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Chapter 1
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“Look out!” Aveline heard the man’s voice moments before she noticed the cart rumbling toward her on the cobblestones of Curton’s town square. She leapt to the side as it sped past, witnessing it crash into a vegetable wagon. Spewing from the wreckage in a fountain of foodstuffs, fruits and meats mingled. Aveline groaned as the head of her mace dug into her thigh. That’s going to leave a mark.

“Terribly sorry, m’lady!” The vendor helped Aveline to her feet. She recognized the one-armed man, but she did not know his name. “The brick I was using as a wheel chock crumbled.”

“Time for a new brick.” She brushed dirt off her armored skirt, then adjusted her belts.

“I suppose so. Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m fine. See to your goods.” Aveline pointed at the tangled mass of destroyed food carts.

The vendor turned away to check on his merchandise. He shooed away scavenging street urchins who already picked at the fruit scattered across the town square. Aveline left him to sort his business on his own. Technically, she could have arrested the children for stealing from the overturned cart. However, she had no desire to detain hungry orphans for claiming bruised apples and dirt-covered sausages from the street. From her perspective, it was a more grievous crime that so many orphans in town were hungry enough to scavenge for food.

It was a problem best left to those in authority. Knight-Captain Aveline Durant was a keeper of the peace, not the solver of Curton’s economic problems. She heard the vendor scolding the children as he attempted to salvage his merchandise, but his admonitions seemed intended toward keeping them out of his path as he righted the cart rather than preventing them from taking the fallen food.

By the time Aveline reached the Temple District, also known as Hillside, the sun shone high in the sky. Its radiance burned away the chilly morning air. Already, she felt uncomfortable in her armor, and the wispy clouds crossing the blazing sun offered no relief from the coming heat. A light breeze carried the aroma of incense.

A shrine to Aurora, goddess of love, proved to be the source of the fragrance, but whoever lit the offering was gone. Aveline approached the shrine, ensuring no open flames persisted before she moved on toward Cybele’s church.

Since most of the mines had closed, people turned increasingly to agriculture to sustain them, and, thus, to Cybele. Aveline remembered the church’s renovation just over twenty years earlier. Few people claimed to dislike Cybele even before they needed her, but the goddess’s message of hope for the future played a big part in the church’s growth.

Aveline remained unconvinced Cybele could solve the city’s problems. In her experience, the gods did not make a habit of meddling directly in the affairs of mortals. She couldn’t honestly say whether any existed in the corporeal sense.

As long as people treated each other well, she supposed it didn’t matter. Most people needed—or at least wanted—a guide for their lives, someone to look up to. Whether they found their answers from Cybele, Hon, Tinian, or each other did not matter to her.

She entered the sole large room on the first floor that served as the main worship area. Benches formed two rows of pews leading to the altar in the center of the sanctuary. Rich tapestries hung behind the altar depicted the blessings of Cybele—healthy crops and babies. Atop the altar stood a bronze statue of the sacred cow led by a voluptuous woman wearing a crown of wheat and a simple gown.

Sunlight streamed in from windows high on the walls. A door on the left side opened to a stairway leading to the second level where Mother Anya and her priests lived. A door on the opposite side led to storage rooms below the altar. Aveline noticed Mother Anya seated in a pew, talking with a golden-haired girl.

Mother Anya smiled when she saw Aveline. The priestess’s wrinkle-lined face told of a hard life working under the sun, and she had her dull grey hair pulled into a bun. The young girl curtsied as Aveline approached.

“Good day to you, Lady Aveline.” Mother Anya remained seated as she greeted the knight-captain. Long ago, they’d established rising was neither necessary nor desired.

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything. I wanted to see how you were getting along.” Aveline checked on Mother Anya several times a week. The matriarch had proved to be a good friend during her formative years after Aveline’s parents died.

“Not at all, child. I was just advising young Innya here as to the best flowers to gather for her father’s naming day.”

Innya curtsied to Mother Anya. “Thank you for your help. I’m sure Mother will be happy with what I bring home now.” Once again, she curtsied to Aveline.

Aveline watched the girl leave. “Polite young lady.”

“Yes.” Bowing her head, Mother Anya’s eyes glistened. “I wish there were more young people like her here in town. So many have given over to despair.”

“Many people have difficulty seeing hope when there are children starving in our streets.” All too often, Aveline found herself among the most affected.

“It is true—things are difficult. But there is always hope. We will find a way to prosper again. Perhaps the caravans will bring good news when they return.” Upon standing, the old woman limped toward the sanctuary. She beckoned Aveline to follow.

“Perhaps. I’ve left word at the gate to send for me when the caravans arrive, which should be any day now.” Aveline followed Mother Anya to the altar. The matriarch pulled a cloth from within her robes, then dusted the pink granite slab.

“We need them now more than ever, child. The crop outlook is grim this year, and I keep hearing of stillbirths.” Mother Anya shook her head as she scrubbed at a blemish on the altar. During her rounds, Aveline heard speculation about the increase in infant deaths, as well as low crop yields. The rumors seemed to increase from year to year. 

Slapping at it with her cloth, Mother Anya abandoned the blemish. “Would you do a favor for me, Lady Aveline?”

