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I open the door of our house, sunlight washing over me. It does little to erase the sense of dread in the pit of my stomach. “I’m off to visit Grandmother.” 
Father grunts, not bothering to move from the deteriorated sofa. It has a permanent imprint of him, one that will not leave, no matter how many times I fluff the damn thing.
I grit my teeth, rolling my eyes as I slam the door, the faded wood shaking. I sling my basket onto my arm, making sure the food is secure. A quick tap on my thigh confirms that my silver dagger is in its leg sheath.
Grandmother lives in the forest, right on the edge. It’s not uncommon to spot monsters, and while I can’t take down an entire werewolf pack, at least I can take care of myself against other creatures. Although it's perilous, as long as I adhere to the guidelines, I'll be secure enough.
Rule number one: don’t talk to strangers. Not everyone is human, and the ones that aren’t will destroy you.
Rule number two: keep your head down, do your work. As long as I keep the vegetables growing, we’re good.
Lastly, and the most important rule of all, don’t go into the Darkgrove Forest.
Grandmother’s house is fine, since it’s just barely in it. Farther than that? Well, you might as well buy a tombstone for your empty grave now.
As I venture toward the cottage, the sunlight gradually dims, the canopy of leaves above the trail cooling the air even more. The crunch of leaves under my boots accompanies the distant rustle of wildlife. This place has always held an air of mystery, but it’s where Grandmother chose to live, away from the troubles of the village. Away from my father, her former son-in-law. Away from me.
I trudge along the narrow dirt path until a splash of red hair comes into view ahead. Instead of talking to the man owning said hair, I move onto the grass to walk, inspecting him as I pass. I could have passed him on the trail, but I’d rather not be within touching distance. He definitely doesn’t look like he’s from around here, with his bright red hair and beard. Not many people choose to come this close to the forest, with all its secrets. Maybe he just doesn’t know enough yet. Although he piques curiosity and caution, I don’t say a word to the stranger.
His bright blue eyes meet mine, and I wonder why they look so surprised. We’ve never met before. Maybe that’s just his face. I shrug and keep walking.
It isn’t long before there’s a tap on my shoulder.
“Are you okay, miss?” asks the man, his deep voice ringing out with a foreign accent.
I turn, wary of the stranger invading my personal space, no matter how handsome they are. “I’m fine,” I say, my hand hovering over the hilt of my dagger.
The man raises his hands in surrender and the gesture puts me slightly at ease. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. It’s simply not safe for a young woman to be out here on her own.”
I bristle at his insinuation that I can’t handle myself. I grip my dagger and narrow my eyes. “I can take care of myself just fine.”
He holds up his hands again. “I’m not doubting your capabilities, miss. Just offering to walk with you to ensure your safety.”
“No, thank you.” I raise my chin and glare at him, despite the flutter in my stomach as his piercing blue eyes stare into my soul.
Humor twinkles in his eyes as he lowers his hands. “All right. If you need help, yell out my name, Cian. I’ll be there.”
I let out a sarcastic huff. “Right. Bye.”
I shake my head in disbelief and speed up my pace, glad I am almost to Grandmother’s cottage. The path darkens as it disappears into the trees, leaves obscuring it from view. I shiver as I move out of the sun and pull my worn cloak around me. It is more patches and holes than garment, but it works well enough.
The cottage isn’t too far now, and smoke twirls out of the chimney.
Quicker now, I move until I stand on the wooden steps. I raise my hand to knock on the door, but it swings open before I can move.
“Ruby, my dear girl,” says Grandmother with a wheeze. “Come inside.”
I throw my arms around her, leaning down to bury my face in her neck and take the small comfort. She pats me on the back before I let go, heading inside.
The cottage is a sauna, and I glance at Grandmother in concern. “How are you today?”
“Oh, you know these old bones,” she says with a laugh. “Always creaking about something.”
Her brown forehead has a sheen of sweat on it, and my concern grows. I throw my coat onto a chair and brush the tangle of dark curls out of my face. Dried herbs scatter across her counter and table, and I walk over to inspect them. Elderberry, garlic, echinacea. Definitely sick.
The clanging of pots snaps me out of my thoughts, and I rush to my grandmother’s side, worry gnawing at me. I gently place my hand on her wrist, stopping her from turning on a teapot. “Grandmother, you shouldn’t be working so hard. You need to rest and take care of yourself.” I push her sleeve up, inspecting the bandage wrapped around her forearm. “What’s this? Are you okay?”
She smiles weakly at me, her eyes filled with love and appreciation. “Just a scratch. Don’t fret, my dear. I’ll be fine. It’s just a little cold that caught up with me. But enough about me. Tell me about your day.”
She walks to her bed. I hesitate for a moment, torn between sharing my concerns and not wanting to burden her. But she knows me too well, and her patient gaze urges me to speak.
“There was a strange man on the way here,” I say. “He had red hair and introduced himself as Cian. He offered to walk with me, but I declined. There was something about him that felt different, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”
Grandmother frowns thoughtfully. “Red hair, you say? That’s unusual around these parts. And Cian, you say? I don’t recall hearing of anyone by that name in the village.”
