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      All Emma Corvus wanted was a pint of ale and a month’s worth of rest.

      The ale would come soon enough. But rest? That would come when she was dead if she were lucky. More likely she’d be overwhelmed by the heaviness of the souls who had left this realm because of her.

      Above the village square, the sky darkened as though it held no appreciation for the work she and her partner, Liam Connor, had conducted over the past several months in this backwoods corner of Kalmar. The province was northeast of London, across the North Sea, along the Kingdom of Lancastria’s northern shores. It was a typical town for the region, but for some reason filled with more magical creatures and dark beasts than Emma had ever encountered.

      Both of them were Hunters of the Cursed, raised under the watch of the king’s special forces for one purpose and one purpose only—to rid the world of magic.

      Along with a handful of soldiers, they had traveled throughout the region, fighting relentlessly against the threat of monsters, warlocks, witches, and other magical creatures. None of them had gotten much rest. This edge of the kingdom was thick with the Curse, and though Emma had been named among the best of the Hunters, even she was exhausted.

      What she wouldn’t give for a pint of ale and a warm bed, a crackling fire in the corner of a room, and a nice book. How many nights had she dreamed of nothing more than a break? How many mornings had she woken to the cards of the harsh reality fate had dealt her? After a long and grueling winter of hunting creatures night after night, even the most unassuming magic wielder was a millstone threatening to drown her in a sea of duty.

      Emma slammed the door of the cage wagon, wrestled the massive iron lock through the shackle hole, and clicked it shut before wiping the sweat from her brow. She and Liam dealt with the monsters themselves, but Cursed men and women were hauled back to London for trial.

      A few gasps escaped from those in the town square who now encircled the two Hunters and their captives. The soldiers kept the inquisitive far enough back that they wouldn’t interfere. There was nothing to be done now at any rate.

      The woman inside, her blonde wavy hair pulled behind her ears, looked up at Emma in mock fear. Those blue eyes might have enchanted the men and women of Grenaa village, but she and Liam wouldn’t be swayed so easily.

      The crowd was a mix of those whose lives had been upended by the woman’s magic, and those who knew the woman as part of their community: a seamstress, a mother, a friend. Experience had taught her that even those who had once loved this woman would be happy to see her detained.

      This was hardly the worst monster she and Liam had faced. In fact, this witch, comparatively, was barely an inconvenience. Though Lewis, the village baker, who was now scurrying around the bakery in the form of a mouse, might not have seen it that way. When villagers began turning up as animals, it’s understandable that fear ran rampant through the community. And a witch, no matter how beautiful and charming, was still one of the Cursed and needed to be brought to trial before the King’s Court.

      Magic—any form of magic—had to be eradicated from Lancastria at all costs.

      “What was I supposed to do?” the witch pleaded. “I couldn’t control it. Nobody would help me and⁠—”

      “You turned the grocer into a cat!” Liam spat. “He’s been chasing the baker out of his own shop all evening! And the blacksmith is now a horse.”

      It took days for anyone to realize there was an extra stallion in his stable.

      Not to mention their guardsman whom she’d turned into a pig before they clasped the iron into place, nor the one who’d discovered her blending potions the day before and was turned into a game hen.

      Liam continued. “Intentional or not, King Brampton has demanded a cleansing of all Cursed from the kingdom. That includes you, witch.”

      “My name is Mona!” the witch hissed, emphasizing each word. Then she spat right back at Liam. “And your damned king can take that lock and shove it up his arse! My son was only a boy. Barely fourteen, and the army took him to fight in these never-ending expansionist wars! And for what purpose? The king’s greed will never be satisfied.”

      Liam waved dismissively before turning back to Emma. “I can’t listen to any more of this. Let’s head to the pub.”

      She couldn’t argue with that. As she turned, Emma’s eyes met Mona’s. Despite the relative ease of capture, these were the assignments she hated the most. This woman was not a true monster like those who haunted the forests of Lancastria—beings fiercer than animals, with magic aiding their horrors. They’d chill one’s spine, both literally and metaphorically.

      Mona was simply a woman—one who had somehow invited the Curse into her heart. Many like her had made deals with darkness to seek peace or revenge. Others swore they’d made no such pact, and it was those who worried the Hunters the most. If someone could become Cursed unintentionally, then the plague of magic needed to be stopped before its evil tendrils overturned the kingdom itself.