“Of course, Mother. What would you ask of me?”

After returning the dusting cloth to her pocket, Mother Anya took Aveline’s hands and searched the knight-captain’s eyes. “I would like the city to help me expand this church. Not for more worshippers, but to give those homeless children food and shelter. Surely the Lord Mayor can support such an endeavor?”

“An orphanage of sorts?” It sounded like a promising idea to Aveline. One of the best she’d heard in years. Unfortunately, the Lord Mayor might not perceive it as such. “I think the Lord Mayor would see his approval of such an endeavor as an acknowledgment on his part that there is a problem.”

“He does so little to help...”

Smiling, Aveline squeezed Mother Anya’s hands. “I will talk to him. Did you have a location in mind? There’s so little space around here.” 

“There is an abandoned building just behind the church—Alina’s old fabric shop.”

The knight-captain scratched her head. The ability to recall every abandoned building in Curton since the end of the mining boom eluded her.

“Oh, but that was when you were a little girl. The building has a strong foundation. Alina left it to the church when Aita took her, but we’ve never had the funds to do anything with it.”

“Well, there is no harm in broaching the subject with him. Perhaps I’ll bring Tasha along. Together, we may be more persuasive.”

One of Aveline’s closest friends, and an Etrunian sorceress, Tasha had arrived in town about a dozen years earlier. Folk around Curton, fearful and mistrusting of sorcerers and their ilk, treated her with suspicion bordering on malice. Tasha’s sullen and dour attitude at the time helped little in the matter. Aveline recalled separating more than one mob intent on lynching Tasha for some perceived insult or threat amounting, in reality, to little more than the sorceress being antisocial.

Aveline appreciated Tasha’s no-nonsense approach to problems. Once Aveline broke through the woman’s shell, she’d found an intelligent, strong friend.

Mother Anya nodded. “The sorceress? The Lord Mayor fancies her, doesn’t he?”

“Is there any woman he doesn’t fancy? Fortunately for him, she doesn’t care much for him. He couldn’t handle a woman like her.” The Lord Mayor liked his women beautiful, compliant, and uneducated. Tasha, although attractive enough for him, did not fit anyone’s definition of meek.

“I appreciate anything you can do.”

Aveline bowed. “It’s my pleasure to help.”

* * *
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Tasha sat hunched over her writing desk, copying Dwarvish runes. When the caravan passed through Curton the previous year, Darrock Granitebinder paid her a thousand talons to transcribe into one codex the bundle of scrolls he carried. It proved to be painstaking work, but she understood his desire to preserve the words of his ancestors.

Mounted above either side of her desk, two sconces ensorcelled with a spell of perpetual light illuminated her writing area. The magical candlesticks cast a warm yellow glow to her otherwise pale tawny pallor. She’d purchased them from a traveling elf enchanter when she first opened shop in Curton, and they were well worth the expense. Books and scrolls shoved into bookshelves and scattered on the floor surrounded her. A clear path through the mess led from one doorway to the other, connecting the front room to her bedroom through a veritable sea of paper. 

The bell attached to her door tinkled as someone entered. After adjusting the beaded choker covering the scar across her throat, she put her quill down and stretched. Though faded with time, the scar still made her feel self-conscious. After several years, she grew tired of telling the story of how she acquired it. Telling the tale certainly didn’t pay as well as copying words, but even that didn’t provide a daily living. Serving the town as an alchemist and herbalist did. Tasha pushed away from her desk, making her way into the front room. Hopefully, it was the order from the meadery for which she had been waiting.

A low counter divided the room in half. Jars and vials of her alchemical concoctions, which contained mostly salves and ointments, were stashed underneath. Behind the counter, against the wall, stood an apothecary cabinet with scores of drawers in which she stored herbs, roots, powders, and dried flowers. The fragrances of dozens of different florae mingled in the air.

The old woman on the other side of the counter regarded Tasha with rheumy eyes. She was not from the meadery.

“Ah, Dobrila. What can I do for you today?”

The woman withdrew a small leather bag from her belt, then placed it on the counter. “I need some more of that tea you mixed for me, dear.” Sniffling, she wiped her nose on her sleeve.

Holding the sack, Tasha faced her cabinet and scanned the labels on the drawers. “Did it work for your husband?” 

“Oh yes, but now I have what he had!”

Dobrila’s husband worked as a mudder, pulling clay from the banks of the river so potters could work it. Last week, he complained of a runny nose and trouble breathing. Tasha could not identify the cause, of course, but she prepared a combination of herbs and minerals that usually alleviated the symptoms.

After finding the appropriate drawer, Tasha opened it. Using a small scoop, she measured the contents into the bag. She learned a great deal about herbalism from an elf lover she’d lived with in Celtangate long ago. When she arrived in Curton a few years following her lover’s death, Tasha put that knowledge to use. Now, years of experience made her the most knowledgeable herbalist in the area.

She tied the bag shut before handing it to the woman. “Do you need me to repeat the instructions again? It’s the same as you did for your husband.”

“I remember.” Dobrila smiled. “I’m not that old. Now then, two pennies, yes?”

Tasha nodded. “Yes, that’s right.”