I nod, and she pats my hand reassuringly. “Be cautious, Ruby. Trust your instincts, and if you’re uncomfortable around him, keep your distance.”
“I will,” I promise, comforted knowing she understands my concerns. What I don’t tell her is that the man didn’t scare me one bit. The opposite, really. He intrigued me.
While Grandmother doesn’t live inside the village, she still keeps a steady eye on it. She knows everyone there, even though she moved out a long time ago. She’s not a true witch, in the sense of having magic. But she knows more about herbs and remedies than anyone I’ve ever met. Apparently, that alone is enough to scare people. When too much suspicion surrounded her, especially when my mother left, she moved out here. Scared people hurt others. She’s safer here, even though I wish she lived closer to me. Or even with me.
After ensuring Grandmother is as comfortable as possible, I brew a pot of herbal tea with the dried herbs from her stash. It should provide some relief for her cold, if that’s what it truly is.
I do my usual chores around her house, sweeping the floor, dusting the tall shelves. All the things she used to do but no longer can. The first few times I visited, she asked me for help. After a while, cleaning her house became habit.
As the evening progresses, we sit by the fire, and she shares stories of her own adventures in the forest when she was younger. Tales of magical creatures and brave encounters, each one exciting and adventurous. A far cry from the quiet and boring life I live.
The night deepens, and the forest around us becomes alive with the sounds of nocturnal creatures. The hooting of owls and the distant howling of wolves fill the air. Their signals are a call that more sinister creatures will be out soon.
Eventually, I kiss Grandmother on the cheek, telling her goodnight, assuring her I’ll return the next day to check on her again. She smiles at me faintly, her eyes fluttering closed. “Oh, dear, I almost forgot. I have something for you.”
I stop walking toward the door and look back at her. She points to a pile of red fabric on her nightstand. I pick it up, letting it shake out. I gasp, then immediately take off my old coat. The ragged garment falls to the ground as I sling my new one around me. “Grandmother,” I say in awe. “This is beautiful.”
The coat is red wool on the outside, but lined with soft cotton on the inside. The fabric is a deeper shade of red. It even has a hood, which is perfect.
“It’s getting colder, and you needed a new one.”
I plant another kiss on her cheek. “You’re an angel.”
“Happy birthday, dear.” She chuckles and shoos me out the door.
I had forgotten it was my birthday today. Twenty now. I leave the cottage, stepping back into the darkness of the forest, a mix of feelings warring inside me. Excited for my new coat. Sad it is my birthday. It’s a glaring reminder of the life I’ve been forced to live.
When I was small, I dreamed of becoming an herbalist like Grandmother. Of people coming from miles away to try my concoctions because they work.
But if I don’t tend to the small plot of farm we have, Father would lose the house. We'd have no food to eat. Nothing.
Not that he cares.
I brush the thought from my mind, and it wanders to the image of the man from the path, Cian. I can’t help but wonder about his true intentions and why he seemed so interested in me. As I walk out of the forest, the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. Is someone watching me? Maybe it’s just the cold. I pull my hood up, loving the way my ears are covered.
A flash of white appears at the corner of my eye to the side of the path, and fear pierces my heart.






  
  Chapter 2
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I whip around to stare fully at the figure. It is an old woman, her white scraggly hair streaming past her shoulders. Her eyes are red-rimmed and her cheeks tear-stained. 
She opens her mouth and lets out a horrible keening sound. I reel back, shock coursing through me.
The wail fills everything, becoming even the air I breathe. The woman makes no movement toward me though. Warily, I step farther away from her, keeping to the path. My hand clenches the hilt of my dagger. Just in case.
Step by step, I move away from the woman. Her cry still sounds like I am right next to her, no matter how far from her I stand. With a shrug, I decide she’s not a threat and turn around, stomping toward my house.
Not home. Never a home.
Suddenly, a low rumble reverberates through the forest, causing me to freeze in my tracks. My heart skips a beat as I strain to listen. The sound comes again, deeper and more guttural this time.
I continue walking, with my dagger out now. More sounds come from the forest and I can’t shake the feeling of being observed.
A quick glance around me shows nothing. Then I catch sight of a massive figure next to the trees. Its silhouette towers above me, taller than any man I know, at least eight feet tall. My blood runs cold. It steps closer, the scant starlight lighting its way. An ogre. There’s no mistaking that giant hulking shape, with tusks growing out of its mouth.
I hold my breath and press myself against a tree, trying to remain unseen. My mind races, wondering how to escape this monstrous creature’s notice. The ogre sniffs the air, its eyes glowing faintly in the darkness. Think, Ruby, think.
Smell. Ogres hunt by smell and sight. Once they see you, they won’t stop chasing you. I swear under my breath. The ogre lets out a deep growl, and my heart pounds louder in my ears. It begins to move, crashing through the underbrush, its heavy footsteps shaking the ground.
With my blade between my teeth, I latch onto the lowest branch and pull myself up. I involuntarily let out a screech as I strain my muscles, scampering higher up the tree.
