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  Part One

A Thief and a Bard
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  1
Nothing but a Thief

Lottie - 45 Days Before
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Lottie’s luck had finally started to turn. 
Soft golden light bathed her face as she gazed at the strange, twelve-sided object resting inside the nondescript crate. Light leaked out along cracks on its surface, as though it had been crafted with the purpose to open along joints. Lottie knew next to nothing about this piece, only that this artifact was from the time of the Centurion, back hundreds and hundreds of years ago when gods walked the earth to wage war amongst mortals. 
That, and she had been hired by the infamous Guild — one of the most prestigious underground organizations — to steal it.
Lottie wrapped her leather-clad fingers around the dodecahedron. Heat radiated through the material into her hand, comforting and strange all at once. Whatever this artifact was, it oozed magic like a pulse, thrumming against her skin. 
She held it up, feeling the power and weight of it. It was small and fit nicely in her hand, but it was heavier than she expected it to be. The dark, tarnished surface was pockmarked and worn with the centuries of life it had lived, immediately pulling on Lottie’s curiosity. Warmer tones of bronze showed through in spots, as though it had been brushed by a thumb over and over again.
What can this do? What has it done in all the years of its existence to wind up tucked away in the top of a guard tower?
Before she let herself get too lost, she cleared her throat and slid the artifact into the bag slung across her chest.
“It’s here, Seban,” she whispered, knowing her accomplice was magically listening, the itch of his presence lurking in the back of her mind. She hated when Seban had to do this, but she couldn’t deny it was incredibly handy when they were separated in the middle of jobs. Seban’s magical ability to reach Lottie mentally had made him a perfect watchman from afar. 
They had always made a great team, even as inexperienced kids on the streets of Pralon.
“Excellent,” he hissed back. She could feel the anticipation dripping off his voice as it slid around the inside of her skull. 
Lottie didn’t have a great understanding of magic, let alone the mental abilities that Seban had, beyond the fact that it was, well. Magic. She’d been around enough magical people in her life to know that with every ability, power showed itself in different ways – but when it came to Seban specifically, something always unsettled her. Maybe it was the fact that he was infiltrating her mind, her thoughts, despite the many times he swore that he never pushed past simple conversations. She couldn’t know how far he really went.
Lottie nodded to herself as she turned toward the exit, the only door leading to the top of the tower, a smile spreading across her face. Easy. This job was one of the easiest of her career as an artifact finder. Curator of goods? Treasure hunter? She was going to have to keep workshopping her job title. 
WAHH WAHH WAHH WAHH —
An awful, grating alarm began to wail through the tower, vibrating into the soles of Lottie’s well-worn leather boots. 
“Ilmater’s disgraced teapot —” Lottie bit her tongue as she spun on her heel, eyes tearing around the room. The ancient artifact had been stored at the top of a guard tower that had nothing in it besides empty crates and layers of dust, making this job all too easy for a thief. 
A thief whose time was running short. 
“Seban, what’s —”
“It’s over, Lottie Luck.” The gentlest, most disgusting laughter began to ring inside of her head. 
“What?” Lottie stood rooted to the spot for a stretch of heartbeats, a sharp bout of dread and panic welling up inside her chest. She searched for a hidden exit, a trap door to an attic, anything to get her out of the room. 
“Use that bit of luck you so famously have to try and get out of this one,” he snarled. 
Her eyes snagged on the only window, exactly opposite to the door she’d come through. She hadn’t noticed it when she came in, the shutters closed tight. The only light in the room had come from the glowing artifact, leaking through the slats on the crate.
“What did I ever do to you, Seban?” Though he wasn’t the best sort of person out there, she had never doubted Seban’s loyalty in the fifteen years that they’d known each other. Gods, they’d known each other as children. “I got you this job with the Guild, and now you turn on me?”
“Get fucked, Lottie. This is for Loth.”
Loth. The name triggered a memory of a night long ago, when everything had truly gone wrong. “Seban, you know your brother’s death wasn’t —”
The connection between them severed with a snap, leaving Lottie feeling as though the inside of her skull had been scraped clean. 
“Godsdamn every single one of the pantheon’s shining godly asses,” she hissed, taking five steps to the window and throwing her elbow against the shutters. They slammed open, letting in the pale evening light and a strong breeze. 
She breathed deep, steadying herself, as the sound of boots crashed up the stairs of the tower. She heaved herself up onto the windowsill and turned, angling her thick, curvy body out of the space to peer down. The ground below swarmed with armored people jostling to get into the open tower door.
She set her jaw. Up and over it is. She looked skyward, the movement causing her hood to fully fall away from her face. Two thick braids of summer-green hair tumbled free, flying like whips around her as Lottie balanced herself against the window frame, taking a precious second to adjust her gloves. 
Sending a silent blessing to the old man with pure white eyes back in Narveil who had convinced her to spend her entire savings on them, she flexed her fingers before finding the two glyphs stitched into the cuffs. A familiar warmth not unlike the one she felt from the dodecahedron spread through her hands as the magic activated. 