The old woman pulled two copper coins from her pocket. She placed them on the counter. “When will you find yourself a husband? You’ve been here over ten years, Tasha. It’s time you settled down and started having children.”

Blushing, Tasha shook her head. The old women in town often tried to marry her off. Yet, the time didn’t feel right to her. “I don’t think it’s for me.”

“Nonsense. If my rough-and-tumble daughter can land a husband, you certainly can. There are plenty of fine young men in town. What about that potter’s boy? What’s his name? Bela?”

Tasha suppressed a shudder. She didn’t know Bela well, but something about him unsettled her. He tended to stare at pretty girls with narrowed eyes and a grin that suggested salacious thoughts.

“I don’t think he’s quite right for me.”

“Oh, well. What about Bolek? Oh, now he’s a nice boy. People think he’s dumb just because he’s big and doesn’t talk much, but, you know, he’s always willing to help with anything you need done.”

“The baker’s apprentice?” Jaromil was one of the most well-regarded bakers in town.

Dobrila nodded. “That’s him. He’s a sweet boy. What about him? He’d make a good husband. He’s a fine hunter too.”

Tasha stepped around the counter, ushering the older woman out of the shop. She had met Bolek. Jaromil often sent him to buy herbs to put in his breads and sweet pastries. Although the baker’s apprentice didn’t speak much, Tasha noticed intelligence behind his eyes.

“I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine with things the way they are. I’ve never needed a matchmaker to make me a match. Now, go home, rest, and drink your tea.”

Shaking her head, she closed the door behind her customer. It’s bad enough the Lord Mayor makes crude attempts to woo me. If I had a talon for every time these old women tried to match me with a young man, I wouldn’t need to sell herbs.

* * *
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Aveline sighed, listening to the redsmith and his customer bicker. The patron contended the redsmith tried to cheat him, and the redsmith argued the buyer placed a deposit for a copper pot, but not for the specific one he sold to another. He offered the customer a similar vessel for the same price, one functionally identical but possessing a slightly different handle. The patron insisted the curly-haired redsmith craft a new pot with a handle like the one he’d wanted in the first place.

Placing her hand on the hilt of her mace, Aveline cleared her throat. When that didn’t stop their bickering, she rapped her armored knuckles against the side of a copper urn.

“Gentlemen! This is not a matter worthy of my attention. I am hearing miscommunication, not malfeasance. I suggest you resolve this in a manner befitting adults of your stations instead of with this childish squabbling.”

Aveline reserved little patience for petty arguments. She suspected none of the other members of the city watch wanted to deal with the situation, so they referred the matter to her.

“So, you’re going to do nothing while this robber steals from me?” The irate customer poked the redsmith in the chest.

“I’ll arrest you for creating a public disturbance. Imrus is a well-regarded craftsman who is known to be fair and reasonable. What difference does the handle design make, anyway?”

Crossing his arms, Imrus stared at the man with his one good eye. The patron shrugged. “I like the other style better.”

“Do you have a written contract specifying the pot your deposit was paid on?”

The customer shook his head. “No, it was a verbal agreement.”

“Yes, you paid a deposit for one of my copper hearth pots. You did not say which one.”

“Well, I obviously meant the one you were working on when I made the deposit.”

Aveline shook her head. “It was obviously not clear to Imrus. You have two choices—pay the remainder due to purchase the pot Imrus has offered, or request a refund of your deposit so you can buy from someone else.”

“I do not offer refunds on deposits,” Imrus huffed, glaring daggers at Aveline.

She met his glower with a stare. “In this circumstance, it might be better for all if you were flexible with that policy this once.”

Behind them, a vendor shouted the virtues of his freshly roasted squab. The aroma took Aveline back to her youth when her family lived in Vlorey, far to the north, where street vendors sold grilled chickens and ducks. There, squabs—known as pigeons—infested the city like pests. In Curton, people ate them.

Both men appeared ready to debate the issue with her. Aveline rose to her full height. While neither man stood short, she loomed over them, cutting an imposing figure. Her warm sepia skin contrasted against her gleaming, steel-plate armor. She made a show of adjusting the grip on her mace in case she needed to draw it. Aveline rarely carried a sword, but she found the heavy cudgel a better deterrent, as well as a reminder of her youth. She’d trained with one when she was young, awkward, and clumsy—with feet that couldn’t get out of their own way. Swordplay required a level of finesse of which she was not capable then. By the time she grew into her feet and handled a sword well, she had become accustomed to, and preferred, the mace.

The customer backed down first. He withdrew several silver talons from his money purse, thrusting them at Imrus. “Should’ve known you northerners would stick together. I’ll take the pot.”

Aveline ignored the jibe about her and the redsmith’s common origins. Leaving the men to complete their transaction, she strode across the plaza. Standing before the statue of Jayne Hammerfist, she regarded the stern-looking dwarf warrior.

“I think today I would rather face your oroq horde than have to suffer yet another fool squabbling over money.”

The statue offered neither advice nor support. As always, Jayne Hammerfist gazed across the rooftops of the city from her vantage point atop the central plaza on the highest hill of Curton. As they passed, city dwellers nodded at Aveline. Her appearance marked her as a foreigner even though she’d lived in Curton most of her life. Over the years, the townsfolk had come to accept her as one of their own. Just as well since she considered Curton her home. 