Ogres are never alone. Frantically, I scan the forest, searching for its companions. I spot two more hulking figures in the distance. I swear again. There’s no way I can take on three ogres. One, yes. Two, probably. Three?
No.
The first ogre is closer now, and I wait, my dagger in my hands, until he’s right under my tree. With a yell, I jump down, landing on its head. It swings around, trying to grab me, crashing into the trees as it does.
A quick jab into its neck and the monster tumbles to the ground.
The other ogres are running now as their comrade falls. I try to climb up the tree again, but the branches are broken now.
The others are closer now, one swinging an axe, the other a club.
I run to another tree, grabbing onto its lower branches. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a flash of red darting toward the ogres. It runs straight into the ogre with the axe, knocking the monster down.
My mouth drops when the man from earlier aims a kick at the second ogre, causing him to fly backward. I’m stunned for a moment, watching him take on the ogres with a prowess I couldn’t have expected. I’ve never seen anyone kick an ogre with that much strength. He moves with swift agility, dodging their attacks and delivering powerful blows of his own. The ogres are caught off guard, clearly not expecting such a challenge.
I can’t stand idly by and my instincts kick in. Gripping my dagger tightly, I jump down my tree and join the fray. His eyes meet mine for a moment, and there’s a glint of amusement in them. “I knew you were trouble the second I saw you,” he says as the ogres come back, weapons swinging.
“Who are you?” I say snarkily, ducking down as an axe swings at my hand.
“Ladies first,” he says as he punches the ogre in the knee. It falls to the ground, grunting.
“I’m Ruby,” I say, quickly sidestepping to avoid another incoming strike.
He moves seamlessly to my side, his movements fluid and precise. Together, we unleash a synchronized assault on the last remaining ogre. Our legs connect with the beast’s torso at the same time, and the force is enough to buckle its knees. The ogre stumbles and crashes to the ground, joining its fallen comrades. Before they start moving again, I search them for any coins, grinning when I find a handful of copper and two silver ones.
Finally, the only sounds in the forest is our labored breathing. I wipe the sweat off my brow as I stare into Cian’s eyes. Not that I’d let him know I remembered his name. “Who are you?” I ask again.
He snorts and brushes his hair out of his face. “As if you could forget a name belonging to a face as handsome as this one.”
I glance around. “Huh. I don’t see any handsome faces around here.”
Cian throws his head back and laughs, a deep sound that sends a strange tingling to my stomach. The muscles in his neck tighten when he moves and I swallow. When did necks become attractive?
“Cian,” he says warmly, moving closer to me. “My name is Cian.”
My body tells me to step closer to him. To see if what his lips taste like. I turn my back to him and start walking down the path. He runs up next to me. “Aren’t you going to thank me?”
“For what?” I ask.
“For taking down those ogres. You know, the ones about to kidnap you and harvest your organs for snacks.”
“Oh, those slow things? I had it.”
He grunts. “Glad I could speed things along, then.”
There’s something strangely intriguing about this man, and if I take the time to pause and get to know him… Well, I’d rather not. It’s better for everyone to keep him at a distance. “You’re right, you did speed it up. Thanks for that. I do need to get back to the village. Early day farming.”
“Oh? Is there anyone waiting for you?”
A grimace crosses my face before I can stop it as I think of my father, probably still sitting on the sofa. “Not in this lifetime.”
He rubs his hands on his pants, dusting the dirt off. “Mind if I come visit you tomorrow?”
I raise an eyebrow and stare at him like he just grew another head. “I have chores in the morning. And then chores all day. Maybe another time. See you around.”
By now, we are at the edge of the village. I wave bye to him and walk to the house.
Our house is the fifth one on the fifth street. Two small villages flank the farms, and each village has five long streets, houses lined on each one. Only farmers and their families live here. All the food we grow is distributed to the rest of the realm, with the king paying us all for our shares.
I shut the door and press my face against the glass. Cian stands there with his arms crossed, surveying the village. What a strange individual. Though I tried to put him off as much as possible, I cannot help but hope I get the chance to see him again.
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“Why are you home so late?” My father’s voice comes from the sofa. 
My shoulders tense and I let the curtain fall back against the window. I turn to face him, his tan face sallow. The stench of alcohol wafts from him. Great. I raise my chin and put my hands on my hips. “What are you doing still on the couch? Did you sell our crops today at all?”
He glares at me with dark brown eyes. Without warning, he throws a bottle at the wall next to me. I flinch as shattered glass cuts through my pants and arm. “No daughter of mine will tell me what to do,” he says with a sneer.
I stare down at his shaved head. “This daughter is keeping food on the table and money in the coffers. So she damn well will tell you what to do.”
I stomp into the kitchen and grab the broom. I throw it at him. “You clean it up.”
Without waiting for a response, I head to my room, the only solace I have in this place. I shut the door and lock it, flopping down onto my mattress. It’s a simple one on the floor, but it’s all I need. The more I save up, the faster I can leave.
I doubt Father will clean up the mess. He never does. I hold my arm up, inspecting the cut. How dumb. I get into a fight with ogres and make it out relatively unscathed, only to be sliced by a piece of glass at home.