The man had given no proper reason, other than he figured one day, they’d come in handy.
They had paid for themselves at least ten times over. 
As the sound of boots reached the door inside the room, Lottie pulled herself up and around the windowsill out of sight with the ease of a spider. 
A cacophony of frustrated clanks and swears rose with her as the door to the tower burst open. A grim smile broke across her face at the thought of all those heavy armor-clad buffoons, shoved into the small room, clanging around as they realized she wasn’t there anymore. 
Lottie pulled herself up onto the roof and steadied herself, fingers splayed against the shingles for balance. In the steadily waning light, she tracked the length of the buildings ahead of her, trying to find the easiest escape route. 
Three guard towers, separated by stretches of low, thin buildings sat between her and her slim chance of escape. From these buildings, she could reach the part of the guard barracks that exited out to the main thoroughfare of the city. There, she could hopefully blend into the evening crowd milling about and make it through the eastern quadrant of Claymore and out the gates to the stables beyond. It wasn’t a perfect option, but if she needed a fast way out, then she was going to have to pay him a visit for the first time in years. She knew a stable hand there who once would lend her a horse for nothing more than a smile and a wink.
If she made it that far. And that was a big if. 
Her stomach swooped unpleasantly as she moved to stand, sweat immediately breaking out on the back of her neck. She would have to be quiet and fast, which was never a good combination. Especially when balancing on a gable roofline.
Right. Don’t look down.
“Just need a little luck,” she whispered as she got to her feet, crouching low along the buildings. Lottie took a deep breath, took an extra second to shove it all down — the panic from when the alarm went off, the unease at being up this high, the anger surging at Seban, and the deep seeded worry that all of this had ruined every chance she had with the Guild — and locked it away. 
Lottie adjusted her hood back up onto her head and hoped that the dark brown material would blend in with the roof and the quickly approaching night. 
The darkening sky was both a godsend and a curse: she would be less visible, but so would any loose bits that could cause her to slip. Lottie set off across the shingles as fast as she could, keeping her hands down and out by her sides for balance, heartbeat banging in her ears. She passed one unmanned guard tower, sneaking through the shadows around it before shooting off onto the next stretch of roof. 
One down.
She slowed her pace approaching the next tower as the flicker of torchlight bouncing off shining plate armor caught her eye. Ever so carefully, she crept along the edge, ducking low under the lip of the lookout, keeping to the darkness. 
A shadow cut across the halo of warm, flickering lantern light pouring out of the tower. Lottie froze, listening hard. She tightened her jaw as the guard leaned out over the ledge, plate metal grating against stone. 
“Dunno what the commotion is,” the guard said, his voice low and gruff. 
“If it was important, they’d sound the bells,” answered another guard, their voice slightly further back. “Sounds like it was localized to the West Tower.”
Lottie let out a long breath as quietly as she could. She crept a few steps further, feeling her way in the shadows. 
“Should we —” 
Lottie’s foot shifted against a loose shingle. She let out the tiniest of shrieks as her body shot out from under her, balance entirely gone down the slope of the roof. With a desperate grab, she slammed her hand down on a nearby shingle and her spider-climb glove held fast, the rest of her body hanging in midair.
The guards stared down in disbelief at the hooded figure in front of them as she made eye contact. 
“Shit,” said the first guard.
“Shit,” echoed Lottie. 
“Sound the bells!”
“THIEF!”
Of course. 
Lottie tried to think of a succinct curse as she hoisted herself up and ran, but her brain was too preoccupied with not falling off the roof and the new, loudly clanging bells that sounded across the guard barracks. 
Arrows whizzed at her from the third guard tower as she ran toward it. She gritted her teeth and made herself as tiny as she could, hoping that their aim stayed off her. But, of course, even if the guards were abysmal archers, on their worst day they wouldn’t have any issue hitting a target running straight for them. 
Lottie felt the first arrow nick the fabric of her jacket, scraping along the bark of her skin with a sharp, burning kiss. She shrank even further in, eyes skating the roofline for the easiest place to drop off. From this height, a drop could almost guarantee a broken bone.
She swore loudly as the second arrow found purchase in the meat of her upper right arm.
She was going to have to jump. The closer she got, the easier time they were going to have making her a glorified pincushion.
She dropped to her stomach and slid down part of the roof as the next volley of arrows landed right where she had been, missing her by inches. Her gloves stopped her midway, just in time for her heart to lodge itself fully into her throat as her feet dangled from the roof.
She roared in pain as the arrow embedded in her arm lurched with the movement, arrowhead scraping something that felt unpleasantly like bone. 
The guard tower nearby echoed with noise as the archers tried to jostle for a better angle. No doubt there would be a battalion of guards rushing to her on this side of the building in a matter of moments, too.
“Come on, Lottie,” she hissed under her breath as the world tilted around her. She detached one gloved hand after the other to shift closer to the edge of the roof in a rapid staccato. Soon, she hung over nothing but air.
The tiniest voice inside her head started to scream with terror, but Lottie set her jaw and looked up to the first star that had appeared in the darkening sky. 
“A little luck,” she breathed, then let go.






