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Chapter One

 


Wanted for
cannibalism—

Searching for handsome
witch said to live in the forest. He seduces teenagers to his home
with sweets only to cook them for dinner. Black hair, horns on his
head, red eyes, may have sparkling penis. Extremely dangerous.
Reward: 5,000 coins.

“Five thousand coins!”
Grant read the sign again. “Do you know what we could do with five
thousand coins?” He turned his head, making the bruised shoulder
ache, and his long hair slapped against his black eye.

“Food maybe?” Harris
muttered. He was always muttering. Talking under his breath.
Whispering. “If we don’t get these washed, he’ll …
he’ll…”

“I know what he’ll do!”
Grant barked, then winced. He took half the handful of clothes from
Harris, and then they continued to walk toward the stream. It
wasn’t that far away, and the man that he and Harris were so scared
of wasn’t far behind. His name was Mr. Dalca. He owned the
orphanage where Grant and Harris had been dropped off. Grant had
known nothing but that place. He was left on the steps in a storm.
No note, no one checking up on him, alone. That was fine by Grant.
He’d learned to take care of himself. When he turned eighteen next
week he would be kicked out of the orphanage, and he’d find a way
to make it on his own. Grant glanced at Harris. He was going to
bring him, too. They were only a month apart and inseparable most
of their childhood. If you could call what they had a
childhood.

“Why are you walking so
slow?” The man behind them was surprisingly well-liked in this tiny
town just beyond the castle. Mr. Dalca had a bald head with a long,
dark beard and brown eyes that were too small for his face. He wore
fine garb, considering he ran an orphanage, and he was stronger
than he looked. Grant knew because he’d been beaten enough to know
the fucker could hurt.

“Sorry, sir.” Harris moved
faster.

Grant had to stop himself from
growling. That would only lead to more trouble. One more week. Just
one more week, and he’d be able to get out of here. Once the kids
turned seventeen, they could join the king’s guard, but if they
lasted to eighteen, they’d have their freedom. Grant was so close
it was hard to fall asleep every night. Not just because of the
surprise beatings either. He was almost free. Of course, he’d have
to wait around here for Harris to turn eighteen. That would be a
long month, but his best friend was worth it. Besides, Grant had to
eventually let Harris in on his secret. The dark, hidden knowledge
that every time Harris was near Grant would get an erection. At
first, he thought it was just because they were huddled in bed
together to keep warm, but now it was more often. Too often. If
somebody saw, Grant would have a lot more problems than just a
slap-happy guardian.

“What are you thinking
about so hard?” Harris whispered as they walked to the stream that
ran through town.

Your dick. You shirtless.
Your ass. All bad answers. “The witch,”
Grant said as they found an empty spot along the busy
stream.

“You can’t be serious?”
Harris pushed some blond strands off his forehead and knelt
down.

Grant almost blushed at their
positions before he quickly lowered, too. “Why not? Five thousand
coins could really help us when we’re out of that
place.”

“When you’re out.” Harris spoke
softly.

“We. I’m not leaving
you.”

Harris smiled.

The rare sight made Grant’s body go
taut with the need to hug him. “Maybe I can do some witch hunting
while you’re busy doing … clothes.” Grant rolled his eyes and
dropped the pile between them.

“Witches have powers.
Dangerous things. Promise me you won’t.” Harris grabbed his hand.
“Promise me right now.”

“Okay. Okay. I won’t hunt
a witch … without you.” Grant grinned, but then he got smacked on
the back of the head. Hard.

“Wash those clothes. I
want to be out of here by sunset.”

Wash the clothes. Clean this. Make the
beds. Scrub the damn floor. Grant wanted to turn around and punch
the bastard in the stomach. Especially considering his fancy
clothes were all cleaned by the washerwoman in the village. This
pile was their clothes, and the other kids’, along with a few thin
blankets that they’d need with the approaching winter. Grant
grabbed a pair of trousers and dunked them in the water, but his
mind was still on that five thousand coins. Just how dangerous were
witches?

****

Grant was tired and bored. He laid the
wet clothes on the wall at the orphanage after carrying the cold,
dripping bundle all the way back. Now he slapped them on the wall
with a splat while Harris was stuck helping in the
kitchen.

Something clanged inside.

