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Red Lords and the Darkest Hunter

Xun hummed as they emerged from the edges of the forest, birch swaying overhead and shrubbery crunching under their horses' hooves, onto the plains. Steppes, really. They were far enough north that Prince Cyrille had wrapped himself up in scarves, sweaters and a thick green felt coat several days ago. It really wasn't that far north, not like the glaciers, but it felt like it.

It felt good to her. The nip in the air. The bright crispness of the sun, the light breeze that cut right through her gloves to make her notice the temperature in ways she normally didn't anymore. Of course, she had her scarf up over her mouth and nose so she wasn't getting the full effect of the cold.

Strange to really understand why that was.

She didn't want to be a god someday. Certainly not the God of Death. But it looked like that's what her destiny was. Xun wondered if Mother had known when she sent Xun out to save Prince Cyrille and his soulbond Akuchi from the Valley of Thorns.

Probably not.

Xun was the best gardener in the family and who better to send against a valley full of sentient, godly thorn bushes?

No one, of course.

And who better to send to the steppes to deal with the Red Lords of the North than Xun Rosario, God-Killer, and her team?

She snorted. God-Killer. Such a pompous title. She'd sawn through a tree trunk, nothing more. It was Keanu, Demigod of Sacrifice and Change, who'd held Dorji Kita still long enough for Xun to work. Not likely that anyone else would understand or believe her when she said that she hadn't done anything remarkable.

Not that it mattered here and now.

Now there were rolling hills, waves of grass and the cool wind. The steppes felt empty and full at the same time. Xun almost felt like she stood on the edge of the ocean about to dive in even though there was no water in sight anywhere.

"Where are they?" Prince Cyrille asked.

"They'll be watching," Akuchi replied, calm and confident even as his eyes scanned the hills, the fresh green grass, the occasional rocks, as if it hid hordes of enemies ready to kill them all. "Hiding for the moment. We'll encountered them about two hours ride from the forest edge. They always watch to see what they're dealing with."

"Didn't know you'd been this way before," Xun said.

Akuchi shrugged, dark cheeks going a bit more red than Xun would have expected. "I ah, do a bit of woodworking when I'm not traveling or fighting. The Red Lords have bought several of my pieces. So yes, I've been this way though it's been several years now."

He reached out to take Prince Cyrille's mitten-covered hand. Ah. A hobby from before their soulbond and the Four Day War. Interesting. Xun would have to ask him later about the wood working. They couldn't do much while on the road but maybe he could do carving? There was time in the evenings at their camps.

She'd hate for any of them to lose more chunks of themselves than they had to.

Garnett grumbled, glowering towards Akuchi and Prince Cyrille. "Pay attention, will you? We don't have time for the two of you to get lost in each other."

"Don't worry," Keanu said, appearing next to them on a shimmering white horse that had translucent lavender horns curling back over its ears. "I'm keeping watch over everyone. Though there is something quite dark out on the steppes. So odd that there would be. You'd think, given all the lovely open spaces and lack of cover, that nothing could hide. But the Red Lords and their people have found such wonderful ways to hide in plain sight!"

He beamed, both figuratively and literally, at a small rock and grassy hummock not ten feet from the tip of Xun's pony's nose.

The rock shifted, raising a startled face to stare at Keanu.

"Oh," Xun said, reassessing both Akuchi's description of what they were going to face and just how easy it would be to hide on these open plains. "That's a surprise. Huh. Well, you can ignore Keanu if you want. He's a baby demigod. Everything's amazing to him."

The man blinked at them and then slowly lowered his face again so that he looked like nothing more than a rock and a small hummock of beaten down grass. Surprising that they were that good at hiding in plain sight. Necessary. Xun wouldn't have thought of it but it made sense now that she'd seen it.

They rode on, Xun studying every rock to try to determine if it was a hiding warrior. Some probably were. Some might not be. But she couldn't be sure and really, did it matter?

No. 

It didn't.

Especially not once they rode over the top of a slightly larger hill and found themselves staring down into a broad, wide valley full of horses, tents and people.

"The Red Lords," Akuchi said. He grinned when Garnett glared at him. "Be grateful they set up camp in our way. We could have met a small party and been required to ride for another day before we got there."