  
  2
Stage Lights and Anticipation

Kir - 36 Days Before
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A stage flickered into view as the arcane lights popped on one by one, casting a circle of soft white light onto the well-worn wooden stage beneath her feet.  
The roar of an invisible crowd echoed through Kir’s bones, thrumming alongside the anticipatory pulse that she thrived on. Her large, stone-grey hands became illuminated under the lights, the sudden brightness causing spots in her vision. She stood amidst a pool of light and raised her precious lute to its familiar position in her arms.
Her instrument had a gleaming, beautifully curved body made of pale cherry wood. The strings and a stable, stately neck led up to the well-used tuning pegs adorned with wooden details. Touches of that same carved filigree had been carefully added to the base and face of her lute, the edges of the vine-like shapes having been rubbed dull from years of playing. 
The crowd quieted, waiting with bated breath as Kir lowered her head, her unbound, unruly black hair cascading over her shoulder, the shadow of it falling across her eyes. There was that tasty, beloved beat of space between breaths and silence as a smile broke across her face.  
“Oi,” came a voice by Kir’s ear as water splashed onto her, yanking her from her fantasy. “Dreaming again?”
Kir grunted, blinking down at the soapy, grungy mess in front of her, feeling distinctly disappointed as the sounds and smells of the Old’n Narrow came back to her. Aeric leaned against the counter next to her, crossing his arms. He was wearing one of his favorite shirts, one that sat open down to his breastbone, showing off his smooth chest. She rolled her eyes at him. 
Aeric laughed and flicked his shining black hair over his shoulder, exposing one of his long, pointed jewelry-garnished ears. He sharpened his gaze at her. Kir knew that if she hadn’t been one hundred percent not into men, that one glance would have melted her into the floor. She’d seen that happen to many folks in this very bar when they didn’t know better. 
“Tell me you didn’t deliberately splash soap on me,” she said, lifting the bowl he had tossed in the large sink, frowning at it. “And that you didn’t let someone order the day-old stew. This is caked on.”
Aeric shrugged. “They were adamant about it, even when I told them the meat was something north of beef.” A soft smile crinkled his handsome bravado. 
“Are you two complaining about my cooking again?” A voice floated through the sizzling, popping haze that often surrounded Corwek as he cooked. Corwek loomed over, hunched so his head wouldn’t hit the low wooden beams along the ceiling, mirroring Kir’s own posture. He was one of the few people in Arrowmount that Kir had to look up at, even at her height. He took up so much space in the back of the kitchen that whenever he left to the front, the kitchen felt like it was missing a core piece of its architecture.
Corwek drew a towel over his head, wiping away sweat. His smooth clay-toned face glowed a deep burgundy from the heat of the stove. It always impressed Kir how when Corwek was flushed, his whole head seemed to turn red — from the bald, shining top, down to his ears and his thick neck. 
“If your stew is left out longer than a day, it takes on a life of its own,” said Aeric with a shrug, turning on his heel to wink back at Kir. “No one should be consuming it.”
Corwek made a dismissive sound in the back of his throat and flicked his towel at Aeric. The three of them shook with laughter as Aeric put up his hands in defense and ducked out of the way, heading back toward the front of the bar. 
“Busy day,” commented Corwek, leaning against the door frame and peering out at the mass of people that had congregated in the main area. “You playing?”
“Later,” answered Kir, placing two dripping plates on the drying rack next to her and nodding over her shoulder to where she had her lute case stashed, tucked between the rickety storage unit and the wall. 
Corwek nodded in her periphery. “I’ll have to make more stew.”
Kir snorted and turned back to the dishes in front of her. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The late-day rush came in a flurry of chilled air wrapped around the patrons as they walked in the door, the warmth of the bar comforting as the world outside tipped toward darkness. Kir spent the majority of her day elbow deep in the back basin, scrubbing dishes clean as fast as Aeric could bring them, listening to Corwek hum to himself as the noise of the bar increased. 
Once Kir finally dried off her hands hours later, she leaned against the door frame to take in the scene inside of the Old’n Narrow. Like usual, Briar stood behind the bar, ample hips swaying in a swirl of skirts as voluminous as her rich brown hair that she continuously refused to tie back, despite it constantly getting in her way. 
Townsfolk gathered along the length of the bar, calling Briar’s name for drink and Aeric’s for food as he weaved his way around the tables, flirting with the patrons. 
The end of summer had come wrapped in misty mornings and the soft change of green into the autumnal blanket of yellows, oranges, and rich shining reds. Weather like tonight’s, crisp and sharp and promising a bright morning, brought townsfolk out for warmer food and hearty drinks, and of course, the entertainment Kir provided. 
Autumn was Kir’s favorite time of year. There was something exceptionally cozy and comforting about the way it would settle into itself after the lasting, heavy heat of the summer. Hearths heated up to keep everyone warm inside even as the sea mist and cool air descended outside. It was also getting closer to the goddess Servune’s Harvest Moon, which brought with it the start of the annual Moon Festival. The entire town came out to celebrate the changing seasons with food, drink, games, and enough entertainment to inspire and warm hearts well into the coming colder seasons. 
