it  was  dangerous.  Kyros would  never  ask  him  to  go,  Raslin  knew  that.  He  was  too wrapped  up  in  keeping  everyone  but  himself  safe.  Raslin couldn't force his way in, either. Kyros would find a way to lose him or make him stay.

Raslin reached the square, pausing as he took in the roaring bonfire  and  the  people  milling  around.  There  were  children underfoot everywhere, and Raslin reluctantly cracked a smile as a  pair  of  boys  chased  each  other  around  the  square,  yelling  at the top of their lungs. He and Kyros had been like that once, and he really, really needed to stop clinging to the past. Kyros wasn't his  to  worry  about,  and  Kyros  obviously  didn't  want  him  to  do any worrying at all.

Shoving  the  thoughts  out  of  his  head,  Raslin  went  to  tend the  bonfire  for  a  while.  He'd  barely  taken  two  steps,  however, when a strange sound distracted him. A pair of horses came up the main path on the far side of the square. They led a carriage, and Raslin's heart briefly stopped. No one but tax officials ever visited  Ourenville  in  carriages;  most  people  simply  rode  in  on horses or came with peddler's carts.

Turning, Raslin headed back out of the square; he needed to warn  Kyros  and  then  head  to  Hally's  to  hide  Ailynn  until  he knew for sure who the carriage was transporting.

"Ras!"

Raslin  hesitated,  then  stopped,  even  as  he  thought  he should  pretend  he  hadn't  heard  it.  Turning,  he  found  Theri standing  next  to  the  carriage,  waving  him  over.  Raslin  stifled  a sigh, wondering if he could buy time for Kyros.

"These  men  are  looking  for  Kyros,"  Theri  said  as  he approached,  gesturing  up  at  the  two  men  seated  on  the  front 59 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most seat  of  the  carriage  with  a  gloved  hand.  She  was  practically unrecognizable,  wrapped  in  a  thick  jacket  that  easily  doubled her width.

The two men didn't look like they were officials of any sort.

They  wore  thick  travel  cloaks  that  had  obviously  seen  better days, and the carriage itself looked much the same. It had faded paint  and  missing  moldings  under  the  snow  and  mud  that  had accumulated through its travels.

"Oh?" Raslin asked, striving to keep his tone light. "What in the  world  would  have  you  travelling  all  the  way  out  here  for Kyros? He's headed back to Alesdor in a few days."

"Kyros  asked  us  to  help  him  get  his  mother  to  Tristowne,"

the man on the left said, his voice smooth and cultured. Raslin relaxed,  still  suspicious,  but  that  fit  with  what  the  cover  story Kyros had concocted to explain Ailynn's absence. It was possible the  men  were  imposters,  though  Kyros  hadn't  mentioned  that as a possibility.

"I  see,"  Raslin  said,  smiling  though  he  didn't  feel  at  all  like smiling.  "Kyros  should  still  be  at  the  house.  I'll  show  you  the way."

"Ailynn's  going  to  Tristowne?"  Theri  demanded,  looking aghast. "Why?"

"Sick  relative.  A  great-aunt?  I'm  not  sure  the  relation,  but she  didn't  want  to  tell  anyone  yet  because  of  the  festival,"

Raslin  said,  the  lie  rolling  off  his  tongue  smoothly.  "She'll probably be gone a few months, maybe a year."

"Oh,"  Theri  said,  her  face  falling.  She  and  Ailynn  were friends,  Raslin  knew.  "Of  course.  I'll  let  everyone  know  to  not mention it to her."

"Thanks," Raslin said, smiling crookedly. He looked up at the men on the carriage. "It's nice of you to help Kyros out like this."

"Kyros  is  a  good  friend,"  said  the  man  sitting  on  the  right.

His voice was the complete opposite of his companion's, rough and  accented,  though  Raslin  had  no  chance  of  placing  the accent. "We're happy to help."

Raslin  nodded,  gesturing  across  the  square.  "The  house  is down  that  way."  Raslin  led  the  way,  waving  to  Theri  as  they 60 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most passed; she looked unhappy at the news Raslin had dropped on her.  Hopefully  she'd  spread  it  further,  as  well  as  keep  people from pestering Ailynn about it. Theri was good at gossiping, but also  well-respected  enough  that  if  she  said  to  leave  something be, people listened.

"You're Raslin?"

"Yes,"  Raslin  said  slowly.  "Who  are  you?  I  didn't  get  your names."

"Jallen,"  the  man  with  the  smooth  voice  said.  A  quicksilver smile flashed across his face as he jerked a gloved thumb at his companion, who was guiding the horses at a slow walk to keep pace with Raslin. "This is Ambry."

"Did  the  snow  slow  you  much?"  Raslin  asked  curiously, because for all intents and purposes the roads nearby should be terrible.  At  least  the  names  Jallen  and  Ambry  matched  with what  Kyros  had  told  him.  There  was  every  possibility  the  two men were imposters, but Raslin didn't see what the purpose of such subterfuge would be.

"More than we'd planned," Jallen replied easily, as though it didn't  matter  to  him  that  he  was  arriving  days  late.  Raslin nodded,  lapsing  into  silence  as  he  led  the  way  through  the village.  Jallen  and  Ambry  didn't  make  any  attempts  at conversation,  and  Raslin  passed  the  short  trip  trying  to  figure out what to do if they turned out to be imposters.

Ailynn's house came into view far too quickly, and Raslin left Jallen  and  Ambry  outside  with  a  somewhat  terse  order  to  stay with the carriage. Letting himself into the house, Raslin shut the door loudly behind him. Kyros was settled in a chair in front of the fireplace, and he looked up sleepily at Raslin's entrance.