Adjusting the strap that kept her shield secure against her back, she proceeded to check in with the guards at the city gates. With luck, one of the trade caravans would return today. She wanted to greet them herself.​
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Chapter 2
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​After the day waned and the light of the setting sun cast a rosy glow across town, Aveline met Tasha at the Drunken Horse. Notably Curton’s finest inn, it boasted as the largest tavern. Located near the town square, it served as the most popular gathering place for all but the most destitute townsfolk.

The hearth room seated over one hundred around its central fireplace. Hustling from table to table, attendants served mugs of ale and steaming platters of roasted capon, legs of lamb, stews, root vegetables, and even fish pulled from the river by local fishermen. 

In one corner, a group of old people sat around a table complaining about young people. In the opposite corner, a group of young men sat hoisting their mugs and singing bawdy songs. Dozens of other townsfolk clumped together in groups. From a table near the door, a dusky-haired man with dark eyes stared at the two women entering. The fine cut of his silver cord-trimmed ebony robe marked him as a man of means. Although a bladed staff leaned against the table within easy reach, the patron seemed more concerned with his drink and the generous spread covering his table. 

The man lifted his mug in a salute as Aveline and Tasha sat at a nearby unoccupied table. “Perhaps you two lovely ladies would care to join me? As you can see, I have plenty to share.”

The armored knight-captain’s face was a stony mask. “I don’t think so, stranger.”

“I am Vasco Dragonblade, formerly of Maritropa. I am new in town. If you would grace me with your name, we will no longer be strangers. Perhaps then you will accept my hospitality?”

Scowling, Aveline leaned closer to him, keeping her voice low. “Stranger, I don’t know what you’re selling. I don’t know what your game is. If you want companionship, there is a brothel down by Miners’ Gate.” Turning away from him, she beckoned one of the barmaids.

Tasha stifled a snort, covering her mouth. “What kind of name is ‘Dragonblade’ anyway? Seems rather pretentious to me.”

The man smiled. “Ah, yes, well, it’s a self-inflicted moniker.” He stroked the haft of his bladed staff. “From the wing bone of a dragon. Light, strong, exotic. Due to the circumstances under which I left Maritropa, I felt it was best to abandon my family name.” 

A barmaid approached the ladies’ table, then handed them each an ale. When they opted to share a capon, the stranger leaned closer. “Excuse me, perhaps my ignorance is showing. I have, after all, just arrived in town. I don’t wish to step on any toes, but maybe I have misinterpreted your relationship to each other.”

Aveline snapped her head toward him, narrowing her eyes. “What are you getting at?”

“He thinks we’re lovers.” Tasha giggled. Watching Aveline take down boorish men remained one of the few pleasures in her life. 

Sighing, the armored knight-captain pinched the bridge of her nose. “Because we’re sharing a meal?”

“Forgive me if I have given offense. It is common in some cultures. Though, I admit, I am surprised to find it in eastern Etrunia. This region does not have a reputation for being tolerant of certain... choices.”

The armored woman regarded her companion. “Tasha...”

“We’re just friends. We share because there’s no point in wasting food. Now, if you don’t mind?” Tasha gestured toward Aveline. “My friend is becoming annoyed, and she’s had a hard day. You don’t want to be on the bad side of a grumpy city watch captain.”

“Indeed not.” Bowing his head, he raised his mug toward them once more before draining it. He tossed a few talons on the table for the barmaid before pushing himself away from the table. Taking his staff, he nodded at Tasha and Aveline as he headed toward the stairs leading to the rooms on the second floor.

“He probably thinks he’s charming.” Aveline shook her head.

Tasha shrugged. “Maybe. He’s a sorcerer. I’d bet money on it.”

Aveline watched him ascend the stairs. “The staff?”

“It’s probably his focus. If he is from Maritropa, as he claims, that would explain it. Most sorcerers from the Maritropa Arcane University train in staff combat. It makes for a good show when they’re preening for all the nobles, young ladies, and each other. I trained for a bit, but I never got the hang of it.”

Sniffing, Aveline returned attention to her mug of ale. “That blade looks deadly enough.” She shifted in her seat, tugging at her armor. “Remind me to take the time to remove this armor before we come here next time.”

Tasha nodded. “We should keep an eye on him. Maybe he’s just passing through.”

The barmaid brought their capon, its skin roasted crisp and golden brown. The aroma of herbs wafted from it. Alongside it, she set a tub of butter and a loaf of bread on the table. Tasha tore a hunk off the loaf, then handed it to Aveline before taking a piece for herself.

“Smells like trouble to me.” Aveline spoke around the bread in her mouth, “I didn’t like how he just assumed we were lovers.”

Tasha smiled. “What’s wrong with that?” She liked to tease the knight-captain. Tasha enjoyed the company of both men and women, but none filled the longing in her heart like Lorelei. The elf, unlike so many others, had entered her life at the right time. They had planned a future together, a future to which Tasha had looked forward until Lorelei was killed.

Aveline sighed. “I didn’t mean it that way. You know...” She shook her head, taking a long drink of her ale. 