A twinge of pain echoed along Kir’s shoulders and into her neck as she stepped away from her basin. She took the time to replace the water and reheat it, prepping for the night’s dishes that would be taken care of in turn by Nova, Aeric, and Corwek as she played.
She looked down at her swollen and pruney hands, sighing. It would take at least an hour before they were ready to play. 
The back door to the bar opened as though summoned by her thoughts of escape, before it was immediately filled with the presence of boxes. 
“Uh —”
“Kir, thank the gods.”
She lunged forward as the boxes swayed toward her, cradling them in her much larger arms than the woman now standing in the doorway. Nova, the second owner of the bar and sister to Briar, wiped away a bit of hair plastered to her forehead and shrugged out of her thick woolen coat. Where Briar was curvy, with soft brown features, Nova was wiry from top to bottom and reminded Kir of freshly fallen snow. 
“You’re a blessing,” breathed Nova as Kir brought the burden inside. The two of them began to unload new stock into the tiny backroom. “Can we expect you to play tonight?”
Kir held up her still pruney hands. “Just need a bit more time.”
“Whenever you’re ready, feel free. It sounds like we’ve got a positive crowd of folks out there tonight.”
Kir smiled as they finished up their job, Nova heading to the front of the bar, and Kir out the back. She groaned as she straightened her spine to stand fully upright for the first time in a number of hours. She stretched her arms overhead and threw her head back, feeling every link in her spine pop and correct itself. Slowly, as she breathed in the cool, salty sea air, she and the knots that had built over the day relaxed. 
Kir took her usual trek around the outside of the bar and onto Fetterly Place, massaging feeling back into her pruney fingers. Fetterly Place coursed with folks moving about from shop to shop, carrying their wares home in the fading evening light. A few folks nodded to her as she passed.
A chill wind nipped at her bare neck as she started up the street. Kir smiled faintly as she ducked lower into her collar to cut the breeze, but she didn’t really mind. It was refreshing to be outside after working for so long. 
She passed May’s Cafe, peeking briefly into the windows barely visible beneath the canopy of plant life that draped over the awning protecting the outside eating area. A few patrons were tucked inside, enjoying warm beverages and pastries. 
The newly renovated A Second Story a little further up the street was still open, a pool of arcane light leeching out onto the cobblestones through the open double doors. Kir looked in, noting the tall, long eared giantkin Calian hunched among the shelves. The owners of the bookstore, Arileas and Finnean, stood by the front desk, talking to each other.
Kir smiled as Arileas noticed her pass, lifting a hand in greeting. This past summer, she had been hired by him to play a few times outside of the store as they breathed life back into the moldering shop. Though she herself wasn’t a huge reader, Kir had spent more time there than she had before, simply because it was a lovely place to be. 
Today, though, she continued on her way, walking in a long loop around a few streets to stretch her legs before finding herself back at the bar. By then, she felt ready and fresh for her set, the beginning of anticipation winding itself around her spine. It was delicious, this feeling. Once, it had made her almost sick with nervousness, but now she relished in it. 
When she had her lute in hand, everything would melt away.
She continued to massage her hands into playing form as she entered the back, skin thankfully no longer puckered from the hours submerged in water. She took a deep breath in, filling her senses with the spiced soup that Corwek was currently stirring. Noise from the bar leaked into the back, louder now as the hour tipped well into evening. 
Kir withdrew her lute case from its hiding spot and walked out into the bar. Nova and Briar had established a small corner stage long ago for performers, just tiny enough that it didn’t get in the way of the patrons in the already narrow bar. 
Heads turned her way as she passed, knowing smiles from familiar faces winking up at her. 
Kir took a seat on the stool waiting for her and began to prepare for her set, lifting her lute into position and plucking at a few strings to make sure it was tuned right. She reached up and let down her hair from her bun, feeling whatever vestiges of tension that remained tumble away with the mass of dark hair that fell around her. 
Unlike in her fantasy, Kir didn’t have a silent room waiting for her with bated breath. Instead, she felt some folks turn their eyes to her, but conversations continued. That was okay, though. One day, she’d have the rapt attention of a crowd, somewhere beyond Arrowmount. For now, this bar was her home, and it was all she needed.
Kir tapped the edge of her lute twice for good luck, letting her fingers find their spots on the strings, and she began to play. 
She chose a crowd favorite to start, a lively song called ‘The Witch and the Whale’ that began with three distinct sharp chords to pull attention before spinning into a speedy tale of a foolish whale who fell in love with a witch and begged her to turn her into a human. 
“The air fell taut and thick one day,
When a grey whale, swam her way 
Up toward the bay, to see her love…”