The sun was starting to set, too, so
Mr. D would probably make him come out here before they were sent
to bed and get them. This was looking to be a long and annoying
night. When he was done, the sun was just about set. Long rays
speared the dark forest around the orphanage, which was at the very
edge of the village. The high peaks of the castle looked big from
here. He wondered, not for the first time, if the king ever came
out to see his people. Did he care that food was scarce and there
were more children orphaned every year? Women of the night took up
more of the streets, and taverns were the most popular place in
town. Grant sighed. One month and one week. That’s all they had.
Then Harris would join him. Grant wasn’t sure how he’d feel once he
was honest, but they’d already been through so much together. The
truth wouldn’t shake their bond. He hoped.

Grant rubbed his hand on his trousers
to warm his fingers. There was a chill with the sun down. He kicked
the clothes basket into the corner of the wall that surrounded
their building, then headed inside. He wanted a warm meal, which
would probably be more tasteless porridge, but at this point he’d
eat anything. His stomach rumbled as he pushed open the stone door.
The den was lined with many books donated to the orphanage, none of
which they were allowed to read. For Harris’s birthday one year,
Grant had stolen one, and when Mr. D found out Grant had been
beaten so bad he had to stay in bed for a week. He still had the
scars on his back as a reminder … never get caught.

“Food is on the table,”
Mr. D said as the other kids rushed to eat.

“I have to clean up
first.” His clothes were wet, and the chill made goosebumps form on
his skin. Grant brushed a hand through his black hair as he stood
there.

Mr. D didn’t even bother to
acknowledge what he said. He made his way from the table, crowded
with too many kids and too little food, to the kitchen. There he’d
eat the good stuff. Grant knew because he’d also stolen a piece of
sweet bread for Harris’s fifteenth birthday. They hadn’t been
caught, and damn had that tasted amazing. Grant climbed the steps
to the second floor, then to the third floor and then took the
narrow spiral steps to the attic where the older kids slept. It was
cold in the winter, hot in the summer, and cramped all year round.
Grant stepped inside just as Jandy, a girl that had a soft spot for
Harris, flew by.

“Hey, Jandy.”

She sniffled and shook her head. “He
won’t let me see.”

“Who? What?”

“Harris. They … they hurt
him. Bad this time.” Tears slid down her cheeks as she
spoke.

Asslickers!
Grant ran into the room and went right for their
beds. They were just blankets on the floor, but a lump under the
blankets moved as he approached. “Harris?” Grant fell to his knees.
“What happened?”

Harris was tucked on his side. “Broke
a plate,” he whispered.

“How bad?” Grant slid the
blanket down his body to see him shirtless. It would have given him
an awkward boner if not for the blood. They had hit him with
something that made slashing cuts on his right arm and shoulder.
The blood dripped down his body to highlight a few new bruises on
his chest. “I’m going to kill him!” Grant was so angry that he had
to clench his teeth. Mr. D was going to beat Harris bloody because
of damn plate. A stupid plate!

Harris reached out. “If you do that,
you’ll never get out of here.” He winced as he sat up. “It’s more
than just the plate. I heard him talking to someone from the
castle. They need more guards. They’re angry that D can’t get more
of us to become guards. So he said … he said he’d make it harder
for us to last and that we’d beg to go as soon as we got the
offer.”

Harris didn’t deserve this. He was one
of the good guys. He never stole, he never talked back, he did as
he was told all the time. Grant curled his hands into fists. “Hey,
let’s get these cuts cleaned up. Okay?”

Harris shook his head. “I’m not
allowed to leave this room until sunrise.”

“Screw that.” Grant stood
and held out his hand. “We’re getting you cleaned up and … and then
we’re running.”

Harris jerked in surprise and then
winced. “We can’t.”

Runaways were given the worst
treatment—but that was only if they were caught. Grant had once
seen a runaway strung up on the wall for three days before they let
him down to beat him. Then they stuck him up there for another day
before letting him come back to the orphanage. He wouldn’t let that
happen to Harris.

“You only have one week
left…”

“You have a month. I’m not
letting you suffer for an entire month. We do this as we do
everything, together. Will you run away with


























cover.jpg
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING «

JAMES € OX






tmp_5417fdc9296ceb3103f1cfec89d0a424_qRJXVk_html_m2f557912.png
)
(

BXX X

{
\

e





tmp_5417fdc9296ceb3103f1cfec89d0a424_qRJXVk_html_m3759389a.jpg
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING

JAMES: @ O

O X T~ :\E—"






tmp_5417fdc9296ceb3103f1cfec89d0a424_qRJXVk_html_6bd667c.png