      In this case, however, Emma wouldn’t be surprised if Mona had made a pact with the devil himself to exact revenge for her son’s conscription. But that would be for the Court to decide.

      Lightning streaked through the clouds overhead. An ominous sign for an already dastardly evening. “Is that the last of them here, then?” Emma asked.

      Liam nodded. “At least the last reported. We stop here for a few days, then make our way back west.”

      Emma allowed herself to sigh in relief. Perhaps they’d get a break after all.

      The crowd behind them was unnervingly quiet, though it was not an unusual reaction from townsfolk when one of the Cursed walked among them. Each of them waited for her signal—for acknowledgment that the blight of magic had been removed from among them.

      She’d smile, but she was too tired even for that. She’d give them the bare minimum effort, for that was all she had left within her.

      Oddly, this part of the work bore her no satisfaction—she’d been hunting long enough to know that, much like her, these townsfolk might get a brief respite from the Cursed, but soon there’d be others. More creatures appearing on their doorsteps, more men and women developing strange habits and abilities, more monsters stalking the perimeters of their homes.

      It kept her employed, she supposed.

      She stepped on a small wooden crate that had been turned over near the cage wagon and amplified her voice so those surrounding could hear her. “The Cursed will no longer bother the town of Grenaa!”

      There was only a slight pause before a round of enthusiastic applause erupted.

      When she and Liam had arrived, these villagers barely wanted to leave their homes. Emma couldn’t say she blamed them. If at any moment the wrong word could cause her to turn into a frog or a bird, she’d hesitate to step outdoors as well. But tonight, they’d be celebrating in the streets. For a few hours, or maybe days, they’d forget the terror that had descended on their village.

      Then they’d go back to their daily lives. Maybe for months, perhaps years, but eventually something new would arrive at the city gates, and Emma, or another Hunter like her, would be back to take care of it.

      Mona had deflated, sunk to the bottom of the cage wagon with her head on her knees, her emerald skirts pooled around her. Who had she been before all this began? Had she celebrated with them the last time Hunters visited Grenaa?

      Emma shook off thoughts of the witch and pushed through the crowd. This reaction, this fanfare, it was the same every time. They arrived at a village, investigated reports of witches, sorcerers, or monsters plaguing them, then dealt with the problem. The townsfolk were grateful for their help, and the Hunters moved on to repeat the process elsewhere.

      “Enjoy the evening, friends!” Liam shouted above the applause.

      This, of course, cued a parade of villagers who diligently lined up to shake their hands and shower them with unwanted hugs and unneeded praise. Another village was freed from the grasp of the Curse. It should have been something worth celebrating, but Emma was tired of it all.

      The crowd eventually dissipated. Many returned to their homes, likely anticipating a restful sleep for the first time in months. Others, including Liam and Emma, went to the local pub to celebrate.
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        * * *

      

      The Cursed will no longer bother the town of Grenaa.

      The words still rattled in Emma’s head as she sat at the bar beside Liam. How many people had she shipped back to London? How many more would kiss the flames of death?

      She’d witnessed enough trials to know the procedure was nothing more than ceremony at best, interrogation at worst. There was no redemption for those accused of bearing the Curse.

      Piss-poor ale sloshed in her mug as the bartender pulled the tap and allowed the yellowish liquid to bubble over. It cascaded over the side of the mug and foamed onto the counter before the blond-haired man deftly wiped it away with a rag.

      She didn’t even have to take a sip to know that what had made it into the glass could barely pass for ale.

      These small-town pubs were always hit or miss, and she longed for a quality drink.

      “For someone who has an entire town worshiping at her feet, you sure have a sour look.” Liam playfully punched her shoulder.

      He’d pulled his red hood down, revealing his thick crop of black hair. The hood was meant more for ceremony than functionality. During a hunt in the woods, the brightly colored garb was a beacon for monsters to either run or attack. Neither were beneficial. But a red-hooded Hunter made for a better impression, he’d always said. And on a night like tonight, where the stakes were lowered and there were witnesses, her friend enjoyed a little showmanship.