  
  3
Poultices and Potions

Lottie - 45 Days Before
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Thank the gods for bushes.  Lottie blinked at her leafy surroundings that had saved her from the fall before lurching over, feeling for her bag on her shoulder, ensuring that the artifact was still inside. Her gloved fingers clasped around its warm shape and she breathed a sigh of relief — which turned into a hiss of pain as a burning lance reminded her of the arrow embedded in her arm.
“Tempus’ tits.” She tore off one of her gloves with her teeth to bite down on before closing her ungloved hand around the arrow shaft. With a hissed stream of curse words, she snapped off the length of it, making it much more manageable. The glove barely did anything to muffle the sounds she made, but at this point, she was beyond caring. 
A fresh bout of sweat broke across her forehead as she forced herself to her feet, tumbling free of the bushes. She held her injured arm in close by her side and took a few, unsteady steps before shaking her head, trying to clear the fog of pain. 
Lottie headed off around the building as fast as she could, keeping close to the shadows clinging to the wall, ears peeled for the sounds of approaching guards. Shouts and the same, resounding bells ricocheted around the stone walls, muddling everything into a cacophony. 
She crept around the side of the last guard tower, peering around until she located the mass of guards responsible for the sound. The noise made her eyes water, metal crashing about and half of them thinking their shout would be heard over the rest. 
Taking advantage of the maelstrom, Lottie skirted along the edge of the torch light just as a group of guards broke off and hurried down the way she’d come. 
Breathing through the pain, Lottie clutched her arm close and hurried as fast as she could from the guard barracks and out into the city of Claymore. Even when she slipped into the crowds of people, she didn’t stop moving, keeping herself as small as she could. She pulled her hood down over her eyes, keeping her hair hidden. Bright green hair was definitely cause to notice someone, even in a crowd.
Time slipped as she made her way through the city, her attention narrowing entirely to just her two feet, pounding on the pavement, and the warm sticky blood coursing out of her arm. When she finally crossed through the eastern gates, the stars had fully appeared above. She ducked out before any of the guards stationed along the wall could stop her, slipping into the shadows. Thankfully for her, from their relaxed state, she figured that they hadn’t yet heard news of the thief.
“Emmett,” she breathed, stepping out of the night and into the lantern-lit stables, pushing her hood back. She locked eyes with the overly handsome stable hand that turned her way, arm outstretched toward a horse, frozen mid-air. He was wearing a well-worn shirt rolled up to his elbows, bearing strong forearms. Lottie let out a soft sigh and swayed on the spot. Forearms were her weakness. 
Possibly, too, it was the loss of blood, but who’s to say.
The air was thick with the odor of horses and fresh hay, filling her senses. Emmett’s eyes went wide as Lottie stumbled forward. “Lottie?”
“I need a horse.”
“You need a lot more than that,” he said, closing the distance between them in a blink. She flinched away as he touched her arm. His gaze narrowed, burning into her. Gods, it had been years since she’d seen him, and he still had the ability to turn her insides to soup. “Lottie, what in the nine hells did you get yourself messed up in now?”
“Horse, Em.”
He shook his head. “Bandages. And water.” 
Emmett hesitated as he noticed her sway on her feet. He gently took her by her good arm and steered her further inside, setting her down on a bench covered partly in hay. The movement caused Lottie’s attention to snag on the tiniest details of him she thought she had forgotten — from the curve of his throat to the mole on his collarbone and the golden hue of his hair much like the hay that layered the stalls around her. 
He disappeared further into the stables before coming out with a box of supplies. He poked at her arm and sleeve, examining what little he could see of the broken arrow shaft and wound. “I’m going to have to cut this away. And the shirt under.”
“Oh gods,” groaned Lottie. “I just mended this jacket from last time.”
“What happened last time?”
Lottie let out a breath and shook her head. “Do it.”
He sliced at her sleeve with a small blade he plucked from his back pocket, carefully avoiding the wound in her arm. Lottie hissed in pain as dried blood that had glued the material of her jacket to her skin pulled, stars flashing behind her eyes. She peered at the wound, sliced deep and clean in between the whorls of bark that made up her skin, oozing dark red blood and almost-clear sap around the still embedded arrow shaft.
“Bite down.” She blinked, Emmett holding something in front of her. Somehow, he had gotten hold of one of her gloves without her noticing. She started to protest, but he raised an eyebrow at her. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not have you screaming your head off, even with how far out of town we are. Now bite.”
“I only let you talk to me like that when we were in bed,” she murmured, feeling a wave of nausea and dizziness wash over her. Emmett’s eyes softened slightly, which sent guilt spiking through her. That’s probably what she liked best about him — his eyes. 
The only unfortunate thing was that Emmett’s sister had had those same eyes. And her hair had been equally as soft under Lottie’s fingers. 
She blinked away the bundle of memories that were threatening to pop into her mind and gave him a best approximation of a flirty glare. “Don’t look at me like that, it’s bad enough I even need your help.”
She opened her mouth for the glove. 