"Two  men  just  showed  up,"  Raslin  said  without  preamble.

"They say they're here to help transport Ailynn to Tristowne."

Kyros  stood,  all  trace  of  sleepiness  gone.  "Where  are  they now?"

"Out  front,"  Raslin  said,  not  moving  away  from  the  door.

"They  said  their  names  were  Jallen  and  Ambry,  but  I  wouldn't know them from guards."
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"Good,"  Raslin  said,  even  though  he  wasn't  sure  he  meant it. On the one hand, it was good that Jallen and Ambry weren't imposters  and  working  for  the  council,  but  it  did  mean  that Kyros and Ailynn were that much closer to leaving. Kyros let the curtain  fall  back  into  place  and  crossed  the  room  to  where Raslin  stood  by  the  front  door.  "Do  you  want  me  to  go  tell Ailynn?"

"No,  let  her  stay  at  Hally's  for  now,"  Kyros  said,  pulling  on the  boots  he'd  left  by  the  door  in  quick,  impatient  jerks.  "We can figure out whether we need to leave immediately before we disturb her."

Raslin moved out of Kyros' way as Kyros grabbed his jacket and  headed  outside.  He  followed  Kyros  back  outside,  not surprised  to  find  Jallen  and  Ambry  had  already  climbed  down from  the  carriage  seat.  Jallen  was  standing  next  to  the  horses, speaking  softly  to  them  while  Ambry  was  leaning  over  the  top edge of the carriage, digging through a small trunk.

Kyros greeted them familiarly, but without an abundance of enthusiasm.  Raslin  hung  back,  watching  the  three  men  and feeling  out  of  place.  Kyros  had  spent  the  last  five  years  with these two men, had plotted and worked with them. He trusted them—he  was  trusting  his  mother  to  them—and  Raslin  was nothing more than an interloper on the edge, watching.

"We  should  go  inside,"  Jallen  said,  glancing  around.  Raslin fought  the  urge  to  snort;  the  village  was  full  of  gossips,  it  was true,  but  Jallen's  look  insinuated  that  he  anticipated  someone would purposely listen in whatever it was he had to say.

"All  right,"  Kyros  agreed,  glancing  at  the  horses.  "Did  you want to settle them in, first? Ras, where—" Kyros turned to look at him, and Raslin forced his brain to work again.

"Might  need  to  take  them  out  of  town,  unless  you  split them,"  Raslin  said,  frowning.  "I  think  MacRaflin's  only  got  one other spot."
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"He knows," Kyros said, shrugging. "It's fine."

"If  you  say  so,"  Ambry  said,  frowning  as  he  watched  Raslin with narrowed eyes, obviously doubting Raslin's integrity. Raslin stared  at  him  flatly,  daring  him  to  say  anything.  The  quality  of his clothes clearly marked him as a city boy, and Raslin doubted Ambry could back up the unspoken threat in his glare.

"Inside, then," Kyros said, turning to go back into the house.

Raslin  hesitated—they  shouldn't  leave  the  horses  out  here unattended and untethered, but that wasn't his problem. Raslin followed Kyros back into the house, leaving Jallen and Ambry to follow or stay as they wanted.

Raslin  glanced  back  at  Jallen  and  Ambry  when  he  reached the door. They were having a hushed discussion; Jallen was cool and  collected,  but  Ambry  was  angry,  leaning  close  and whispering  fiercely.  Jallen replied,  shrugging,  and  Ambry  thrust a  folded  satchel  at  him  before  storming  back  to  the  carriage.

Jallen  didn't  seem  bothered  by  Ambry's  anger;  he  walked towards the house, his face composed.

"We  have  a  few  days  lead,"  Jallen  said  without  preamble, sitting  down  on  the  sofa.  Raslin  stood  awkwardly,  reluctant  to sit  near  Jallen  despite  not  having  anything  against  him— anything rational, that was. Kyros didn't seem to notice, taking a seat  in  the  chair  he'd  been  dozing  in.  "Unfortunately,  that's  all we  have.  The  council  somehow  learned  you're  in  Ourenville, and they're headed here with all due haste."

"A few days," Kyros repeated, frowning worriedly. "How are the roads?"

"Terrible, but that won't slow them much. There's at least a dozen,  and  they're  spreading  word  that  you're  dangerous  and liable  to  harm  anyone  who  gets  in  your  way,"  Jallen  said, cracking  open  the  satchel  in  his  lap.  He  withdrew  a  sheet  of paper and handed it to Kyros.
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"We  should  leave  as  soon  as  your  mother  is  ready,"  Jallen said calmly, and Raslin bit back a protest. As soon as Ailynn was gone, Kyros would leave as well.

"I  can  go  fetch  her,"  Raslin  offered,  even  though  he  didn't want  to  do  any  such  thing.  Ailynn  would  be  upset,  especially with the festival in just two days.

Kyros looked at him like he'd forgotten Raslin was there. He didn't  answer,  but  studied  the  WANTED  paper  again.  Then  he shook his head, crumpling the notice into a ball and throwing it onto the fire. "No. Let her have today, at least."

"We really should—" Jallen began, but Kyros cut him off.

"I  said  no,"  Kyros  said  sharply.  "You  can  leave  in  the morning. I'll be headed south, and there will be enough rumors here  saying  she's  going  to  Tristowne  that  no  one  will  think  to look for trails heading east. They won't follow you and an extra half day of travel won't gain you anything more than leaving in the morning will."

