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Chapter 9

Powerful men from the Ashford faction.

What kind of cursed fate was that?

In the old story-songs, this was what they called a blood feud. Which meant my conveniently acquired little uncle and I were practically born enemies.

Serena stepped in before Julian could work himself into more of a rage.

“Enough,” she said coldly. “If not for Garrick Linwood, you would already be dead under a clansman’s blade. If not for Greypine Mountain taking me in, I would have died on the road long ago.”

Julian stared at her in disbelief. “Sister, you’ve changed. You were always proud. You looked down on people like these—common rough men, outlaws—”

“Can pride fill an empty stomach?” Serena cut in. “Can pride save the people on this mountain?”

Her voice sharpened.

“Julian, open your eyes. Look around you. How many of the people on Greypine Mountain were driven here because the court failed them? Because corrupt officials bled them dry? These people you scorn are more worthy than half the men you call pillars of the kingdom.”

Julian had no answer.

During the days he stayed on the mountain recovering, he saw everything for himself. The outlaws farmed the fields. The women spun thread and wove cloth. Children ran errands with baskets on their backs. And then there was me—a little outlaw whelp—standing in the yard reciting Mencius.

“The people matter most,” I declaimed, swaying my head as I showed off, “the state comes next, and the ruler least of all.”

Then I looked at him and grinned.

“Uncle Julian, Mother taught me that. So tell me—which one of you understands it better? You, or my mother?”

Julian went quiet.

But the news he had brought was worse than anything else.

The northern clans’ main force was already pressing toward Greenhaven Province. The provincial prefect had abandoned the city and fled. Inside Greenhaven City there were only three thousand old, weak, and broken soldiers left to defend it.

Outside the walls waited fifty thousand cavalry.

“Come with me, Sister.” By the time his injuries had mostly healed, Julian was preparing to leave. “Head south. Go to Goldcrest. This place can’t be held.”

Serena stood in front of the Hall of Oaths and looked down toward the lands below. Somewhere beyond the ridges lay Greenhaven City, and with it hundreds of thousands of common people.

My father sat nearby, wiping down his blade. The edge shone like a mirror.

“Wife,” he said suddenly, “go with your brother. Take Mara with you.”

My head snapped up. “Father! I’m not going!”

“Quiet.” He shot me a glare. “Don’t make trouble at a time like this. Go with your mother. Go to Goldcrest and live a decent life. My road ends here. I can’t leave this mountain.”
Chapter 11

One-Eye Drake wiped the sweat off his face and hesitated. “Ma’am… isn’t that a little vicious? We may be outlaws, but we used to have rules. Took people’s money, sure, but we didn’t go out of our way to kill.”

Serena lifted her eyes and gave him one cool glance.

“The northern clans cross the border and sack a city for three days,” she said. “They slaughter even month-old babies. And you want to speak to them of mercy?”

That did it.

One-Eye Drake spat hard onto the ground. “Damn them. Dig. Dig like you mean it. And smear filth-fire on the stakes while you’re at it.”

I had to admit, learned people really could be more devious than outlaws.

Serena didn’t stop at pits and rolling logs. She also had people gather quicklime, ground chili, and even the poisonous mushrooms no one ever bothered touching.

My father stared at basket after basket of bright red ground chili and sneezed. “Wife, what is this? You planning to feed those bastards hot stew?”

Serena was grinding ink at the table and didn’t even look up. “A smokescreen of another kind. When the wind turns right, we throw it down from above. Their eyes will burn, their noses will run, and they won’t be able to stay on their feet.”

But before long, we ran into the worst problem of all.

Food.

The grain stores on Greypine Mountain could have kept our hundred-odd people alive for half a year if we were the only mouths to feed. But Serena had already sent out a call to gather the broken soldiers and refugees scattered through Greenhaven Province. Once they started coming, our stores wouldn’t even be enough to fill the gaps in our teeth.

“Then we take some!” My father slapped his thigh, speaking on instinct. “Those rich households down below have to be sitting on extra grain.”

Serena shook her head at once. “No. We need the people on our side now. If we rob common folk again, how are we any different from the invaders?”

“Then what are we supposed to do?” my father burst out. “Live on mountain wind?”

He scratched at his head, agitated, while Serena set down her brush. Then the corner of her mouth curved in a sly little smile.

“Who said anything about robbing common folk?” she said. “We can rob the provincial prefect who abandoned the city and ran.”

My father snorted. “That bastard already fled. Took off with his fortune faster than a rabbit.”

“He may have run,” Serena said, “but that doesn’t mean he carried everything with him.”

She drew a small ledger from her sleeve.
Chapter 12

“I had Mara go down the mountain these last few days to ask questions. That prefect was greedy beyond measure. He kept a private estate outside the city to hide the heavy valuables and grain he couldn’t take with him. It’s hidden well enough that even the northern clans haven’t found it.”

My father turned to stare at me, eyes wide. “Mara? Since when did you go sniffing around for news?”

I straightened at once, proud as anything. “The day before yesterday. Mother had me dress as a beggar and go ask for food. I just happened to chat with some of the hired hands at the estate while I was there. Mother said it’s called knowing your enemy.”

That very night, my father led a crew down the mountain.

After all, raiding was our oldest trade.

Only this time, the feeling was different. Before, we did it so we could eat. This time, we were doing it to protect our homes and our country. Strange as it sounded, even being an outlaw felt honorable under that banner.

When they came back, my father was grinning so wide it looked like his mouth had split clear to the back of his head.

Dozens of wagonloads of grain. Plenty of weapons too.

“Wife!” he shouted, circling Serena like an overgrown hound. “You’re a marvel. If that prefect ever finds out his hidden fortune turned into rations for fighting the northern clans, he’ll be mad enough to climb right out of his grave.”