      Indeed, from under his cloak, he’d pulled out the medallion that had hung around his neck since he found it as a boy. It was one of the rare talismans the Hunters had approved of. The sigil warded against magic. It wasn’t the perfect defense—he could still be bitten, stabbed, or bludgeoned to death—but it did provide an enviable amount of protection against enchantments.

      Emma adjusted her own forest green hood behind her. She had no interest in standing out this night; there was enough attention on her already.

      Liam’s mug was filled with a dark stout that, somehow, Emma knew was better than her own ale. It was a strange understanding she’d developed of late, and she had to shake off the sensation. She truly was overtired.

      “You’re not still upset about the werewolves in Nordmark, are you?” Liam pried when she didn’t respond to his jest. “Come on, Em, it all ended well. And look at everything we’ve done here.” He lifted his mug to the room. “Liam and Emma have saved the day once again.”

      Emma sighed. The werewolves had been a particularly harrowing experience. But that was a week ago, and it wasn’t as if they hadn’t suffered worse in the past. “I’m just tired of this, Liam.”

      Liam’s expression went slack, then he shook his head slightly. “Tired? Of what? Being the hero? Being the salvation of the kingdom?”

      Emma deflated, allowing her weight to rest on the bar in front of her. “Yes. That’s exactly it.”

      Liam set his mug down. “You’re serious? I realize we need a rest, but you know we’re lucky to be in this role. We’re living an adventure that most only dream of. What could be more fulfilling than rescuing these poor souls from the creatures that haunt them?” He swung his mug out toward the rest of the bar again for emphasis, nearly hitting a distressed barmaid in the process. “This is a life that songs are written about. Hell, there’s probably some storyteller in a room upstairs weaving together lyrics about us right now!”

      Emma sighed again. Liam wasn’t wrong. Everything they wanted or needed was provided for them by the king. She also enjoyed that they got to travel and see the kingdom, a privilege very few were fortunate enough to have, but still . . .

      “Something’s missing, Liam. I have a hard time putting it into words. There’s a piece of me left . . . unfulfilled.”

      Liam smirked and rested a hand on her forearm. “I think I know what that piece is, and uh . . . you know I’m always happy to help.”

      Emma rolled her eyes and batted his hand away. “Knock it off. I’m being serious.”

      She had always found Liam attractive—what wasn’t there to find attractive? Dark eyes, square shoulders, boyish charm. Hell, there were at least a half dozen Grenaa girls eyeing him up right now as they spoke. But they had tried to start a relationship once, and it ended messily. Their world was one of monsters and bloodshed. They were better off if they could remain undistracted by their feelings. Though Emma hadn’t entirely written off the idea that it could happen one day.

      She knew he was jesting, but now was certainly not the time.

      Liam laughed and held up his hands in protest. “All right! All right! But seriously, what else could you want, Emma?”

      Emma took another sip of her ale. It might have been her imagination, but the taste had improved since the first sip. She tried to focus on what Liam was asking. What was she after?

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never had a choice about what to do with my life. From the moment we were pulled off the streets and into the king’s service, they told us we were to be Cursed Hunters. Trained us for what they decided then sent us to do their bidding. Don’t you ever get the feeling there’s something more out there?”

      “Never.” Liam grabbed Emma’s arm again, this time as a more sincere gesture. “Who the hell is here by choice? You think any of these men or women decided to live in this backwoods town and go about their days the way they do? We do what we must to get by and make the best of what we’re given. The sooner you accept that, the happier you’ll be.”

      Emma surveyed her surroundings, taking another sip of her ale. The beer had gotten better—she was sure it wasn’t just her imagination.

      “Besides,” Liam continued, “what else would you do?”

      Behind the bar, the bartender pulled on a tap, and the same golden ale poured into another glass. Except she could tell the ale that flowed wasn’t as good as what was currently in her mug. The intuition interrupted her thoughts fully. She couldn’t explain how, but somehow, she knew the ale flowing from the keg was bitter with a slight sour smell and a rough finish.

      Her glass held ale that was smoother with a sweet, hoppy quality that was growing on her.

      She shook herself out of the thought to answer Liam’s question. She knew exactly what she’d rather do. Ever since they’d begun traveling through the kingdom as Hunters, there was only one thing she’d dreamed of becoming.