"All  right,"  Jallen  said,  apparently  unperturbed  by  Kyros'

sharp tone. "You get to tell Ambry, though. He won't be happy."

"Nothing  makes  him  happy,"  Kyros  muttered  as  he  ran  a hand  through  his  hair.  He  frowned,  then  shook  his  head  and stood.  "Come  on,  then.  We'll  get  your  horses  settled somewhere for the night. You two can stay here—" Kyros broke off, looking at Raslin questioningly, and Raslin belatedly realized that Kyros was asking for permission.

"In  the  loft,"  Raslin  said.  "I  can  set  up  bedding  down  here for us."

Jallen  nodded,  giving  Raslin  a  curious  look  before  standing himself. "Thank you for accommodating us."

"It's  no  problem,"  Raslin  said,  startled.  He  hadn't  expected Jallen  to  be  so  polite,  especially  after  the  way  Ambry  had 64 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most behaved. They were as hassled and harried as Kyros, no doubt.

"You  can  probably  leave  the  carriage  out  front;  no  one  will bother  it  there  and  you'll  only  have  to  worry  about  the  horses then."

"Thank  you,"  Jallen  said  again,  offering  a  faint  smile. Raslin returned  it,  though  he  didn't  feel  like  smiling.  Kyros  stepped past  him,  hesitating  briefly  before  heading  back  outside.  Jallen followed,  but  Raslin  stayed  where  he  was,  not  particularly wanting to subject himself to Ambry's obvious ire again.

It  was  stupid.  He'd  known  Kyros  was  leaving.  It  shouldn't upset him now that it was set in stone when Kyros was leaving.

Probably in the morning, as soon as Ailynn was gone. Raslin bit his lip; what would he do when he was alone?

Pushing the thought away, Raslin sighed and went to go set up  bedding  for  the  evening.  The  plan  to  keep  busy  to  distract himself  from  Kyros  and  Ailynn's  pending  departure  was  still sound,  even  if  that  departure  was more  definite  and  harder  to ignore.
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"Are  you  certain  our  departure  cannot  wait  two  days?"

Ailynn kept her voice low as she sat at the kitchen table. Raslin was  washing  dishes  nearby,  while  Jallen  and  Ambry  were camped  out  near  the  fireplace  on  the  other  side  of  the  house, speaking quietly.

Kyros nodded tiredly, running a hand through his hair. "I'm sorry."

"I  did  promise  I'd  leave  if  it  came  down  to  it,"  Ailynn  said, though she still didn't seem happy about it.

"I know," Kyros said, wincing, and Raslin ducked his head to stare  at  the  pot,  wishing  he  could  do  something  other  than wash  dishes.  He  hated  seeing  Ailynn  upset,  hated  seeing  Kyros upset and worried, and hated knowing that, come morning, he would never see either of them again.

Finishing  the  dishes,  Raslin  hesitated,  unsure  what  to  do with himself. He'd spent most of the day doing odd errands, but 65 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most there was nothing else to do without tripping over someone or another.  He  was  too  keyed  up  to  sleep,  but  the  thought  of sitting  around  having  awkward  and  tense  conversations  didn't exactly fill him with enthusiasm.

"I'm  going  for  a  walk,"  Raslin  finally  said.  Ailynn  nodded distractedly, lost in thoughts. Kyros hesitated, then stood.

"Mind if I join you?"

"No, that's fine," Raslin said, unable to say no to Kyros.

Snagging his jacket, Raslin waited for Kyros to do the same before  heading  outside.  It  was  much  colder  now  that  the  sun was  down,  and  it  was  snowing  again.  Kyros  shut  the  door behind  him,  casting  them  into  darkness.  Light  peeked  out around  the  curtains  of  the  house,  and  around  the  curtains  on the  neighboring  houses,  but  it  barely  made  a  dent  in  the  dark night.

"I  take  it  you're  leaving  in  the  morning,  as  well?"  Raslin asked,  stuffing  his  hands  in  his  jacket  pockets  for  warmth.  He took  a  few  steps  away  from  the  house,  but  didn't  go  any further, unsure where he wanted to go.

"As soon as my mother is safely on her way," Kyros said, his voice quiet and tense. "I wish we could stay."

"I  wish  you  could  stay  too,"  Raslin  said,  then  bit  his  lip, hoping  he  hadn't  given  too  much  away.  Kyros  didn't  reply,  but he  stepped  in  close,  close  enough  that  Raslin  could  reach  out and touch him easily.

Raslin sighed quietly and wished he could convince Kyros to not  return  to  Alesdor  or  to  let  Raslin  go  with  him.  Kyros  was stubborn,  however,  and  he'd  made  it  more  than  clear  that  he wasn't going to be dissuaded from going back, never mind that doing so would, without a doubt, be the death of him.

"The  box  is  still  in  my  bureau,"  Raslin  said,  suddenly remembering it. "Do you want me to get it?"

"It  can  wait  until  morning,"  Kyros  said,  shrugging.  He  was quiet for a moment, before speaking again. "This isn't walking."

"Right,"  Raslin  said,  stepping  forward,  into  the  night.  They could  walk  to  the  square  and  back,  he  decided;  there  were enough  houses  to  keep  them  from  wandering  too  far  off  the 66 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most path.  Venturing  into  the  forest  or  trying  to  get  to  the  ruins  at this time of night would be asking for disaster.

"I  know  you're  not  happy  about  this,"  Kyros  said  quietly, keeping pace with Raslin easily despite the uneven path and the slippery snow beneath their boots.

"What  does  that  matter?"  Raslin  asked  bitterly,  not bothering to hide his annoyance. "I'm staying here."