Serena only smiled and reached up to brush the dust from his shoulder.

“That,” she said, “is called taking from the people’s thief and giving it back to the people.”

Once we had grain, people started coming in by the day.

Stragglers from Greenhaven City's broken garrison came first, along with young men from the countryside who would rather fight than abandon their homes. By the time they were all counted, there were close to two thousand of them. The moment those two thousand climbed up Greypine Mountain, the stronghold felt cramped enough to burst.

At first, the two sides could barely stand the sight of each other.

The regular soldiers looked down on the outlaws for being crude, loud, and lawless. The outlaws looked down on the soldiers for losing the city and crawling back alive. Once, the two groups nearly came to blows over a single well.

Serena did not step in to break up the quarrel.

She simply had the well sealed.

Then, in the square before the Hall of Oaths, she ordered up a great iron cauldron and had white porridge cooked in it until the steam rose thick and fragrant into the air.
Chapter 14

Serena was sweating too, yanking both ends of the belt toward each other. “Garrick Linwood! Would it kill you to eat two fewer helpings of braised pork? Your belly’s bigger than a woman ten months gone with child!”

I laughed so hard I nearly rolled across the floor. “Dad! They say a statesman’s belly can carry a ship. Yours is just full of grease!”

That got Serena laughing too. Her hands slipped for one fatal instant, and with a loud snap, my father’s round stomach popped right back out and jiggled twice.

Julian had been standing in the doorway the whole time.

He watched the ridiculous scene before him. Watched the outlaw chief he had once hated with all his heart now standing there like a scolded schoolboy while Serena berated him. Slowly, the hard crease between Julian’s brows eased.

Then he stepped forward and took the belt from Serena’s hands. “I’ll do it.”

My father froze for a second, staring at the brother-in-law who had never given him anything but cold mockery.

Julian dropped to one knee and adjusted the straps with practiced hands. It was a military knot, the kind soldiers used in camp and in battle.

“Breathe in,” Julian said.

My father obediently dragged in the biggest breath he could manage.

Julian gave the belt one fierce yank and tied it off in a flash.

Done.

My father stood there in that long-forgotten armor at last. His stomach still pushed out a little. There was silver at his temples now. But with the Nine-Ring Saber in his hand and his eyes sharp as a hawk’s, he no longer looked like the outlaw chief who only drank and ate meat.

In that moment, standing there before us, he was Captain Linwood again—the man who had once guarded the frontier beneath lonely desert skies.

Serena looked at him, her eyes suddenly rimmed red. She stepped forward and straightened the crimson tassel at his collar.

“Garrick Linwood,” she said softly, “you look magnificent.”

My father let out a sheepish laugh, his old face turning bright red. “Of course I do. You think just anyone gets to be your man?”

The northern clans finally came.

Their vanguard numbered five thousand, all mounted on tall warhorses, thundering to the foot of the mountain with murderous force. At their head rode a broad-shouldered commander with a beard like a bramble thicket, swinging a spiked mace as he shouted uphill, “Cowards! If you’ve got any guts, come down here and fight me like men!”

Julian stood atop the watchtower with one hand clenched around his sword hilt, barely able to contain himself. “This is too much. Brother Garrick, give me five hundred men and I’ll ride down there and wipe him out.”
Chapter 21

At dawn, a little over ten days later, war drums shattered the morning mist over Greypine Mountain. They had begun their full assault.

There was nothing clever about it. They meant to bury us under sheer numbers. Wave after wave of enemy soldiers surged uphill like a black tide, trampling over the bodies of their own dead.

“Hold the line! Smash them down!” My father stood bare-chested at the gate, swinging his Nine-Ring Saber and roaring orders. When we ran out of rolling boulders, we tore apart empty huts for timber. When the timber was gone, we threw loose stones. Even I joined the fight, hauling rocks heavier than I was and heaving them down the slope.

“Mara! Watch out!”

The shout cracked through the chaos.

Before I could turn, someone slammed into me from behind and sent me sprawling. An arrow hissed past my scalp close enough to graze it—then buried itself in the chest of the man who had pushed me aside.

“Uncle Drake!” I screamed and threw myself toward him.

It was One-Eye Drake.

The stingiest man on the mountain. The one who could split a copper twice before spending it. The one who was always bragging that he was saving for a wife someday.

Now he lay in a pool of blood, and the light in his one remaining eye was already fading.

He coughed, blood bubbling at his lips. “Mara... you all right?”

“Don’t die—please don’t die!” I was sobbing so hard I could barely breathe. My hands shook as I tried to cover the hole in his chest. “I’ll get Mother—Serena knows medicine, she can save you—”

“No use...” One-Eye Drake caught my wrist. With trembling fingers, he dragged a small cloth bundle from inside his coat. The fabric was soaked red. Inside were a few silver coins and a crudely made silver hairpin.

“This...” He gasped for air between every word. “This is all I saved... my whole life... meant to go down the mountain one day... find myself a pretty wife...”

His gaze softened then, as if he could see through the smoke and blood to a woman who had never existed except in his heart.

“Take it... for you... your dowry one day... or... let your mother use it to send you to school...”

“I was a rough fool all my life...” His voice grew weaker. “Suffered for not knowing letters... Mara... you have to become a learned woman... don’t live like your old uncle...”

His hand fell.

The blood-soaked bundle slipped from his fingers and rolled to my feet.

“Uncle Drake!”

The cry that tore out of me was the most broken sound I had ever made in my life.

Below the walls, the horns of the northern clans blared again.

This time they did not bring up a ram.

They drove a crowd of ragged civilians forward instead.

Old men. Children. Women.
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