Emmett crouched down next to her and inspected the wound as a fresh wave of sweat erupted along Lottie’s skin, the anticipation of new pain coursing through her. Emmett glanced up through his long eyelashes, the sight distracting her for a split second before he reached and pulled the broken arrow shaft free. 
The world exploded into lights as she made sounds that no being should ever make, the sound muffled by her glove. She could hear Emmett apologizing from somewhere far away as a wave of heat washed down her arm anew. 
She was lucky that he knew so much about wounds, having taken care of countless animals throughout his time in this job. He had also, in the last weeks they had been together years ago, begun dabbling in potion making. The local alchemist and potion maker in Claymore had been more than happy to have him apprentice under them. Instead of going anywhere with the skill he learned, he had remained at the stable, becoming well-known around the city and in the villages surrounding Claymore for his skills in healing horses with his poultices and potions.
A splash of liquid and a new burn sharpened her senses as she flinched away from a cloth that Emmett was scraping along her arm. He held her firmly and wiped, a slightly pained expression on his face as she fought against him and the pain senselessly. 
Lottie’s world blinked in and out as Emmett continued to work on her arm, the warm, cozy stable around her flickering with her consciousness. By the time she regained a semblance of self, she was looking down at a neatly sutured wound before it was hidden by a swath of clean cloth. 
A light, citrusy medicinal scent cut through the haze of warm animals and the woody hay. “Whas’that?” she asked, groggy. At some point her glove had tumbled free of her mouth and was now laying on the bench next to her in a crumpled ball. She could make out vague teeth marks in the leather.
“Potion,” answered Emmett, securing the bandage tightly. “One of my latest. Madame Agatha was rather proud of the healing properties of this batch, not only for use on my horses.”
“I’m so grateful,” she said playfully, rolling her head to one side. The pain subsided to a low, deep thrum in her muscle and bone. “The great master potion maker, Emmett Cavalry.”
“I don’t really need your signature Lottie sarcasm right now,” he said, getting to his feet. “So. Now that I’ve stitched up your arm, are you going to tell me what happened to you?”
“Some silly mishap with the city guard.”
“Are they currently looking for you?”
“Hence why I need a horse,” she said, her voice wavering weakly. She cleared her throat and tried to sit up straighter to appear as though she had her life together and wasn’t on the edge of consciousness. 
He sighed and walked over to a low table along the far wall and returned with a beaten-up old tankard filled with water. He pushed it into her hands and glared at her until she took a sip. 
A gentle snuffling noise came from above her, signaling the arrival of a large nose as it began to quest through Lottie’s hair. She reached up with her good arm and felt the warmth of a horse’s head, sniffing her interestedly. Horses, she found, were the only kind of creature that paid particularly special attention to her biological make-up. Perhaps there was something about her scent that confused them, as though they thought she was a plant, but couldn’t find anything edible on her. 
She had yet to have one of them try and take a bite out of her, thankfully. At least they were smart enough to realize she was a person, despite being made up of bark and smelling like fresh leaves.
“Hello,” she said, patting it as it blew out a soft burst of air into her face. She took a moment to steady herself, sipping slowly at the water as it refueled her and helped her fully awaken, before she put the mug down and began to push herself to standing. 
“Lottie.” Emmett was there suddenly as she swayed, blinking away a fresh bout of stars. “Where are you going?”
“I have to,” she answered, standing up straighter and tossing a mussed braid over her shoulder. Gods, she must be a mess. “Thanks for the quick med stop, but —” 
“It’s been a few hours, Lottie,” he answered, frowning. “I don’t think any guards are coming out this far to search for you, if they haven’t already. And besides, I can’t in good conscience let you get on one of my horses like this. Stay the night.”
“You really know how to charm a girl, don’t you?” A few hours? Gods, she should have been long gone by now. “Despite your lovely attention, I am perfectly fine.”
“Sure, of course, having almost bled out from a bone deep wound, you’re perfectly fine.” He sighed heavily and shook his head as she moved toward the exit. “There really is nothing I can do to make you stay, is there? What if —”
“Don’t,” she hissed, closing her eyes to stop herself from seeing his soft expression, the wanting there. She breathed deeply, steadying herself, before she pasted a smile on her face. “It’s best to leave in the dead of the night anyway, as you know.”
Emmett sighed, long and weary. Lottie adjusted the bag across her chest to avoid looking at him and flashed her best Lottie grin. “Do you mind handing me my sleeve?”
“What do you want with a sleeve?” He bent and plucked it from the floor, brushing a bit of hay from it. The material was rather stiff with blood. She was going to have to wash it well.
“I love this jacket,” she answered before turning her eyes to the horses occupying the stables around them. “Please, Emmett.”
He sighed. “You know I can’t say no to you.”
She smiled at him, trying to ignore the way her head swam as she stepped to the horse that had nuzzled her hair. Riding a horse probably wasn’t the best idea right then, but she was known for her bad ideas. 
Lottie hoisted herself up into the saddle one handed before pulling her hood over her head, covering her green hair once again.
“Until next time, stable boy.”
“Until the next catastrophe, little thief.”
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It Is a Horse