"Did you want to go with my mother?" Kyros asked after a moment.

"Who would  look after  her  house?"  Raslin  asked,  hunching against the cold and scowling at the ground. "Besides, I'm sure it's more suspicious to have both of us disappear."

"The  house  doesn't  matter.  Neither  of  us  can  come  back here,"  Kyros  said  tiredly.  He  sounded  despondent,  tired,  like he'd given up, and Raslin wanted to shake him.

"But  it  is  more  suspicious,"  Raslin  insisted,  angry  despite knowing  it  wasn't  Kyros'  fault.  Well,  Kyros  being  obtuse  was Kyros' fault, but what right did Raslin have to dump something else on Kyros' plate? He'd offered to do whatever Kyros needed, and  Kyros  apparently  just  needed  him  to  stay  behind  and pretend he'd never cared about Kyros at all.

"If  you  disappear,  they'll  start  looking  for  you,  too,"  Kyros said quietly, almost too quiet for Raslin to make out.

Raslin  frowned,  not  sure  that  was  actually  true.  If  he disappeared,  it  was  more  likely  people  would  assume  he  was close  to  Ailynn,  not  close  to  Kyros.  Especially  since  Kyros  had been gone for five years, with little to no contact with home.

"I'd go," Raslin said softly. He didn't want Kyros to leave him behind again, but he couldn't make Kyros let him go along. Not that  he  could  leave  with  Kyros,  Raslin  realized  belatedly.  Kyros was  travelling  by  horse,  not  by  carriage.  Raslin  didn't  have  his own horse to ride along, and if he tried to tag along with Kyros, he'd just slow Kyros down to the point that it would be easy for the men after him to catch up.

"I know you would," Kyros said, sighing tiredly. "It would put you  in  danger,  but  you  really  could  go  with  Ailynn.  You  should probably run it by her, though."
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It  was  poor  consolation  for  never  seeing  Kyros  and  Ailynn again.  He  hadn't  been  lying  when  he'd  told  Kyros  that  Ailynn was  like  a  mother  to  him.  He  wasn't  tied  down  in  Ourenville, either;  he  was  too  different  from  his  sister,  and  he  hated  her husband. Raslin didn't see their relationship getting any better, either.

They  reached  the  square,  where  the  bonfire  was  still burning  high.  It  threw  enough  light  to  display  the  decorations hanging  from  every  available  surface,  including  the  nearby houses,  the  trees  in  the  square,  and  a  few  improvised  stands scattered around. It also showed off the snow falling, thick and heavy, to the ground.

"Do  you  think  the  snow  will  delay  you?"  Raslin  asked, frowning at the sky.

"I don't know," Kyros said, sounding troubled. His face was hard to read in the dim light of the fire. "I don't know we have much choice but to leave."

Raslin wanted to protest that leaving in bad snow could be worse  than  waiting  until  the  weather  cleared.  It  wasn't  true, though;  waiting  could  be  much,  much  worse,  and  Raslin  didn't want  see  what  would  happen  if  the  council  caught  up  with Kyros.

"I'm sorry," Kyros said, suddenly turning towards him. Raslin blinked, startled.

"For what?" Raslin asked. Kyros was close, closer than Raslin had  realized  until  that  moment.  Raslin  was  suddenly  vividly reminded of the other night, when they'd been outside Ailynn's house.

"For dragging you into this," Kyros said, shaking his head. "I didn't  want—I  was  just  supposed  to  get  Ailynn  and  leave,  not drag you into this or spend so much time …"
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Raslin  asked,  annoyed.  Kyros  really  needed  a  good  shake; maybe  that  would  jar  some  sense  into  him.  Raslin  curled  his hands  into  fists  inside  his  jacket  pockets  to  keep  from  doing  it himself.

"No,  I'm  apologizing  because  I'm  sure  you'd  prefer  to  not have your entire life shaken up like this," Kyros said, scowling up at him through the hair that had fallen into his face.

"You're  sorry  you  inconvenienced  me?"  Raslin  demanded, belatedly realizing he was yelling. Kyros furrowed his brow, as if he was confused as to why Raslin was upset. Dropping his voice, Raslin  stepped  closer  and  jabbed  Kyros  in  the  chest.  "I'm  not upset about that. I'm upset because I'm losing two of the people I  care  most  about,  and  will  probably  never  hear  from  either of you  again.  Especially  you,  since  you're  set  on  going  off  to  die tragically."

"Raslin,"  Kyros  started,  still  looking  confused,  as  though  he couldn't figure out why Raslin cared. Raslin couldn't deal with it.

Shoving his hand back into his pocket, Raslin turned and stalked away, ignoring it when Kyros tried to grab his attention.

Raslin headed back to the house. He half expected Kyros to catch  up  with  him,  to  stop  him,  but  Kyros  did  neither.  Raslin glanced  back  once,  when  he  reached  a  turn  in  the  path,  but Kyros  was  still  standing  in  the  square,  lit  by  the  bonfire  and surrounded  by  falling  snow.  Raslin  turned  away  with  a  scowl and quashed the urge to go back. There was no point.
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The  snow  was  still  falling,  thick  heavy  flakes  that  buried everything  with  a  pristine  white  coating.  It  had  nearly  snowed them into Ailynn's house, had put out the Solstice bonfire, and worst of all, made the roads impassable. The bonfire had been restarted—more firewood had been fetched to keep it burning against the snowfall, and the festival was in full swing.

The  snow  that  was  blanketing  the  square  did  nothing  to muffle the noise of the music and laughter that filled the village.