Slamming the door of the inn open, a group of draks singing a bawdy song entered. The rowdy group approached a large round table. Banging on the tabletop, their singing stopped only long to get a barmaid’s attention.

Tasha changed the topic. “You want to talk about your day?”

“Gods, no. But I suppose it might help. You always have good ideas.” Aveline removed one of the capon legs. Grease dripped on the table as she bit into it.

While Tasha waited for Aveline to continue, she carved a hunk of the capon breast for herself.

“First, I was summoned to break up an argument between a merchant and his customer. I don’t know why anyone thought it was my job to arbitrate petty disputes. I was nearly run over by a runaway vegetable cart. Next, the dwarf caravan failed to show up today, and the Lord Mayor is breathing down my neck about the missing people. He wants to see you, by the way.”

Several of Tasha’s customers gossiped about the disappearances of several brothel workers, and they warned her to be careful. While not unusual for workers to leave the brothel without warning from time to time, recently, several had left and never returned. High brothel turnover rates were not abnormal, especially if the proprietor was known to be cruel. However, Madam Danica was kind, if strict.

“What’s the count up to?” The last Tasha heard, three or four individuals had vanished. “And what does the Lord Mayor want me for?”

“Seven. Two this week alone, plus a beggar from Old Town. The Lord Mayor? Well, he doesn’t share all his plans with me. No doubt he wants to try to entice you to his bed again.”

Sighing, Tasha shook her head. “I should never have let him know I can’t actually turn him into a frog.” Tasha commanded powerful magics of destruction; however, ever since she revealed to the Lord Mayor her repertoire did not include transmutation sorcery, he’d become more aggressive in his pursuit of her.

“Threaten to burn down his damned house.”

Tasha laughed. “That I could do. He’s harmless, though, the sniveling little weasel.”

“Mostly harmless.” Aveline wiped the grease off her chin. “Anyway, you should turn the tables on him. I’ll bet if you come on strong enough, he’ll run away and never bother you again. Honestly, you’re too much woman for him.”

Tasha blushed. Candid talk was rare from Aveline. “Thank you. I think I’ll just continue to ignore him. What do you think is going on at the brothel? Runaways?”

Shaking her head, Aveline swallowed the hunk of meat in her mouth. “No, I don’t think so. Danica can be harsh, but she treats her workers quite well. I don’t think she’s involved at all, but her damned integrity is getting in the way of our investigation. She won’t give up the names of any of her clients.”

“Have you thought of assigning any constables to watch her place?” Tasha figured her friend tried that first, but it couldn’t hurt to ask. 

Aveline confirmed her suspicions. “That didn’t work out. They... took advantage of her hospitality. I don’t have time to watch it myself.” She focused her attention on the capon’s other leg.

“You need more women in the city watch.”

“I already have three, not counting myself. You want a job?”

Tasha shook her head. Helping herself to another hunk of bread, she slathered butter on it. “No, but thank you. I’m busy enough in my little shop, and things are about to get busier.”

Aveline cocked an eyebrow. “What’s going on?”

“The Flametenders have about a dozen eggs ready to hatch.” The most prominent local clan of draks, the Flametenders and the other drak clans relied on her for medicinal herbs and advice. Tasha always set aside extra time to help with the hatchlings.

“You’ve done more for drak acceptance in this town—” 

A constable burst through the door. Gasping for breath, he raced to their table. “Lady Aveline! There’s...another...” Sweat poured down his beet-red face as he struggled to speak. Upon rising, Aveline gripped his shoulders to steady him.

“Slow down, breathe, and tell me what’s happened.” All eyes in the inn focused on them.

“There’s another missing girl. Not one of Danica’s worker ladies. Innya Myasnik.”

​

* * *
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“Myasnik?” Aveline waved to gain the attention of a barmaid. Wasn’t that the girl talking to Mother Anya? “The butcher’s daughter?”

Gulping, the constable nodded. Aveline pulled out a chair, then nudged him into it. Once he sat, she passed her mug to him. Tasha furrowed her brow.

The constable drank the rest of Aveline’s ale. “Her mother came to the jail in tears. She said Innya went out in the morning to gather flowers for her father’s naming-day celebration and never came back.”

“When was this?”

“Just this morning.”

Aveline reclined in her chair. “How do they know she’s missing? It hasn’t even been a day yet.”

“That’s what we asked. Her mother said she found her basket outside their home, filled with flowers and a note.” He produced a scrap of parchment from within his tunic.

Aveline unfolded it. The words were written with a shaky hand.


You have a pretty girl, butcher.

Thanks for keeping her pure.

She is just what we need.



“Pure? What are they on about?” Sighing, Aveline handed the note to Tasha.

Tasha shrugged. “If they are related, maybe whoever’s behind the disappearances think they needed a virgin. If the workers are being used in a blood-magic ritual, it wouldn’t be unheard of, though any guild mage will tell you arbitrary standards of purity are a load of horse dung. It doesn’t explain the missing men, though.”

“Maybe they’re slavers.” The constable took a piece of bread. Aveline frowned. “I hear some pay more for virgins.”

“Why leave a note, especially if they’re not asking for a ransom?” Tasha returned the parchment to Aveline. 