Kir - 36 Days Before
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Kir’s head swam with familiar exhilaration as she walked home after her set, the lantern-lit cobblestone streets empty of people. She sang the last few bars of ‘The Song of Adelina,’ a love ballad that had had half the bar crooning along with her, under her breath. 
“Round the sea, winding clearly
A song came to his ear so truly 
The song of Adelina.”
Contentment and a sense of rightness settled into Kir’s chest as she slowly shed Kir-the-Bard and walked herself back into Kir-the-Person. These few solitary moments at the end of the night, when the streets of Arrowmount were silent, were a perfect balm to her day.
As she turned down her street, her family home appearing at the end of it, she ran a hand through her thick hair and drew it back atop her head, baring the back of her neck to the cold night air. The sweat that had accumulated there during her performance cooled instantly, sending goosebumps down her spine. 
Light from a lantern flickered in a couple of the main floor windows as she approached home, their house the only one still lit from within along the stretch of dark stone buildings. 
Her father, as always, had left the main lantern lit on the table, the flame a soft greeting. The house was quiet as she pushed open the heavy wooden front door except for a gentle sshhck-sshhck-sshhck sound that came from the workroom to the left. 
Their father had built the room for the whole family once he realized that he wasn’t the only one who enjoyed to tinker in his off hours. Kir’s brothers and her didn’t share the same passion for iron and steel as their father did, but whatever their passion was, their father accommodated for it. 
Five tables sat in a mismatched pattern throughout the room, leaving just enough space to pass around the perimeter if need be. Cabinets adorned the sides of the room that were stocked with everything from scrap pieces of metal and wood, to oils and paints, and even a few spare strings for Kir’s lute. Three of the tables were overladen with things — unfinished projects, discarded bits of material — waiting for someone to pick them up again.
“Hiya.” 
Kir walked in, setting her lute case down by the door with a soft thud. Kharutto, her eldest brother, sat hunched over his worktable in the middle, shards of wood scattered around him like leaves. He had a tiny chisel and blade in his large, dark blue hands as he worked. Kir smiled as Khar flicked a bit hair out his face. Her giant of a brother, who stood at seven feet tall and towered over the entire family, curled into the smallest ball whenever he worked. 
It was endearing to see him with his sleeves rolled up, a pair of thin spectacles on the edge of his nose, focused entirely on whatever delicate project he had in hand. He got this little crease between his eyebrows and his tongue curled around one of his large tusks, jaw jutting out more severely than usual. If one didn’t know him, they might think that he was terrifying to behold — he took mostly after their fully orc father with his blue coloring and fuller jaw, where Kir and her other brother Morgam had lighter grey skin and more of their mother’s graceful elven features — but Kir knew Khar was entirely soft right down to his core. 
Khar blinked at her through his spectacles as though adjusting his eyes to a bright light, jaw relaxing. He flicked his head once more, moving the bit of annoying fringe out of his eyes. He’d had his once long hair cut only a few months ago to a much shorter style, since it was easier to handle in the smithy all day. The top part, though, was getting longer, and had started to hang in front of his eyes as he worked. “Kir. How’s the day?”
“Day’s long over, Khar,” she answered, settling into the seat across from him. “Set was good, though.”
“Oh.” Khar glanced around him, realizing, she assumed, how dark it had become. He rolled his tongue around his mouth with a look of mild surprise as though he couldn’t quite believe time had slipped away from him yet again. “I should’ve been there. I always like catching your sets, if I can. I didn’t —” 
“Notice,” she finished for him, smiling. She never really minded when her family missed her sets. They had been there for her when she was growing up and learning to play and were probably more than tired of hearing her through the walls. “You never do notice, Khar. Didn’t Morg tell you to breathe?”
“He might’ve,” he answered with a soft shrug, bending back down to carefully chisel an infinitesimal piece of wood from the chunk in his hand before peering at it, considering. Kir could already see him slipping back into the work. “I should probably stop, shouldn’t I,” he muttered.
Kir chuckled before reaching over and plucking the piece from his hands. “What is this going to be?”
“Not sure,” he answered, uncurling from his hunched form. He stretched back with a soft groan. Both of his hands were curled inward, as though he was having trouble letting go of the tools he had laid down.
After a moment, though, he massaged them into place, stretching them out. Khar stood, letting both of his arms reach up, fingers brushing the ceiling. His back cracked audibly from the base of his spine up to his neck. “Oh, that felt good.”
“One day, you won’t be able to undo the kink in your spine if you keep sitting like that,” said Kir, admonishing. “It’s bad enough that Dad has you doing the detail work at the smithy, and then you come home and continue to hunch over your table.”
Khar raised an eyebrow at her. “I could say the same to you. How many hours do you spend hunched over that basin of water at work, then over your lute?”
She shifted almost involuntarily, mirroring her brother’s straightened posture. It was second nature for their family to curl down to make themselves slightly smaller in a world that was made for shorter, regular sized beings. Sure, goliaths like Corwek did often have the same struggles, but most folks fit comfortably. 
Their house was one of the only indoor spaces Kir’s family could stand fully upright in, because their father had built it long before any of them were born, especially for him and their mother. At six and a half feet tall himself, he knew very well how often he had to hunch to fit. And their mother, too, had stood just over six feet tall. 
“We’ll all be as hunched as grandfather is one day,” said Morgam, their middle brother, as he walked in. He ruffled Kir’s hair as he passed, dislodging it from her bun in a spray of tangles. She lunged off her chair to tackle him but only managed to elbow him sturdily in the side as he stepped around the worktables with a laugh. “Did you bring down the bar, Kiri?”
Kir rolled her eyes at the nickname before settling back into her seat. “Kind of. It was good.”
“Always is.” Morgam leaned against Khar’s back, bending over his older brother to peer at his work in progress. Morgam ran a hand through the top half of his shoulder length black hair and secured it with a thin leather cord. Both of his grey hands were speckled with various shades of dried paint from whatever new masterpiece he had been working on. “Is that… a horse?”
Khar considered his project. “Might be. What were you painting?”
Morgam straightened and frowned at the corner where his latest canvas sat leaning against one of the chairs, turned at an angle that none of them could actually see what was painted there. “Not sure.”
“A horse,” said Kir, noding. Morgam snorted and raised his hand in a rude gesture.
“Dad and Nudge are both snoring up a storm, so mind not tripping over him as you go upstairs,” said Morgam. 
“Is Dad lying in the hallway again?” Khar joked. Nudge, their greathound, had a knack for taking up the entire hallway if he fell asleep. 
Khar flashed an amused grin at Kir as she snorted. He picked up the small chunk of wood he had been slowly whittling and appraised it. If they weren’t careful, Khar would work through the night and most of the next day before he realized he was even a bit tired.
“Seriously, Khar, put that down.” Morgam shook his head, plucking the half-made wooden-whatever out of Khar’s hands, followed by his tools. “You know, sometimes I feel as though I am the oldest sibling with how much I take care of the two of you.”
Kir wrinkled her nose. “Me? What do I have to do with anything?”
“Did you consume anything other than ale today?” He looked at her pointedly. “Dinner’s sitting on the table, and there’s lunch waiting for tomorrow in the cold box.”
“I didn’t forget to eat all day,” she said with a grumble. Thanks to Morgam leaving breakfast out on the table for her, she had eaten that — but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. 
As she followed her brothers from the room, Kir finally felt a soft tiredness settle into her bones. It was the sort of tiredness that came with a long day of being on her feet but softened by the quiet company of her brothers. The three of them stepped over their snoring dog sprawled in the middle of the hallway on the second floor with practiced ease, Kir bending to scratch Nudge between his ears. Khar and Morgam bid her goodnight in their own way — Khar with the slightest touch on her shoulder, Morgam with a wink — and left her to climb up the last stretch to her attic bedroom.
The bedroom had once been her mother’s studio, specially built by their father to overlook Arrowmount around them. Along the outside wall there were a series of three large windows, larger than probably was wise in a seaside town that often had nasty winter storms, but Kir had never minded much if a bit of salty air spilled into her room. 
Her mother had been an avid painter like Morgam when she was alive. She had preferred to keep her work up here where the air and light came in through the windows the brightest. When Kir first moved up to this room, the light comforted her. It was like her mother was still there, in the motes of sunlight trailing across her vision in the morning.
A soft snuffling sound rose up behind her from the floor below, followed by the gentle thundering of Nudge ascending the stairs after her. The greathound was incredibly large to most people, usually coming up to hips and stomachs when he loped around Arrowmount after their father. Gnomish and dwarfish folk usually avoided him – not because he was scary, but because it was well known that he would, given the opportunity, attack folks with kisses if their faces were anywhere near his. 
“Nudge,” called Kir softly, undoing her shirt by a few buttons and sliding her boots off her feet before tossing them into the corner. 
Nudge moseyed over and collapsed against her as she laid down in bed, his heavy warm body flopping happily onto hers. He yawned before laying his head on her chest, letting out a sleepy sigh right into her face. 
“Ah, thanks bud. Exactly what I need.”