69 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most The  festival  was  the  highlight  of  the  winter;  between  the dancing,  the  food,  and  the  alcohol,  it  was  hard  not  to  be cheerful.  The  snow  had  been  cleared  from  a  section  of  the square  to  make  an  area  for  dancing,  but  between  the  dancing and the snowfall, the area had turned into a slush pit. It wasn't stopping  anyone  from  joining  in,  and  normally  Raslin  would  be right there with everyone else.

Raslin  couldn't  manage  his  usual  cheer,  however.  He  kept his distance, nursing a flask of MacRaflin's moonshine—stronger than  the  ale  or  wine  offered—and  watched  the  rest  of  the village  celebrate.  He  was  also  watching  Kyros  and  his compatriots.  They  weren't  friends,  not  in  any  manner  that Raslin  would  label  their  relationship  as  such.  Jallen  and  Ambry were  friendly  enough—to  Kyros,  at  least,  as  Ambry  seemed  to have  something  against  Raslin—but  they  treated  Kyros  with  a deference that was a little unnerving.

They  didn't  seem  to  be  enjoying  themselves,  but  Raslin couldn't  blame  them.  They  should  have  been  gone  two  days previously, but the snow had completely ruined that plan. Raslin had  avoided  Kyros  as much  as  possible  since their  argument  in the square, but it was impossible to miss Kyros' tension.

Sighing,  Raslin  took  a  long  swig  from  his  flask.  The moonshine  burned  caustically  down  his  throat,  but  Raslin enjoyed  the  distraction  of  the  pain.  Clearing  his  throat  against the  burn,  Raslin  debated  finding  a  partner  and  distracting himself with a bit of dancing.

Maybe  after  some  more  drinking,  Raslin  decided,  and  took another swallow of the alcohol. The tips of his fingers tingled as the  alcohol  warmed  him  from  the  inside.  His  cheeks  were burning, and Raslin smiled a little, brushing the snow off his hair as  he  watched  the  dancers  throw  themselves  around  to  the fast-paced song the musicians were playing.

"Hey."

Raslin  jumped.  When  had  Kyros  approached?  He  hadn't been that lost in thought, had he? Glancing over to where Kyros had  been  sitting  near  the  bonfire,  Raslin  frowned  to  see  that Kyros, Jallen, and Ambry were no longer there either.
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"Not  really,"  Kyros  said,  accepting  the  flask  and  taking  a swallow. He coughed once, his eyes widening in surprise. Raslin grinned,  taking  the  flask  back  when  Kyros  handed  it  to  him.

Kyros leaned against the house behind them, for all intents and purposes watching the dancers like Raslin had.

Raslin  settled  back  as  well.  Kyros  had  come  to  him;  Raslin wasn't  going  to  pry  out  of  him  what  it  was  that  Kyros  wanted.

Raslin  drank  from  the  flask,  occasionally  sneaking  glances  at Kyros  out  of  the  corner  of  his  eye.  He  tried  to  pass  the  flask again,  but  Kyros  didn't  take  it  again,  apparently  satisfied  with the single drink he'd taken from it.

"Did  you  really  mean  what  you  said?"  Kyros  asked  quietly.

Raslin could barely hear him over the music. Ailynn was dancing with MacRaflin, Raslin noted, as he tried to process what Kyros was talking about.

"What did I say?" Raslin asked, frowning as he finished the rest of the moonshine in the flask.

"About losing the two people you cared most about," Kyros said  after  a  moment's  hesitation,  as  though  he  still  didn't understand it.

"Yeah," Raslin said, shrugging. "Why else would I have said it?"

"Good point," Kyros said, and Raslin glanced at him to see a whisper  of  a  smile  disappearing  from  his  face.  "Can  …  can  we talk?"

"We  are  talking,"  Raslin  said.  What  more  was  there  to  talk about?  As  soon  as  the  snow  stopped  long  enough,  Ailynn  and Kyros would be gone.
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"The ruins?" Raslin suggested. It had always been the place where  they'd  run  away  to  hide  when  they  were  younger.  He also  really  didn't  want  to  go  back  to  Ailynn's  house  and  be reminded yet again that he'd soon be all alone.

Kyros nodded, another smile flashing across his face before he  pushed  away  from  the  wall.  Raslin  followed,  gallantly ignoring  that  he  was  swaying  a  little.  He  was  only  tipsy,  he reasoned, then glanced back down at the flask in his hand.

"I  need  to  give  this  back  to  MacRaflin,"  Raslin  said,  waving the empty flask. "I'll catch up."

Kyros  nodded,  pushing  his  hair out of  his  face  again.  Raslin watched  as  Kyros  headed  out  of  the  square,  towards  the  path that  would  take  him  through  the  village  and  out  towards  the ruins.  Then  he  moved  towards  MacRaflin,  who  was  leading Ailynn out of the dance area, towards the tables set up near the bonfire with food.

"Thanks  for  the  loan,"  Raslin  said,  passing  the  flask  to MacRaflin  and  flashing  a  smile  at  Ailynn.  MacRaflin  raised  his eyebrows  in  surprise,  shaking  the  empty  flask.  Raslin  grinned and  waved  farewell,  stepping  away  to  head  after  Kyros.  The snow was starting to taper off, Raslin noted sadly as he left the square,  snagging  a  lantern  on  his  way.  It  was  easy  to  follow Kyros' tracks, and Raslin tried to walk quickly so he could catch up.

What  did  Kyros  want  to  talk  about?  Raslin's  heart  sped  up as  he  considered  the  possibilities.  Nothing  he  could  think  of made  sense,  especially  in  light  of  Kyros'  cryptic  question  on whether Raslin had meant what he'd said.