      “Who knows, maybe I’ll become a bartender.”

      “A bartender?” Liam pressed his lips tightly together, a faint smile breaking through, betraying the laugh he was struggling to contain. “What the hell would you want to be a bartender for? Pulling drinks all night for a bunch of sad drunks? What purpose would your life hold?”

      Emma thought for a moment, studying her own glass. She didn’t believe Liam was wrong, necessarily. But he wouldn’t understand the appeal. There was something magical about turning simple ingredients into laughter and camaraderie. Not real magic, of course. But a power that wasn’t tainted by the Curse. One that came from within her.

      “Come on, Liam. I grow weary of the hunt. There would be something relaxing about pouring drinks,” she said. “The way the ale flows into the glass, the head of foam that spills over it. But it’s more than that. I’d be helping people, just in a different way.”

      Liam rolled his eyes. “How does pouring beers help anyone?”

      “Look around you,” she said. “Everyone here is enjoying themselves. They’re having a laugh with friends, doing what they can to forget that life in the kingdom is hard. And every person the bartender meets is another chance to offer a listening ear. This is where friendships are formed, and weary travelers find solace.”

      She stopped short of confessing she’d always felt it to be her true calling. She knew Liam wouldn’t understand that. Already his face was contorted with incredulity.

      The pop of a cork signaled that the bartender had opened a bottle of wine. To the south, on the mainland, viticulture had become all the rage. That the trend had made it as far north as Kalmar province was surprising. There were no vineyards that stretched up onto the peninsula.

      From where she sat at the end of the bar, she could tell the wine was bad. Much like the ale, it had soured somewhere along the long route to its destination. Her presumption was confirmed by the bartender’s face, which puckered as he tried it.

      “Damn.” The light-eyed man’s voice was gruff, as though he’d spent his evenings smoking cigars and his nights drinking brandy. He lifted the bottle to pour it into the drain.

      “Wait a minute!” Emma called to him. “Don’t dump that.”

      She had no idea why she reacted in that manner and really no idea what she expected to do. The bartender raised an eyebrow, looked at the wine, then back at Emma.

      “’Tis spoiled, miss,” he grunted. “I wouldn’t serve this to my mother-in-law, whom I hate. I certainly won’t be givin’ it to the woman who saved this village.” That earned a chuckle from some of the beefy men who sat nearby.

      “Let me try it,” Emma pressed.

      “I have to decline, ma’am, and I do so with the deepest respect. With all you two have done to help our village, I would be right embarrassed to give this to you. Plus, I saw how you worked that blade on the forest trolls last fortnight, and I’d hate to be on the receiving end of it.”

      Liam leaned in close and whispered harshly in her ear. “What the blazes are you doing?”

      Emma raised her hand. If she were honest, she didn’t truly know.

      “I won’t hold it against you,” she promised. “Just a theory. If I’m wrong, we’ll dump it. No harm done.”

      “Bloody Londoners,” the bartender muttered as he reluctantly brought the bottle over and poured.

      That’s when it hit Emma—when she realized what the sensation was. The wine was singing to her, asking for her help. And without any control or conscious effort, she responded. She could feel something flow from her and into the bottle, into the glass. Whatever it was, it was flowing from within her to make the wine . . . better. She could sense the integrity of the wine shifting, bringing it back to a state of its full potential.

      It was almost as if it were . . .

      Magic.

      The bartender slid the glass across the counter and gave her one final side-eye. “If ye go blind. Do not blame me.” He nodded to Liam. “You’re a witness; I tried to stop her.”

      “Trust me, friend,” Liam said, “I don’t know what she’s about. If you ask me, the stress of the past few weeks has sent her into a breakdown.”

      “If I’m to go blind”—Emma cleared her throat, trying to gain some sense of composure—“it will be from the piercing stare of an umbrathraller and not a glass of bad wine.”

      The bartender didn’t react, perhaps not knowing whether Emma was serious or not.

      “And if I am having a breakdown”—it was her turn to give Liam a smirk—“it’s only because I have to constantly put up with your shenanigans.”

      That earned another fit of laughter from the group of men along the bar.

      Emma lifted the glass, her heart hammering against her ribs.