Rubbing her eyes, the knight-captain studied it. “This makes no sense. The note taunts him. Us.”

Tasha shrugged. “Maybe the kidnappers want to be found. Perhaps they want to force a confrontation.”

“To what end? Maybe they’re just arrogant.” Aveline considered the possibilities. If Innya’s disappearance is related to the others, why leave a note now? If it is not related, why leave one without asking for ransom? Why draw our attention?

“What’s your name again?” Narrowing her eyes, Aveline scratched the nape of her neck.

“Javor, m’lady.” Wisps of sandy hair peeked from under his helmet.

“First”—she took the bread from his hands—“stop eating our food.” He shrank in his chair, lowering his head. “Second, find Lieutenant Valon. Have him meet me at the citadel.” 

Rising, Constable Javor saluted Aveline, placing his fist over his heart, then exited the inn. The patrons murmured to each other. Aveline knew word of Innya’s disappearance would spread quickly now.

Sighing, Aveline put her head in her hands. When she glanced up, she caught Tasha smiling at her.

“Don’t you love it when the constables make a scene?”
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​At Aveline’s behest, Tasha proceeded to the Lord Mayor’s residence to inform him of the disappearance of the butcher’s daughter. He liked to be kept apprised of the city watch’s activities. He’d be more informed if he’d live in the citadel like the previous Lord Mayor. Scattered clouds blew past Calliome’s moons, the King and Queen. Like a crown, the summer constellation of Tinian, king of the gods, hung over them.

Built near the western edge of town, in the sprawl outside of the wall at the edge of Old Town, the Lord Mayor’s modest, two-story home was constructed from bricks made with local clay. A brick wall topped with a short, wrought-iron fence surrounded the estate. A lit torch in a lone sconce provided more shadow than light at the gate. The property was not dissimilar in size or style from the traditional manor in which all the previous Lord Mayor’s had lived, but because Koloman came from old money and already owned a home, he insisted on remaining on his own estate. Tasha speculated, as many townsfolk did, that rather than it being a gesture of generosity or fiscal responsibility, he did not want to shoulder the expense of maintaining the old manor house and preferred to use town funds for that purpose as the property grew more decrepit each year.

Through the iron-bar-clad windows, Tasha observed flickering candles. Yawning, a man with heavy eyelids, wearing dingy chain mail stood guard. As Tasha approached, he angled his spear across the gate to bar her entrance.

“Who goes there?” The guard’s stern tone demanded an answer. 

“Tasha Galperin. I bring a message to His Lordship from Lady Aveline.” In the dim torchlight, Tasha recognized him.

“Oh, you. He’s been asking about you. Go on up.” The guard opened the gate for Tasha. As she passed, he cleared his throat. “That salve you gave me helped. Thanks.”

I thought that was Rickon. She remembered him clearly now. He came to her during the past week for help with an itchy rash he claimed he contracted from a tumble in some weeds. Tasha suspected it arose from a tumble in the brothel, but she nodded, remaining silent.

Flower gardens lined the river rock path from the gate to the house. Despite her personal feelings about the Lord Mayor, Tasha admired his home’s potential. Pity it’s so dark.

A single crow cawed from atop a broken lamppost at the bottom of the porch stairs. Cocking its head, it cawed once more before flapping away. Shaking her head, Tasha tromped up the creaky steps, approaching the aged, weathered oak door that showed signs of too much exposure and too little care. She rapped the tarnished brass knocker against it. 

“It is late, herbalist. I would have thought you’d have more sense than to answer one of milord’s summons at this time of night.” The Lord Mayor’s seneschal, an older man, Alik, opened the door just enough to peer out. The balding man wore a perpetual frown, conveying the impression he disapproved of everyone and their lives in general.

Tasha pursed her lips, biting back a rude remark. “I bear a most urgent message from Lady Aveline.”

“Indeed? Very well. Enter. You may wait in the parlor. Take care, he’s in a mood tonight.” Upon opening the door wide enough for her to enter, Alik stepped aside. After shutting it behind Tasha, he then led her into the parlor. The Lord Mayor liked to pretend he was an influential nobleman of Etrunia, but his salon belied his true station.

The room, barely larger than the business area of Tasha’s home, featured two plush armchairs arranged around a table before a fireplace. A bearskin rug sprawled on the floor, a trophy the Lord Mayor told admirers he felled with a single arrow on a hunting trip. Tasha knew the truth—he’d acquired it by paying a hunter.

Fire crackled in the hearth. Tasha examined the various tapestries hanging on the walls. They depicted scenes from Etrunia’s history, most of which the Lord Mayor was ignorant, no doubt. 

Striding in a manner that reminded Tasha of a proud rooster she encountered as a child, Lord Mayor Koloman Dubvric entered the room. The wiry, lanky man with short, greased-back hair swirled wine in a goblet he cupped in his hand. He smiled when he saw Tasha, his thin mustache riding his upper lip like a smudge of dirt on a little boy’s face.

“Ah, my lovely sorceress. So, you have finally deigned to grant me the pleasure of your company!”

“Hardly.” Tasha sighed. “I’m here at the behest of Lady Aveline.”