Raslin  didn't  catch  up  to  Kyros  before  he  left  the  village.

Kyros  must  have  been  walking  pretty  quickly,  Raslin  thought, pausing  as  he  rounded  the  last  turn  in  the  path  towards  the ruins.  They  were  ablaze  with  light,  more  so  than  could  be accounted  for  by  a  single  lantern.  Raslin  briefly  thought  that 72 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most Kyros  was  playing  with  his  magic  again,  but  then  he  saw  the horses and men surrounding the ruins.

The  men  were  uniformed,  and  Raslin's  heart  sank.  Wasn't the  snow  was  supposed  to  keep  them  away?  Why  were  they out here and not at the village? It didn't matter how they were there, Raslin thought, clumsily shuttering the lantern he held so that no light spilled from it. Raslin could see Kyros in the center of the ruins, speaking to one of the uniformed men.

It  was  impossible  to  tell  what  they  were  talking  about,  but Raslin  doubted  it  was  anything  good.  They  were  far  enough away that Raslin couldn't see the expressions on their faces, but the  tension  in  both  men's  stances  was  apparent.  Raslin hesitated, unsure what to do. His first instinct was to go rushing in…  but  he'd  probably  be  easily  caught,  especially  with  the moonshine  he'd  drunk.  Raslin  curled  his  hands  into  fists, ignoring the pain when the lantern handle bit painfully into his right hand.

Kyros glanced back then, towards the village, and Raslin had no  idea  if  he  was  visible  or  not  from  his  position.  No,  he decided,  his  heart  beating  faster  as  the  uniformed  man suddenly looked in his direction. There was no shouted order or rush to chase him. Raslin had no idea what to do, paralyzed by indecision.  Ailynn  needed  to  know,  needed  to  leave,  and  he needed  to  give  the  puzzle  box  to  Jallen  and  Ambry  …  but  he couldn't just leave Kyros.

Suddenly,  light  flared,  surrounding  the  ruins  with  a  wall  of blue  flame  that  stretched  far  above  Raslin's  head,  as  though reaching  for  the  clouds  above.  Raslin  stumbled  back,  startled and  scared.  Gripping  the  lantern  more  tightly,  Raslin  turned away,  trying  his  best  to  ignore  how  his  stomach  flipped.  Kyros was  smart  and  he  was  resourceful.  He'd  get  away.  There  was nothing he could do for Kyros, not if there was magic involved.

The only thing Raslin could do for him was to get his mother to safety, like he'd promised.

Extinguishing  the  lantern,  Raslin  tucked  it  behind  a  nearby tree and took off running back towards the village, going as fast as he could in the slippery snow. It took him far too long to get 73 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most back  to  the  village,  and  even  longer  to  get  back  to  the  square.

The  festival  was  still  in  full  swing,  with  no  sign  of  the confrontation  at  the  ruins,  not  even  a  glow  of  light  from  the blue flames.

Raslin  didn't  know  what  that  meant,  and  he  was  afraid  of the  answer.  Searching  the  crowd  quickly,  Raslin  stifled  his frustration  when  he  couldn't  find  Ailynn,  Jallen,  or  Ambry anywhere.  A  quick  query  of  Theri  turned  up  that  Ailynn  hadn't been feeling well and had headed back home for the evening.

Thanking  Theri  and  ignoring  her  question  on  whether  he was all right, Raslin took off again, heading through the town to Ailynn's  house.  He  slowed  as  he  neared  it,  trying  to  catch  his breath. The carriage was out front, already hooked up to Jallen and Ambry's horses, and Raslin stumbled to a stop, confused.

"There  you  are,"  Ailynn  said,  stumbling  out  of  the  house.

Ambry took her bag and scrambled up on top of the carriage to secure it. "Ras—"

"Are you all right?" Raslin asked, feeling unsteady as Ailynn embraced him, holding him tightly.

"They  said  we  have  to  go  now,"  Ailynn  said,  her  face creased with worry. "That the men chasing Kyros are here, but they won't tell me if he's okay—"

"He is," Raslin said, refusing to believe anything else. "It'll be all right, Ailynn. Don't worry about Kyros."

"Did  you  see  him?"  Jallen  asked,  swinging  himself  up  into the driver's bench of the carriage.

"Yes,"  Raslin  said,  and  quickly  related  what  he'd  seen, downplaying  the  import  of  the  confrontation  for  Ailynn's  sake.

"If you knew they were here, why didn't you warn him?"

"I couldn't find him," Jallen said, frowning briefly. "Did they see you?"

"I  don't  think  so."  Raslin  shook  his  head,  wondering  if,  by suggesting  the  ruins,  he'd  inadvertently  led  Kyros  right  into  a trap. If they'd gone back to Ailynn's house, Kyros might have at least been warned.

"They'll  have  seen  his  tracks,"  Ambry  said.  "Why  are  we wasting time? We need to go!"
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"Get  it,"  Ambry  ordered,  glancing  around  as  though  he expected to be surrounded at any moment.

Raslin nodded and dashed into the house. He left the front door  open  behind  him,  climbing  the  ladder  to  the  loft  with reckless  abandon,  somewhat  surprised  when  he  didn't  crash back  down  to  the  floor  in  his  haste.  Retrieving  the  puzzle  box, Raslin stumbled back down the ladder and back outside. Ailynn was already settled into the carriage and Jallen and Ambry were ready to leave.

"There's  a  trick  to  it—"  Raslin  began,  holding  the  box  up towards Ambry.

"Get in," Ambry cut him off. "You can show us later."