      The liquid spun as she swirled her glass, leaving blood red legs streaking along the inside. Aromas wafted from its surface. Bright cherry, sandalwood, and thyme.

      She held her breath and took a sip.

      “What’d I tell you?” the barkeep said.

      Emma cleared her throat again as she set the glass back down. Blood drained from her face, and she tried to keep despair from marking her voice, but the words sounded distant as they left her lips. “This seems to be a fine example of a Gascon wine.” Trying to calm herself, she added, “Perhaps you just needed to let it breathe.”

      The skepticism never left the bartender’s face as he poured another glass and swirled it around. It was reminiscent of a vineyard sommelier instead of the barkeep of an outskirt village tavern.

      He took a sip of the wine, and his face contorted. For a moment, Emma thought he might spit it back out. But instead, he swallowed and looked at the glass as though he wasn’t sure how it had ended up in his hand.

      “Blazes, you’re right.” He smacked his lips and took another sip. “This might be the finest wine I’ve ever shelved. How’d you know?”

      “Yes, how did you know?” Liam’s voice dripped with disbelief. Emma had never been much of a wine connoisseur. Sure, she was highly critical of the ale in these small villages, but to question a bartender about wine from the other side of the bar and be correct . . .

      “Lucky guess.” Her mind raced, clinging to a memory she’d believed to be buried. “Remember when we were hunting shroudlings in Gascony last year? The one maître d’ told us that some of the best wine needed to breathe before it could be enjoyed. I recognized the label on that bottle and thought perhaps that was the case here.”

      She risked a look at Liam, who nodded with a considering frown. “I do remember that, now that you mention it . . .”

      A single bead of sweat ran down her back. Surprisingly, she hadn’t felt this much pressure since she’d been face-to-face with four dozen of those shroudlings. Monsters she could handle, but what she had done fell into the realm of magic. “I suppose I filed it in the back of my mind. And look!” She gestured to the bottle that the bartender continued to study intently. “It came in handy.”

      “Handy! I’ll say! Do you know how much coin you’ve saved me?” He leaned in and lowered his voice so only Emma and Liam could hear. “I could charge premium for this!”

      He turned to the rest of the bar and lifted his arms, glass in one hand and bottle in the other. “The Hunters drink for free!”

      The patrons erupted in another round of excited cheers. It was customary that townsfolk would buy the Hunters drinks after a successful purge, so the beverages didn’t mean as much to Emma and Liam as they would have to the folks who didn’t have to shell out a few extra coins for their guests.

      Liam roared as though he’d never been given a free drink in his life, lifting his half-empty glass above his head.

      Emma lifted her glass as well, but her mind was miles away from the token of thanks.

      Out of view in the back storage area, the rest of the innkeeper’s stock sat in a crate Emma could feel every single bottle. They called to her. Each begged her to sing to them as she had to their brother; it was a siren’s song she found irresistible. She was barely aware that she had allowed herself to become entranced by the energy. With little hesitation, she allowed a piece of herself to flow into the liquid encapsulated in each glass bottle. The structure within subtly shifted so it would no longer be sour and spoiled but as rich and flavorful as the one the bartender held.

      When it was done, the patrons’ cheers had died down. It had only taken a few moments, and as far as Emma could tell there had been no visible sign of her effort. But she had done it. She felt the weariness, the strain it put on her mind. It had been nearly as exhausting as hunting the fiercest of supernatural creatures.

      She let out a faint, involuntary gasp as the implications sunk in.

      Liam lightly put his hand on her shoulder and leaned in so only she could hear his words. “Is everything all right? You look like you’re about to faint.”

      All Emma could do was nod. “I might.” She forced a smile. “I’m going to go upstairs and lie down. It’s been a long week.”

      Liam nodded with a vague expression of concern, but he didn’t argue. The statement wasn’t untrue, but it was unlike her to retire early without decompressing for a few hours in the company of those they’d saved.

      She moved through the crowd, their faces a blur, navigating the gauntlet of congratulations and thanks, to the staircase that would bring her to her room above the bar.

      One word circled her mind over and over.

      Cursed.

      Whatever had happened here tonight had sealed her fate.