Koloman sat in one of the chairs, gesturing for Tasha to do the same. “Are you, indeed? Why would she send you instead of coming herself?” His eyes narrowed. “Are you a belated present for my naming day?”

Unaware it had come and gone, Tasha barely cared she missed the Lord Mayor’s naming day. Especially after his suggestion. “Certainly not! There has been a development in the disappearances.”

“Pity.” He moved to brush her hand. Tasha removed it from his reach, running it through her hair to conceal her avoidance.

“A butcher’s daughter has been taken. Innya Myasnik. This time, a note was left with the family. We believe it is related to the other disappearances.”

Seemingly unfazed by the news, he sipped his wine. “On what grounds?”

“The note mentioned her purity and how it was just what they needed. All previous abductees we’re aware of were prostitutes, beggars, and passing travelers, hardly people the note writer would consider pure. It’s circumstantial, to be sure. At any rate, her parents are making a lot of noise. You and Aveline can no longer continue this investigation in secret.”

The knight-captain and the Lord Mayor decided after the second abduction to keep things quiet. They felt announcing the disappearances to the townsfolk would cause unrest. Tasha disagreed, but she conceded there was no need to shout the events on the street corners.

Groaning, Koloman drained his goblet. “The public can scream all they want, but the City Council will want answers. You’re a sorceress. Can’t you just wave a wand and divine where they went? Or summon them to your side?”

Tasha shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. Besides, I’m not some sort of seer or soothsayer.” Divination magic, notoriously imprecise, was more the purview of tricksters and charlatans. If she were able to perform some divining ritual, it would probably just indicate the missing people were fraught with danger in a dark, secret place.

“Pity. I’m sure a lady of your many talents could help us.” The sly smile returned. Koloman leaned closer. “It’s late. Why don’t you stay tonight, and we’ll discuss this over breakfast?”

Rising, Tasha smoothed her robes. “I should go.”

“So soon? You’ve only just arrived.” Setting his goblet on the table, Koloman stood. He approached Tasha, gathering her in his arms.

“Not soon enough.” Tasha pushed him away. To his credit, Koloman didn’t try to hold on to her or embrace her a second time. He never did.

“Pity.” 

“I disagree.” Tasha exited the parlor. She opened the front door before Koloman had the chance to make further advances. “I’m sure Lady Aveline will have an update in the morning. I suggest you discuss things with the City Council at the earliest opportunity.”

Tasha left, shutting the door behind her without waiting for his response. She shivered, although the night was not cold. Something about being alone with Koloman always made her skin crawl. Aveline owed her for this night.

​
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“I want to know what’s being done to find my daughter!” Butcher Myasnik pounded his fist on the table for emphasis. A burly man, he dressed in an oft-mended brown jerkin and wrinkled dark breeches. Myasnik’s puffy eyes betrayed the late hour and his lack of sleep, and his dark, stringy hair protruded at odd angles from beneath his dingy cap. Sitting alongside him and attired in her nightclothes, his wife wept into a handkerchief. A guard handed her a long jacket to cover herself.

Aveline despised when people hit objects for emphasis. She tried to remain calm. “I have Watch Sergeant Anton checking with the gate guards who were on duty yesterday morning. Watch Lieutenant Valon is leading the rest of the guards in a citywide search for her. I’m bringing in all the city watch; they’re waking the rest now. If she’s in Curton, we’ll find her.”

“And if she’s not in Curton?”

It was a possibility Aveline did not care to address at the moment, but it was the most likely one. “We haven’t the resources to search the city and the countryside at the same time. I’ve chosen to concentrate on the city search for now.”

“Unacceptable!” Butcher Myasnik snatched his hat off his head. Flinging it, he appeared ready to leap across the table.

“Papa, please.” The butcher’s wife tugged at her husband’s sleeve.

“What would you have me do? Send riders out in all directions in the night? Hoping they spot one person in the vast wilderness that surrounds us? I’ve already sent constables with torches and dogs into the flower fields east of town. There are myriad ways to confound hounds. Even our best hunters and trackers have difficulty seeing in the dark.”

“Papa, please. Let’s leave Lady Aveline to her work.” 

Butcher Myasnik first scowled at his wife, then at Aveline. He rose, his wife clutching at his arm. Brushing her off, he stormed out of the jail. 

“Thank you for everything you’re doing.” The butcher’s wife curtsied, then followed her husband.

Aveline pinched the bridge of her nose. Pain blossomed behind her eyes—like some unseen force pushed on them from within her head. The night promised to be as long as the day had been, and she wanted more than anything to rest. She waved the guard over.

“M’lady?”

“Stand watch outside. I’m going to try to get some sleep. Alert me if there’s any news of the missing girl.”

The guard saluted. “Yes, m’lady. Cybele watch over you.”

After the guard exited, Aveline pushed herself away from the table, then headed toward the barracks. Unused since Koloman was appointed, offices for town magistrates and the Lord Mayor were located on the upper floor of the citadel. When he made it clear he wanted nothing to do with the old building, Aveline turned the former Lord Mayor’s office into a private sanctuary for herself. Even though she owned a home adjacent to the town’s southern wall, Aveline occasionally slept at the citadel to spare herself the walk. 