I sigh as I clean up my cut. I keep a basket in my room with bandages and ointments for these occasions. When that’s finished, I pull up a board in the corner of my room. I drop in all the silver coins and most of the copper ones from the ogres, leaving a few to put in the chest shared with my father.
The coins clink together as they settle into the hidden compartment beneath the floorboards. I run my fingers over the smooth metal, counting them in my mind. It’s not much, but it grows every day, enough to take me one step closer to escaping this suffocating life. At that point, I have no doubt Father will lose the house. But I can keep him under a roof until then. My birthday is one more alarm showing me that I need to move on.
I will not live my life trapped. Not anymore.
I lie back on my mattress, staring up at the ceiling. The events of the night replay in my mind, the encounter with the ogres and the unexpected assistance from Cian. A faint smile tugs at the corner of my lips as I recall the thrill of the battle and the sense of camaraderie we shared.
I am no stranger to fighting, taught by the village boys as they grew up and turned into soldiers. Sure, a few taught me so we could take a tumble in the hay. Not that I minded. I wanted that, too. That ended when they talked of getting married and have babies.
No, thank you. I am never tying myself to someone forever. Being alone is more preferable to constantly worrying that someone will leave you. I snuff out the candle and starlight from a small window brings a subtle glow to my room. I stare at the sky for a moment wondering if Mother sees them, too. With a little shake of my body, I banish the thought away and settle into bed.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I wake up groggily. My entire body is sore from the fight with the ogres, and I have no idea how I’m going to finish all my chores for the day.
I fall out of bed and throw on my work boots and tunic. Some female farmers choose to wear dresses, but there’s no point in dirtying my nice clothes. I’ll stick to these.
Father isn’t on the sofa, which isn’t too unusual. He could be in bed, or in the tavern between the two villages. Usually, only farmers and the soldiers defending the farmland grace the establishment. Every time I’ve gone, it’s been a good time, but it can get pretty crazy.
Glass still covers the floor, of course. I pick up the broom and sweep them into a bin as my shoulders droop. I leave the bin on the sofa as a passive-aggressive way to show my father his mess.
My hand covers my yawn as I step outside, the sun barely peeking above the horizon. A crowd of farmers stands in a group arguing, but I ignore them, heading to our plot of land. That is, until I see a familiar flash of red hair. I groan.
“Ah, there she is,” says Cian. “See? I’m here to help her.”
He leaves the flabbergasted men, jogging up to me. “Hey, Ruby.”
“What are you doing here?”
He sighs and puts a hand to his heart. “I knew you missed me.”
I snort, causing a laugh to rumble out of him. He gestures to the farm. “You said yesterday you had a lot of chores and I wanted to help. After you saved me from those ogres, after all.”
“Oh, so you admit I did most of the work?”
“Naturally.”
A small grin flits across my face before I can stop it. “All right. You can help me out. I need it anyway. I’m tired after working so hard to take down three ogres by myself.”
“All by yourself?”
“Well, you helped a little bit. A very tiny bit. You could have been somewhere else for all the work you did.”
Cian laughs heartily, pressing a hand to his stomach. His very flat stomach. I shake my head at my absurd thoughts and walk faster toward the farm.
I point to the rows and rows. “We’re growing multiple vegetables. This first row is stormtubers, the next one is carrots, and the rest are regular potatoes.”
Cian stares at me in awe. “You grow stormtubers?”
I understand his surprise. Stormtubers are extremely valuable and extremely hard to grow. The finicky plants die at the slightest over-watering. This plot is my second attempt and the farthest I’ve ever gotten them to grow.
“Vegetables have been dying from disease lately. Stormtubers, while divas with their care, can withstand disease.” The realm needs vegetables to live, but I need money to keep a roof over my head. It isn’t hard to switch. I gesture to the row of plants. “I’ll take care of those. The rest just need to be watered, then we weed.”
No matter how much I weeded the day before, new ones always sprout out instantly. It is an unfortunate effect of the stormtuber magic. It’s like they have a mind of their own and want to be finicky.
I hand Cian the copper watering pail, and he gets to work. We used to have irrigation, but when we started growing stormtubers, we had to fill it with dirt. The magic leaked into the water and wreaked havoc on all the other vegetables. No one wants to buy a blue carrot that looks like it has arms.
I kneel next to the stormtubers and carefully pick the surrounding weeds. Then, with a special water spritzer, I spray a few feet away, making sure not to hit them directly with the water. Otherwise their leaves will wilt.
The work is long and incredibly boring, and it isn’t long before Cian starts talking. “Are you taking care of all these by yourself?”
I pull out a stinging nettle and nod. “Yes. Sometimes when my father is up to it, he joins me.”
“He’s sick? I’m sorry.”
“In the head,” I say under my breath, so low I doubt he hears until a frown crosses his face.
He makes a noncommittal noise as he waters the plants. I’m impressed by how much he’s done so far, and how accurate. He really took my instructions to heart. With his help, I might be done by midmorning.