      Perhaps Liam was right; perhaps nobody really had the freedom to choose their fate. This night, hers had been decided for her. She couldn’t stay. Could no longer hold the title of Hunter. By morning, Kalmar would be miles behind her, and she’d be on her way to a new life.
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      Emma Corvus was not running away.

      She didn’t run, didn’t cower in fear, and she could certainly handle herself.

      But she also wasn’t stupid.

      She’d left Liam and Kalmar behind nearly two months ago, and she concluded that she hadn’t been fleeing as much as she’d been traveling—swiftly.

      Even at an accelerated pace, it had taken that much time for her to travel undetected to what was typically considered the most remote village in Lancastria. She’d had to dodge authorities and anyone who might recognize her the entire way. It had been a journey over mountains, through streams, across the Channel, and the West Sea.

      Traveling through the forested parts of Lancastria hadn’t been easy. Especially on foot, but it was the only way for her to evade being tracked by the Hunters—not to mention the array of magical monsters that lurked the deepest part of the woods she was forced to traverse. It wasn’t that she didn’t know the terrain well, but her pursuers would as well. She had to ensure to cover her trail, and to do it well, or this plan would never work.

      Cuanmore was as far removed as she’d ever felt from her life as a Hunter, and it still wasn’t far enough.

      As she entered the lowly pub, quaintly named The Cursed Dragon, the first thing to catch her eye was the lone musician standing in the corner. The young man bore a face full of freckles and a mop of hair that was more orange than red. Emma tucked a strand of her own bright red hair behind her ear self-consciously.

      Haunting melodies drifted from his fiddle while somber-eyed patrons sipped at an amber ale which, based on the number of pints distributed throughout the bar, seemed to be the house specialty. The evening was still young, and she imagined this same fiddler would play more lively tunes as the night wore on.

      The second person to catch her eye was a man who sat with his back turned to her, an ale on the table before him, nearly untouched. His salt-and-pepper hair grew in all directions like it had been styled by the sea breeze and had never known a comb. He wore a patterned vest overtop a collared shirt with white sleeves that seemed impossibly clean for a place like Cuanmore. Not that it was a dirty town, but the rest of the patrons appeared to be comprised of farmers, crafters, and builders—those who didn’t mind getting their hands and trousers dirty.

      Whoever this man was, he stood out from them all. In his hands, he worked some sort of small device. Gears and sprockets spread out before him in a chaotic display.

      Surely, this was a sorcerer if Emma had ever seen one.

      But that was no longer her problem.

      Pressing deeper into the tavern, Emma allowed her mind to scan the bar, a skill she’d been able to develop and hone over the past few weeks along her journey. This could be the very tavern she’d find herself working in, and she had to know what libations she’d have to work with.

      She might be Cursed, but she still needed coin to eat.

      Besides a barrel of dank whiskey, it seemed ale was the only alcohol this local pub offered. Emma wrinkled her nose. Perhaps it was good enough for the lot of them, but she had to admit she’d hoped there’d be more to work with.

      Emma pulled her hood back. Cuanmore was the last community the kingdom recognized as being within its borders. Located on the western shore of the island province of Hibernia, it was naturally segregated from the rest of the world. To the west was the endless sea. There were tales from sailors that insisted other lands existed to the west, but the appetite to spend the coin to explore seamen’s tales was low. To the north lay barren lands of frigid cold and stone.

      As Lancastria’s final oasis and most northern port, Cuanmore nestled into a natural bay, protected from the harshest northern and western winds and storms. It was an access point for southern travel and the perfect location for seafaring merchants to offload goods for traders to transport farther into the island province. And even though the kingdom’s flag waved above the town, the king and his armies rarely bothered with this remote outpost. As long as the people paid their taxes and didn’t cause a fuss, they were on their own.

      Hell, as far as she knew, these villagers took care of their own monsters and magic users.

      Which, as far as Emma was concerned, was perfect.

      Despite the chill of the wind outside, there was something about the village that felt . . . pleasant. Like an embrace at the end of a long winter—one Emma thought she could learn to love. A place to put her feet up after a lifetime of service and two months on the run.

      She found herself a seat near the exit, facing the bar so she could keep an eye on the sorcerer. She wouldn’t concern herself with him much, but she had been trained not to take any chances.