OEBPS/images/39685590-8731-4c1f-a039-75a754e82cf5.png





OEBPS/images/18512d27-2259-40a5-a7cf-8dff2d10f9ea.png





OEBPS/images/23da70e1-b923-40e1-b81b-2d8363e99a24.png





OEBPS/images/aecd21bc-35e7-4a5c-b2b8-1cc53d8c7ca9.png
Jouepw spioT 7l quowtedy, SOLIDY @ °4ed shen +
S994| Joyjowpuess || OWJOJ“E@I_ "/ haoyg pUOD2S v ¢
syywse|q ol MOIIEN U PIO "9 J23U9) UMOL 7
OSNOL S °6 quswiiedy s, D9 ¢ o180 UMOY_ |

\\ \\\\\\, y, 4 >

§

< X
>y < \ d
&\

2 . » @%\
i C/\S’X/Ln.ﬁsy NDONMO

N7






OEBPS/images/8222031a-f622-4204-99f9-06b7c06ab7ed.png





OEBPS/images/c72a8434-ed31-46eb-b323-a5cce88af8cb.png





OEBPS/images/febac8a5-8bcc-45ae-a801-0ed9568f32db.png





OEBPS/images/7149fd60-9c76-4050-83dc-0edf24a636ca.png





OEBPS/images/2de67c1e-a4ab-45e1-b72e-2c0172d59d53.png





OEBPS/images/71465e96-ab5f-424c-a1c2-d48a583b4543.png