Cian finishes watering and kneels next to me. I watch him out of the corner of my eye as sweat breaks out on his forehead. The sun is high today, and not a cloud in sight. Even with the cooler weather, working directly in the sun’s rays warms a person up. I take a deep breath, raising my eyebrows when I catch a whiff of chamomile. It must be him; I certainly don’t smell like that.
While we work, I take the time to study Cian. He’s bent over the vegetables, his hair glinting in the sun. He definitely is strong. The muscles in his arms ripple as he rips out weeds. He definitely isn’t from around here. He’s too well fed, too strong. Farm work is hard, but it doesn’t make men strong enough to kick an ogre.
It isn’t long before we have a pile of weeds ready to bring to my grandmother. She uses some of them in her herbal remedies or composts them. We bundle them up to take to her while Cian continues to ask me questions.
“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
I grunt in reply, not actually sure of the answer. Mother could have a new family now, for all I know.
“What’s your favorite color?”
“Red?” I hadn’t actually ever sat down to figure out what my favorite color was. I do prefer wearing red, but that’s because it looks good on me.
“What do you do in your free time?”
I sit back on my knees and brush the dirt off my hands, raising an eyebrow at him. “Why are you asking all these questions?”
“I want to get to know you better.”
After throwing him a weird look, I stand up and brush the dirt off my pants. “Well, I’m done. Thanks for the help.”
I take a step toward the house when the shrill alarm of the soldier’s whistle rings through the air.
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Cian ignores the warning whistle and continues to stare at me. “We’re done now? Want to go have some fun?” 
I gesture to the soldiers. “Did you hear that sound? Monsters are on the way.”
He shrugs. “Not much scares me.”
I put my hand to my forehead. “Wow. Okay.”
I turn on my heel and head to the house. The soldiers can take care of the threat. They’ve never let any monsters get to the field. In the meantime, I am washing off this dirt. Then I can head over to Grandmother’s house once the soldiers are done. Hopefully, she was feeling better today.
Cian follows me until I turn and put a hand on his chest, stopping him from running into me. My cheeks warm, and I’m suddenly flustered by his nearness. Right as I open my mouth to tell him to stop following me, his eyes widen and he pushes me behind his back.
Confused, I peek out from behind him. The same old woman from the other night comes into view, her eyes even redder than before. I gasp. She’s closer to the village this time. “Her again?”
Cian glances at me with concern, his expression tight. “You’ve seen her before?”
“Last night.”
He grimaces as the woman lets out the horrible keening sound
“You know her?” I ask.
“She’s a banshee. A ghost. It’s an omen of death.”
I stare at the apparition in amazement. I had no clue she was a ghost yesterday. Even knowing she is, I cannot tell. Her entire appearance looks solid and real. Then it hits me. “Wait, what? She’s an omen of death? Who’s death?”
Cian’s entire back stiffens. “We need to leave. Now.”
“Who’s death, Cian?” I say, my voice frantic.
From the forest comes a roar, and I step to the side of Cian to get a better look. Three creatures that look like bears with horns on their head and long tails run toward the soldiers, who are readying their weapons. “Before those creatures see you,” says Cian. “Come on.”
I pull out my dagger, gripping the handle, ready to jump in and help. Cian puts a hand on my shoulder. “Not so fast. Soldiers have armor, not you. Do you see those horns? They’re poisonous. One stab and you’ll be throwing up for a week straight. Or worse.”
Although I want nothing more than to jump into the fight, I follow Cian’s lead and let the soldiers handle it. Although I’d never admit it, he is right. I don’t have the right kind of armor to handle tusks.
Inside the house, I head to my room and quickly wash up in the basin, then throw on clean clothes. My new red hood goes on, too. Carefully, I pack my basket for Grandmother. Since she’s not feeling well, I pack a loaf of bread and some jam, as well as the weeds from earlier.
Cian waits by the door and walks alongside me as I leave the village and head down the path. The forest seems quieter than usual. Cian matches his steps to mine, though he barely crunches the leaves as we move. How someone as large as him can be so light on his feet is beyond me.
“Have the soldiers always been there?” Cian asks.
“No. They had to come this past year. Monsters have been emerging from the forest and it’s been getting worse. The farmers think it’s the werewolves driving them out of their habitats.”
Cian raises an eyebrow, a flicker of intrigue in his eyes. “Werewolves? They believe the werewolves are responsible for this?”
I gesture to the village. “They think that the werewolves—who moved into this part of the forest—are driving the other creatures out of the forest. I think it’s superstitious.”
Cian’s lips curve into a thoughtful smile. “Superstitions or not, there might be some truth in their beliefs. Werewolves have a connection with the forest. Plus, they can be terrifying.”
I give him a sidelong glance. “You seem oddly well-informed about werewolves.”
His smile widens, but there’s something enigmatic in his gaze. “I’ve encountered various myths and legends in my travels. Some even have a basis in reality. Including werewolves.”
As we continue walking, the cottage comes into view. Smoke curls from the chimney, a comforting sight that signals my grandmother is home. We speed up and I fling the door open, stomping the dirt off my boots before coming in. “Grandmother?”
She’s sitting in her bed, knitting a scarf. She smiles at me warmly, though her face is covered in sweat. I drop my basket on the table. “Are you okay?”