      “Anything I can grab for you, hun?” A young lady with a glow in her eyes and a smile that could sweeten tea approached the table. Golden curls hugged her bubbly face, which only amplified her persona. Emma wondered for a moment if this was an act to entice more tips or if it was her natural demeanor.

      Gods, when did I get so cynical?

      “Just an ale,” Emma replied. “But I do have a question for you, if you don’t mind.”

      The server raised an eyebrow skeptically. “O . . . kay, I guess.”

      Emma laughed. If this was an act, the girl was damn good about it. But given the crowd a pub in a port-side village like Cuanmore might see, she supposed the girl was expecting a proposition, even at this early hour.

      “Nothing insidious, I promise.” Emma raised her hands in concession. “But I suppose I should first ask what your name is?”

      That didn’t seem to ease the server’s concerns. She paused a few moments before responding, “Liesel.”

      “Nice to meet you, Liesel. I’m Emma. I’ve been traveling through the kingdom, looking for a place to settle, and this seems like a quaint village. It’s quite nice here.”

      That was almost true. Though ‘traveling’ might not exactly have been the way most would have described her hiding from her fellow Hunters. Former fellow Hunters, that is. One could hardly possess magic and claim to be a part of those who would hunt her down and haul her to London for execution.

      “I’ve lived here my whole life,” Liesel responded. The suspicion hadn’t completely faded from her voice. “Ships come and go monthly now, so there’s never a dull moment. You’re here at the best time of year. The days are getting longer and warmer. Our winters can get long and cold.”

      Liesel took a moment to survey Emma’s outfit. She had, of course, discarded her Hunter’s uniform. But old habits died hard. She still sported a dark green hood that she wore down now, allowing her red hair to flow over her shoulders, but her fitted tunic and trousers stood out among the loose-fitting, brown apparel worn by most people in the room—not to mention the various belts and straps that held her collection of blades close to hand. Emma’s knee-high leather boots were certainly not fit for the fields either.

      Even though Cuanmore wasn’t a busy port, Liesel was likely accustomed to travelers from all walks of life, and Emma’s garb didn’t fit the description of a prospective new resident.

      “We are far away from most of the kingdom. Surely a place like London or Dublin would be a better place for an adventurous woman such as yourself.”

      Emma nodded, making a show of truly considering Liesel’s response. She had to admit, the long winters weren’t ideal. But they would be a minor inconvenience for anonymity. “I grow tired of crowds,” Emma stated simply.

      “I think it’d be exciting.” Liesel beamed, her smile wistful as her shoulders relaxed, her suspicion melting away. “So many people, and nobody knows who you are, or what your business is.”

      That was true enough, as long as nobody was looking for you. “There is some appeal,” Emma replied. “But a city has more eyes watching. And besides, I’ve had enough adventures.”

      Liesel’s eyes lit up, and Emma got the sense that if she didn’t change the subject fast, the barmaid would ask for details she didn’t want to discuss. Instead, she nodded to the sorcerer in the corner. “What’s his story?”

      That did it. Liesel’s face darkened, and she shook her head subtly as though afraid the man with his back turned to them might see her. “He calls himself “the professor” and often comes in with unusual trinkets and objects. He keeps to himself, mostly.”

      “You seem frightened,” Emma observed. “Has he threatened you?”

      Liesel shook her head. “No, he actually seems nice enough. He’s just peculiar. He lives by himself, near the lighthouse. It’s rumored that he’s . . .” She glanced at the nearby tables, then, not wanting to be overheard, she mouthed the word—Magic.

      Although that would confirm Emma’s suspicions, it wasn’t unusual for hermits and outcasts to be accused of witchcraft when they were only eccentric. Still, there was something about this man that rubbed Emma as being . . . otherworldly. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. But she wasn’t going to badger Liesel about it further. Besides, she wasn’t chasing after magic users any longer. The professor wasn’t her problem.

      “One more question, then I promise I’ll let you continue your rounds. Is there any work available here? Perhaps behind the bar?”

      Liesel took a moment, digesting the question before a smile graced her lips. “There might be an opening for a server later this month, but the main barkeep is the owner, Mr. O’Malley. Evenings are covered by his nephew, William. He’s the one at the
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