"But—"

"In,"  Ambry  said,  scowling.  "We  don't  have  time  to  argue, and  they'll  know  you  warned  Ailynn.  We're  leaving  with  too much haste for that stupid cover story to be believed. Get in."

"Right."  Raslin  did  as  he  was  directed.  He  had  none  of  his things,  but  there  was  no  time  to  worry  about  that.  Raslin  shut the door and settled into the seat next to Ailynn. As the carriage jerked  into  motion,  Raslin  curled  an  arm  around  Ailynn's shoulders,  holding  her  close,  and  tried  not  to  think  about whether they'd be caught, what would happen to Kyros now, if he'd  done  the  right  thing,  and  what  Kyros  had  wanted  to  tell him at the ruins.

 

*~*~*

 

Mykon  was  much  larger  than  Ourenville;  it  was  large enough  to  classify  as  a  small  city,  in  Raslin's  opinion.  He  and Ailynn had been settled in Mykon for six months. It was a port town, and it had been easy for Raslin to find work at the docks, slinging  merchandise  from  ships  to  warehouses  along  the seafront. But it still didn't feel like home Ailynn  missed  Ourenville,  but  it  hadn't  taken  her  long  to become friendly with the neighbors, especially the women who 75 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most lived  in  the  house  adjacent  to  theirs.  They  had  a  nice  little cottage,  Raslin  thought,  studying  the  front  as  he made  his  way up  the  walkway.  It  was  in  good  repair,  bigger  but  more  closed off,  with  actual  rooms  instead  of  the  large,  open  area  the cottage in Ourenville had boasted.

It was also impersonal and there was none of the history of the  homes  he'd  lived  in  back  in  Ourenville.  He  didn't  want  to return to Ourenville, though; he didn't want to be reminded of Kyros  and  everything  that  home  was  supposed  to  mean,  but wouldn't in Ourenville.

He  also  wasn't  about  to  leave  Ailynn  alone,  not  after  the news they'd gotten soon after they'd arrived.

Kyros  had  been  captured  that  night  in  Ourenville  and dragged  back  to  Alesdor.  Raslin  didn't  know  the  specifics  of what  had  happened  after  that,  but  at  some  point  after  Kyros had  been  dragged  back  to  Alesdor,  there  had  been  a  trial—a farce  of  a  trial,  Raslin  didn't  doubt—and  Kyros  had  been sentenced  to  be  hanged  from  the  neck  until  dead.  Mykon  was large  enough  to  keep  somewhat  up  to  date  on  news  from  the capital;  Kyros'  wanted  poster  had  been  taken  down,  and  the constable hadn't had any more details than that.

It still hurt, two months later, thinking that Kyros had been dead  for  months.  Raslin  couldn't  keep  himself  from  wondering whether, if he'd done something differently that night, it would have ended differently. He constantly wondered what Kyros had wanted  to  tell  him.  He'd  come  up  with  dozens  of  ideas,  but none of them made sense.

Raslin  debated  for  a  moment  whether  to  go  into  the cottage. Ailynn wouldn't be home for a few hours, since it was market  day  and  she  usually  spent  the  entire  day  bartering.

Raslin would usually still be working for most of the day, but the ship he'd been helping unload had lost half its cargo in a squall, so he'd finished earlier than normal.

Turning  away  from  the  cottage,  Raslin  headed  down  the street,  the  cobblestones  clicking  under  his  boots  as he  walked.

He  headed  away  from  town,  towards  the  ocean.  Maybe  he'd take up sailing, Raslin pondered as he walked. Once Ailynn was 76 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most settled and truly happy, he could find work on a ship. The ocean was  one  of  the  only  things  he  enjoyed  about  the  move  to Mykon, and making his living on it, while traveling, didn't sound so bad to him.

The  stretch of  beach  he  was  headed to  was  deserted  most of  the  time.  The  beach  was  more  rock  than  sand,  covered  in driftwood, dried seaweed, and broken seashells. Raslin climbed over the rocks, settling on a large, smooth stone that was close to the water.

The ocean was calm, the afternoon sun glinting off the blue-green waters. The breeze blowing off the waves teased through his hair. Seagulls circled overhead, their squawking cries almost drowned  out  by  the  waves  crashing  against  the  rocks.  It  was peaceful, quiet, a far cry from the noise and rush of the docks.

Raslin  wasn't  sure  how  long  he'd  sat  there  when  he  heard the  crunch  of  someone's  boots  on  the  rocks  and  shells  behind him.  Raslin  frowned;  Ailynn  didn't  know  he  came  out  to  this stretch of beach, and he doubted she'd follow him if she did.

"I  don't  have  any  valuables,"  Raslin  said  loudly.  He  hadn't encountered  anyone  here before, and  he  was  disappointed  his solitude was being interrupted. The person behind him snorted, and  Raslin  turned,  ready  to  run  off  whoever  was  disturbing him—only to find himself speechless.

"I  don't  want  your  valuables,"  Kyros  said,  a  hesitant  smile turning the corners of his lips up.

He  looked  good  for  being  dead,  Raslin  thought  inanely.  He looked rested and healthy; his hair was lighter and brighter than it had been in Ourenville, his clothing fit well and didn't look like the  dregs  from  the  rag  pile,  and,  most  importantly,  he  wasn't dead.  Raslin  gaped,  unable  to  comprehend.  His  heart  was beating too fast, and Kyros' smile slipped away.

"Can  I  sit?"  Kyros  asked,  looking  unsure  of  himself,  and Raslin  nodded,  shifting over  so  there was  room  for Kyros  to  sit next to him on the rock.