She ignores me and eyes Cian appreciatively. “You’ve never brought anyone here. Are you ever going to introduce me to your friend?”
“Oh,” I say, chagrined. “Grandmother, this is Cian. I don’t know him. He helped with chores today and followed me here for some reason.”
I press a wrist to her forehead. Definitely a fever. I get to work making her some more herbal tea. Cian opens the windows and I glare at him. “What are you doing?”
“Fresh air is good for healing.”
“No, it’s not,” I say, still glaring at him.
“Promise,” he says.
Grandmother laughs again. “Let the boy do what he wants, Ruby.”
“Fine,” I say with a harrumph and start slicing bread for her. The sugar from the jam should help, too.
Cian takes the jam out of my hand before I can open it. “No sugar, either.”
“What?” I screech. “Jam is good for her. It has fruit.”
He puts the jar in one of the cupboards. “Trust me.”
I grumble and throw the plain bread onto a plate. I hand it to Grandmother, who takes it with a smile.
“So he helped with chores? Where is your father?”
Instantly, my eyebrows draw together. “Where do you think he is?”
She purses her lips and stares at me, an unspoken message passing between us. “I see.”
The teapot sings, and I turn away to tend to it. While I pour cups of tea, Grandmother interrogates Cian. He answers her questions with ease and patiently.
“Thank you for helping my granddaughter,” she says. I hand her a cup and she blows on it while staring at Cian. “I’ve seen you before, in the forest.”
Cian’s shoulders stiffen slightly. “Yes.”
“Do you live there?” I ask.
“In a way,” he says, not elaborating.
I raise my eyebrows and stare at him. “What?” he says, grinning at me. “I find it exciting.”
I laugh while Grandmother continues to eye him thoughtfully. “Stop by here on your way home, young man.”
Resigned, he agrees. I give Grandmother a questioning look, but she just smiles softly at me. “How are the crops?”
I tell her about them while Cian gets up and starts cleaning the house. He dusts every surface, sweeps, and then scrubs everything. Eventually, I say, “You don’t need to do that.”
Grandmother hushes me. “It’s been a long time since I’ve watched a handsome young man clean my house. Don’t stop him on my account.”
“Grandmother!” I say, appalled. “He’s not a servant. And we can’t pay him.”
A ghost of a smile plays at his lips. “I don’t want money.”
“What do you want?” I ask. My hands grip my cup. I don’t have anything to offer him.
“Nothing,” he says. His eyes meet mine, his gaze intense. My heart skips a beat. “Promise.”
Grandmother changes the subject. “Ruby, how do you like your coat?”
Instantly, I praise her work. The rest of the evening passes by in conversation, and Cian even joins in, telling us about his many siblings and growing up as a middle child. I'm astonished when he says his parents are together after having eight children.
Grandmother’s eyelids start to droop and I bid her goodnight. Cian closes the windows for the night, and I step outside, staring at the sky. A tiny sliver of the moon hangs there, and it won’t be long until it’s full.
“Can I walk you home?” Cian asks as he joins me outside.
I shrug. “I guess.”
The chill wind bites my skin and I pull my coat on, tightening it around me. Cian sticks his hands in his pocket, walking as if it were a warm sunny day. “Aren’t you cold?” I ask.
“Not in the least,” he says.
Ahead on the path is the banshee. She opens her mouth and wails and I take out my dagger, gearing up to throw it at her.
“That won’t do anything,” Cian says.
Ignoring him, I let it fly. The dagger slices through her, landing on the ground behind her. She continues to cry as we draw closer. Annoyed, I bend down to pick my dagger when a dull object smacks into the base of my skull.
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I tumble to the ground, face smashing into the dirt. Pain radiates through my head. Anger, familiar and warm, courses through me. I grip my dagger tighter and glance up, spitting the earth out of my mouth. 
Slowly, head throbbing, I stand up, turning to find my attacker. Cian is busy fighting four bandits, while another, standing closer to the forest, loads another rock into his sling.
The ridges of my hilt dig into my hand as I seethe. If a fight is what they want, a fight is what they’ll get.
I stumble forward, then my steps grow sure and I run toward the fifth bandit. Ignoring the pain, I whip around him, twirling around and slicing at his midsection.
He backs away, but not before the tip of my dagger digs into his skin. He throws his sling to the ground and slips a hand into his shirt, withdrawing his own dagger. He smiles at me, a toothless grin. “A girl who can fight? Want to join us?”
“Why in five crowns would I want to do that?”
“Riches,” he says, looking at me as if it were the most obvious thing in the realm.
“No, thanks.”
He shrugs and swipes at me with his knife. “Your loss.”
I jump back and kick at his knee, a satisfied smirk gracing my face when it connects.
He cries out and I kick his other kneecap. He falls to the ground and I grab his wrist, taking his knife. I pocket it, along with a small bag of coins. “Seems like I’m the one winning.”
Suddenly, my head spins. I press my arm around my stomach as it roils. Wave after wave of nausea washes over me, until I retch all over the bandit.
He screams. “The woman just puked all over me! Get me out of here!”