"I'll be grateful when we leave," Garnett grumbled. He glared down at the camp, at the clear blue skies overhead. At Xun and Keanu and then the ears of his own horse.

"Do we have any idea what they need us for?" Xun asked.

"My cousin said that they'd appealed to him for someone to take down a monster haunting the outer edges of their camps every night," Prince Cyrille said. His voice was muffled by the scarf wrapped around his face. "Kind of surprising. They're supposed to be the best hunters on the continent so a monster they can't kill has to be pretty horrible."

Xun nodded.

If it was a monster. After so many trips out to deal with the High King's missions, Xun automatically wondered if it was a god or demigod. Seemed likely. Most of the truly powerful creatures in the world were divine in some way.

They'd know soon enough.

The Red Lords themselves were waiting at the edge of the camp.

 

+++

 

Strange to see people who wore their red in the exact same shade as Xun's stained skin and eye. The Red Lords wore ankle-length coats made of felted wool died the color of half-dried blood. They'd embroidered black symbols over the fabric, suns and moons, stylized horses, strange little squiggles that reminded Xun of worms seeking to escape drowning during a downpour.

Two men, two women, all tall enough that she was going to have a crick in her neck by the time they went home. All armed with long curved swords and short, powerfully recurved bows. Their skin was as black as the embroidery on their coats and their eyes as sharp as their blades.

"I, Uttara Van Achthoven, Red Lord of the Wind, do welcome you, Xun Rosario, God-Killer," Uttara said. He bowed, sweeping one hand through the grass around his toes and then standing up to loom over her.

"Thank you," Xun said. "High King said you have a problem."

All four of the Red Lords sort of jerked. A little thing, just a blink, mouth opening and then shutting for a half second. Uttara stiffened, lips going thin, but then he smiled.

Far too tightly.

Good.

Xun didn't like the too gracious welcome. Every time people welcomed them graciously it turned into a deadly situation and she'd like to avoid that if at all possible. Better to put them off balance, keep them there.

"Indeed," Uttara said. He gestured towards the woman standing next to him. "This is Jian Van Dam, Red Lord of the Water. Next to her is Efemenia Van Abiah, Red Lord of the Fire. And lastly, though never least, we have Parris Van Simonis, Red Lord of the Song."

Xun sighed. So much for keeping them off balance. Akuchi coughed a laugh into his hand, eyes sparkling with laughter when she glanced his way.

"Fine, introductions," Xun grumbled. "Garnett Daugherty, Keanu Marchetti, Prince Cyrille Notariano, and Akuchi Nylund who you apparently already know. Good enough? Can we get to work now? Or are there more formalities we have to deal with before we go kill whatever it is you're dealing with?"

All four of the Red Lords suddenly looked amused. Probably her impatience. Oh well, that would have to be good enough.

"We did not actually want the Darkest Hunter killed," Jain said and yeah, she was trying not to laugh out loud at Xun.

Xun frowned.

So did Prince Cyrille who tugged off one glove so that he could fish into a pocket of his coat to pull out the letter the High King had given them before they left. Short, to the point, it'd just said that they were dealing with a threat of great danger and needed the God-Killers if they were not to be destroyed.

"The letter implied that you wanted it killed," Prince Cyrille said. He passed the letter to Xun.

"Looked that way to me, too," Xun agreed. She raised an eyebrow at Jian, then Uttara when they exchanged worried looks. "So what do you need us for?"

Efemenia smoothed one hand over her sleek black hair, revealing a series of thin braids down her back. "Perhaps we could step into the Council tent. There is much to be discussed. This is a grave issue. It should be handled properly."

Xun felt like Garnett's habitual snarl had been transferred to her face as she tugged her scarf down, exposing the pale golden lower half of her face. The Red Lords all backed off a step, Efemenia's face paling slightly.

Well it should. The blood of Dorji Kita that had given her the title of God-Killer hadn't stained the lower half of her face. Just two lines of red trailed down the sides of her mouth to her chin, legacy of the sap-blood that had left its mark on her face and hands. And eye.

Most people didn't realize that she was stained by Dorji Kita's blood until she took the scarf down.

Xun drew in a breath, the cold stinging her nostrils and cutting at her throat. Damn, it really was cold enough for Prince Cyrille's many layers of clothes.

"We're not here to socialize," Xun snapped at Efemenia. "Just tell
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