"What—"  Raslin  started,  then  stopped,  not  sure  what  he was trying to say. "How did—we were told you were hanged."
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"I had hoped that news hadn't gotten this far."

"Two  months  ago,"  Raslin  said.  "Have  you  spoken  with Ailynn yet?"

"No  one  was  home.  I  only  arrived  a  few  hours  ago.  I followed  you  from  the  house."  That  certainly  explained  how he'd found Raslin, at least.

"She'll  be  home  from  market  shortly."  Raslin  glanced  at Kyros, frowning. "What happened?"

"After I let them catch me in Ourenville—"

"You  let  them  catch  you?"  Raslin  interrupted,  suddenly angry.

"I did," Kyros said, shrugging. "It gave you and my mother a head  start,  especially  after  I  spooked  half  their  horses  into  the woods."

Raslin shook his head, but gestured for Kyros to continue.

"They  took  me  back  to  Alesdor  and  gave  me  a  rush  trial."

Kyros  smiled;  it  was  a  bitter,  unpleasant  expression.  "I  was found guilty and sentenced to death. That didn't happen."

"Obviously,"  Raslin  said  when  Kyros  paused.  He  wanted  to reach  out  and  touch  Kyros,  to  reassure  himself  this  wasn't  a daydream and Kyros was actually there, was actually still alive.

"They  stepped  up,"  Kyros  said  softly.  "I  was  set  to  be hanged  a  week  after  the  trial,  but  the  men  I'd  been  working with managed what I couldn't. They got the signatures and went to  the  Crown.  The  council  was  disbanded,  and  my  case  was reinvestigated.  I  was  cleared—someone  in  the  council's  pocket flipped and told them I'd been framed."

Raslin stared at Kyros, wondering if he was making that up.

Why would Kyros lie, though? "That's it?"

"That's  it."  Kyros  hesitated  briefly,  then  continued,  "I  had hoped  to come  back  sooner,  but with one  thing  and  another, I couldn't leave right away."

"You  weren't  getting  any  less  dead  from  here,"  Raslin  said dryly, making  Kyros  snort. He  still couldn't  quite  believe  it,  and Raslin  reached  out,  poking  Kyros'  shoulder.  Kyros  gave  him  a curious look, raising an eyebrow.
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"So  …  are  you  staying  here?"  Raslin  asked,  frowning  in confusion.

"I'm  not  going  back,"  Kyros  confirmed,  running  a  hand through  his  hair  again.  He  shifted  in  his  seat.  "As  to  whether  I stay … well, I don't have to, if you don't want me here."

Raslin  smacked  the  back  of  Kyros'  head.  Kyros  jerked, startled, and fell off the rock. "Don't be an idiot. I spent the last few months thinking you were dead, and now you think I want you to leave again?"

Kyros  smiled  wryly,  rubbing  his  head.  "You  haven't  heard the rest of it, yet."

"Are  you  in  more  trouble?"  Raslin  asked  suspiciously, scowling at Kyros.

"Not  yet,"  Kyros  said,  pushing  himself  to  his  feet.  He  was still smiling, though it was much more hesitant.

"What  do  you  mean?"  Raslin  asked,  feeling  like  he  was missing  something  as  Kyros  stepped  in  front  of  him.  Raslin looked  up,  his  heart  kicking  up  a  notch  as  Kyros  leaned  down, and Raslin understood a second before Kyros' lips touched his. It was  a  soft,  quick  kiss,  barely  a  brush  of  Kyros'  soft  lips  against Raslin's  rougher,  chapped  lips,  but  Raslin  swore  he  could  still feel it even as Kyros straightened up.

"Am  I  in  more  trouble  now?"  Kyros  asked,  obviously  trying to be flippant, but too nervous to pull it off. He looked so good, standing  there  in  front  of  Raslin  with  the  sea  behind  him.  His hair  was  being  pushed  and  pulled  in  a  handful  of  different directions by the wind, and he looked so vibrant that Raslin was momentarily speechless.

79 | Sasha L. Miller – What Matters most Raslin glared at him for a second, then grabbed the front of Kyros' shirt when he tried to step back, away. "You will be if you try to walk away from me again."

Kyros  stared  at  him  uncomprehendingly,  and  Raslin  rolled his eyes, awkwardly managing to stand up without relinquishing his grip on Kyros' shirt. He used that grip to pull Kyros close, and Kyros didn't hesitate as Raslin kissed him, returning the kiss full measure. Kyros' arms wrapped around Raslin's neck, and Raslin nearly  lost  his  balance  as  Kyros  pressed  close,  pushing  the  kiss deeper.  Raslin  groaned,  kissing  Kyros  desperately  like  he'd wanted to do for years and years, like he'd never thought he'd be able to.

"That was the other reason," Kyros murmured, when Raslin finally, reluctantly, pulled away to breath.

"Other  reason,"  Raslin  repeated,  not  able  to  think  past kissing Kyros.

"The  other  reason  I  don't  want  to  go  back,"  Kyros  said,  his grip tightening around Raslin's neck.

"Oh," Raslin said, wondering if he was dreaming because it still  didn't  make  sense  that  Kyros  was  here,  alive,  and  in  his arms, asking for everything that Raslin had ever wanted to give him.  "Then  you're  not  in  trouble."  Raslin  paused,  considering, then added, "But you have to tell your mother."

Kyros  laughed,  and  Raslin  dragged  him  close  for  another kiss,  wanting  to  taste  the  flavor  of  Kyros'  kiss  more  than  he wanted to breathe.

 

 

 


Fin
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