Two of his bandit friends lay at Cian’s feet, leaving one remaining. When my bandit yells out, the last standing ducks and backs away from Cian, avoiding his blows.
“Let’s go!” He runs over to Vomit Bandit and they take off, running and limping south of the village. I watch them escape, wondering where they’re headed. As far as I know, the nearest town is a day’s journey on foot.
I put my dagger away and nudge one of the bandits on the ground with my toe. He groans and I shake my head. “Honor and all that.”
Cian grins at me. “Haven’t you heard? Honor is dead. Everyone for themselves.”
I shake my head and chuckle. “If that were true, you’d have left me to deal with the whole lot myself.”
He raises his eyebrows and I say, “Not that I couldn’t have, of course.”
His eyes widen, a glint of humor in them. “You have enough puke to take out five bandits?”
I lift my chin. “Some days ten.”
A sharp pain pierces my head, and I hiss. Cian immediately lifts up my hair and runs his fingers over my head. “You have a pretty big bump. Let’s get a cold rag on it.”
The forest path is quiet after the skirmish with the bandits. My head feels battered, the adrenaline slowly fading, leaving me with an ache in my bones. After a hard day’s work, plus the fight with the ogres yesterday, I feel worn. Cian walks beside me, his presence strangely calming. I steal a glance at him, my heart racing for reasons other than the recent fight.
Suddenly, I’m aware of his hand swinging at his side. My own hand feels empty, the sensation of the dagger’s hilt still present, though it’s safe in its sheath. A strange urge to hold on to something grows within me. I glance at his hand again, then at mine, and hesitantly, I slip my fingers through his. “For support, only,” I say. “After that fight.”
I don’t like people touching me, but for some reason, it feels natural with this man. His hand is warm and strong, the calluses on his palm brushing against my skin. A shiver runs down my spine, a mix of nerves and something I can’t quite put my finger on. It must be the cold, and I tug my cloak around me with my other hand. His grip tightens slightly, his thumb stroking my knuckles, and my heart skips a beat.
Definitely just the cold.
My head throbs, the ache intensifying as we continue walking. The forest seems to blur around me, and I grip his hand tighter, using his touch to ground myself.
We arrive at my house and right as I’m about to head inside, the door swings open. My father stands there, his face etched with irritation.
“Where have you been?” he barks, his gaze shifting from me to Cian, and then our joined hands.
My temper flares as I let go of Cian. “Dealing with bandits, Father. Unlike you, I actually do something productive.”
He scoffs, pushing past me. “It’s none of your business what I do.”
I turn around to face him and clench my fists, my anger growing. “If you actually contributed to this household, I wouldn’t have to worry about what you’re up to.”
He stops walking and faces me, narrowing his eyes, his expression venomous. “Watch your mouth, girl.”
Cian steps forward, trying to be a buffer between us. “We’ve had a long day. Maybe it’s best to cool down.”
My father’s eyes flicker to Cian, and the tension is dense, pressing on my chest. “And who are you to give me advice?”
I step closer to Cian, my voice low. “He cleaned Grandmother’s entire house. Helped me with the farm today. Fought ogres and bandits.” I grit my teeth. “He’s someone who actually has a spine.”
My father’s face contorts in anger, and for a moment, I think he’s going to strike me. But instead, he clenches his fists and stomps down the street, muttering curses under his breath.
I let out a shaky breath, my hands still trembling from the confrontation. Cian’s hand finds mine again, his grip steady and reassuring. “Are you okay?” he asks, his eyes full of concern.
My throat tightens and I subtly nod. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just... he’s always like this.”
Cian’s eyes soften, his thumb brushing against the back of my hand. I shake his hand off me, and fold my arms. He frowns, but doesn’t say anything. I suck in a breath as another wave of pain hits me, and Cian immediately gestures for me to go inside.
He sits me down on the sofa and rummages around in the kitchen. He pours some water from a pitcher on the counter. “It’s not very cold,” he says as he brings the cloth over to me.
Carefully, he brushes my hair to the side, sending tingles down my arm. He presses the cloth to my neck and I wince. “Sorry,” he says. “We’ll get you right sorted in no time.”
We sit in silence for a few moments before he asks, “Has your da’ always been like that?”
“Da’?”
“Sorry, father.”
I clench my jaw and subtly shake my head. “I don’t want to talk about that.”
He places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. I ask a question of my own. “Do you miss your brothers and sisters?”
“Every day, for sure. I came down here to help out some of our… friends. Only one of my sisters came with me. Someday, I’ll see the rest again.”
“I hope for your sake, it’s soon. It must be hard.”
“Nothing I can’t handle.”
My body shakes involuntarily, this time from the cold. Before I even make another move, Cian is by the fireplace, loading it with wood from the rack. The fire blazes when he’s done and my eyes flutter close.
“You need to rest.”
“Don’t I need to stay awake after getting hit in the head?”
He chuckles. “Old wives’ tale. You go to sleep. I’ll be back in the morning.”
“Why? You actually want to do more chores?” I whisper, fighting the drowsiness so I can keep my eyes open enough to see his face. The question I really want to ask is why would he want to come back after seeing this mess I live in every day.
Cian throws me an enigmatic smile, and something flashes in his eyes that I can’t interpret. “Yes, I do want to come back. Someday, maybe, I’ll tell you more. For now, rest. I promise you’ll be safe.”
I let my eyes close. The door shuts quietly, and before I take another breath, I am asleep.
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As I step out of my house, the morning sunlight warms my skin. I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with chilly air. Today is a new day, and there’s a sense of anticipation humming in my bones. 
Cian waits on the porch, his figure framed by the soft light. My heart skips a beat. He kept his promise. His bright red hair seems to catch fire in the sunlight, and his eyes gaze at me, their striking blue color intensified by the rays. For a moment, time seems to slow. I can’t believe he actually came back.
I swallow my sudden nervousness and try to smile casually. “Hey,” I manage, my voice soft, shy.
Cian grins, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Good morning, Ruby. Ready to tackle the farm again?”
My heart races, but I agree with confidence. “Definitely. Let’s give these stormtubers their royal treatment.”
We set to work side by side, the morning sun creating long shadows as we move through the rows of crops.
As we work, Cian’s presence feels natural, as if we’ve been doing this together for years instead of only two days. We talk as we pull weeds and tend to the plants, our conversations flowing easily from one topic to another. He tells me about his travels, his experiences in different places, and I share stories of life in the village and the challenges of taking care of the farm. I tell him about how I’m one of the only workers who’s had stormtubers make it this far.
With each passing moment, my shyness starts to fade away, replaced by a growing comfort in his company. The way he listens and responds, the way he effortlessly lifts heavy baskets and carries them to the house without my direction—it’s as if we’re a team.
Surprisingly, the chores seem to fly by. Maybe it’s working with someone else, or maybe it’s just the pleasant distraction of conversation, but before I know it, the sun is barely higher in the sky, and we’re finishing up the last of our tasks.
Cian wipes the sweat from his forehead. “We finished early again,” he says, a satisfied grin on his face.
I pile the last of the weeds into the basket. “Yeah, we did. Thanks for your help. It’s been... nice.”
His eyes meet mine, and there’s a warmth in his gaze that sends a pleasant tingle down my spine. “It’s been nice for me, too, Ruby.”
My cheeks heat, and I look away, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “Well, uh, thanks again. Want to help again tomorrow?”
Cian’s laughter is like music, light and carefree. “Of course.”
We’re walking side by side when the soldier’s whistle goes off again. I roll my eyes. “Another one?”
He smiles down at me, but as the whistle continues, his expression tightens. After one glance at the soldiers, he grips my hand and pulls me toward the house. I glance over my shoulder, wanting to see what’s causing such a fuss in him.
From the forest comes a hulking bear, but not a regular bear. It is three times the size of a normal one, and one entire side is mottled and decaying. It whips its head around, staring at nothing with its milky white eyes.
I grip my dagger while Cian pulls me away. “Oh, come on,” I say. “We can fight it.”
“One bite, one scratch from that thing will turn you into a mindless raving monster within a week.”
I dig my heels into the ground. “Wait, only one scratch?”
“Yes.”
“We have to check on Grandmother,” I say frantically. I run inside the house and grab my coat, not bothering to change my dirty clothes. It would have to wait. I break into a run, throwing the coat on as we fly.
“I’m impressed you’re keeping up with me,” Cian says as we run along the path.
“I’m surprised you’re not winded, running at my speed,” I say, trying not to wheeze.
Cian laughs, and I stop talking so I can concentrate on breathing. Finally, we arrive at Grandmother’s house. I fling the door open and stomp in. The house is even hotter than yesterday, if that’s even possible. I head to the bed where a body-sized lump hides.
“Grandma,” I say, pulling back the blankets and shaking her shoulder. “Grandma. Show me your arm.”
As if in a stupor, she lifts up her sweaty arm. I unwrap the bandage and gently turn it to the light. Three scratches line her arm. They’re angry red and a sour stench comes from them. “What was this from, Grandmother?”
She grimaces. “Oh, it’s nothing to worry about. Just a bear.”
I swear under my breath. “Did it happen to be three times the size of a regular bear?”
She looks away and nods. I swear again under my breath and she turns back to glare at me. “Cian. Is there a cure?”
He frowns and stares at my grandmother’s arm. “Yes, there is one cure. The zomnica root.”
Grandmother shakes her head. “The zomnica root is a myth.”
Cian shakes his head, still frowning at my grandmother’s arm. “No, I’ve used it before. You can find it deep in the forest, near the river.”
Grandmother shakes her head frantically. “No, you’re not going into the forest, Ruby. It’s too dangerous.”
“I don’t care,” I say. “Cian, you can either show me or I’ll go myself.”
“Are you sure?” he asks, hesitatingly. “Your grandmother’s right. It’s dangerous.”
“I. Don’t. Care.”
Cian grimaces, nodding. He walks over to Grandmother and puts a hand on her shoulder. He squats down to stare at her in the eyes. “I will do everything in my power to protect her, I promise.”
Grandmother scoffs. “What can
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