The room she occupied lacked amenities, but it featured a simple cot, a dresser, and a basin with a water pitcher. She didn’t bother removing her armor, preferring not to be caught in her smallclothes if the guard returned to wake her. The wooden cot groaned as she lowered herself into it, complaining at the extra weight of her plate mail.

She closed her eyes, thankful for a relatively quiet jail. A few rowdies slept off their ales in the common cell. The stone walls and thick oaken doors of the citadel, along with several furniture-filled offices, deadened noise between the jail and the living quarters. Aveline shifted on the cot, attempting to find a comfortable position. Her armor always pinched sensitive areas if she didn’t take care to avoid pressure points, reminding her once again that sleeping in armor ensured an unsatisfactory rest, at best.

From downstairs, a shout for assistance jolted Aveline awake. She turned her head, wincing as her gorget dug into her neck. Rubbing the spot, she eased herself off the cot. She stumbled down the staircase, then headed for the cellblock. Watch Lieutenant Valon wrangled a large hairless man. The prisoner snarled, resisting with foot and fist as the lieutenant maneuvered him toward the common cell.

Upon unlocking it, Aveline opened the door for him. She seized the man’s collar, noticing only then the prisoner was a female oroq. Hairless, grey-skinned, and often believed to worship solely Maris, the goddess of war, oroqs were often regarded as the bane of mountain communities. This oroq’s red eyes and tattoo that barely covered the gnarled scar circling her left ear and traveled the length of her face and neck before disappearing inside her tunic suggested a dangerous and violent past.

“What’s going on?” Aveline pushed the oroq into the cell, then slammed the iron-bar door behind her. The din caused the sleeping drunks to stir, but neither woke. Snarling, the oroq leapt at the cell gate. Wrapping her fingers around the bars, she pressed her face against the barrier near Aveline. Blackened tusks protruded from her bottom lip, and her breath stank of ale and blood. Aveline noticed red flecks on her lips.

“I didn’t start that fight.”

Aveline stepped backward. She faced Lieutenant Valon. “What fight? I thought you were searching for the butcher’s daughter.”

Lieutenant Valon shook his head. “Constables are still combing the city. A fight broke out in the Bristled Boar just as I was walking by.” A tavern near Miners’ Gate, the Bristled Boar enjoyed a reputation as an establishment catering to people of questionable tastes. 

He unhooked an axe from his belt before placing it on the spare rack reserved for confiscated weapons. He removed his helmet, revealing matted, brown shoulder-length hair. “One of the mudders came tumbling out the door with this one on top of him. She bit off his ear.”

“Where’s the mudder?” Aveline locked the cell door. Realizing the opportunity for escape expired, the oroq growled.

“He ran off. Probably home.”

“I tried to give him back his ear, but I guess he didn’t hear me.” The oroq grinned. 

Lieutenant Valon huffed. “You threw it at him whilst yelling obscenities as he ran.”

Aveline turned to the oroq. “I’m surprised you made it as far into the city as the Bristled Boar. We’re not exactly friendly with the local oroq communities.”

The prisoner spat on the floor. “I’m not local. Besides, my partner vouched for me.”

“I’ll bet he’s feeling foolish now, isn’t he?” Lieutenant Valon passed in front of Aveline, rapping the oroq’s fingers with his cudgel. Yanking them off the bars, she snarled at him.

“You said you didn’t start the fight?” Aveline eyed Lieutenant Valon. “Where is her partner?”

The lieutenant shrugged, brushing hair off his face. “No one stepped forward. I assumed she was alone, though I was curious how an oroq got into town.”

“My partner and I were minding our business, drinking our ale while enjoying a nice meat shank when that mudder came up and called me all manner of unfriendly things.” The oroq rubbed her knuckles. “Aerik stood up for me, but when that mudder threw his drink in our faces, I decided to show him what I thought of his hospitality.”

“Aerik?” Aveline wondered what manner of man would willingly team up with an oroq.

“Aerik Devilhand, my partner.”

Aveline nodded at Lieutenant Valon. “Go back to the Bristled Boar to find this ‘Aerik Devilhand.’ I want to talk to him.”

Lieutenant Valon saluted, then left.

“I assume you have a name, or shall I just call you Oroq?”

“Therkla Fire-Eyes.”

Sighing, Aveline paced before the cell door. “As I mentioned, we’re not on speaking terms with the local oroqs. Granted, I was just a little girl when Jayne Hammerfist held the pass against the invading oroq army.”

Therkla narrowed her eyes. “As I said, I’m not from the mountain communities.”

Aveline stopped pacing, peering into Therkla’s flame-colored eyes. “Where are you from then, and why are you here?”

“I’m from a place that no longer exists in the Four Watches. Aerik and I are just passing through.”

Both hardy folk and dangerous beasts lived in the vast frigid area beyond the southern mountains known as the Four Watches. Traders from the Northern Watch, usually burly, hairy humans dressed in bulky furs and carrying large axes and hammers, sometimes traveled as far north as Curton. Aveline knew little of the land outside the southern border of Etrunia.

“I’ve heard Watchfolk get along with oroqs better than folks up here do. Harsh climes and dangerous beasts encourage more cooperation, I suppose.”

Aveline and Therkla stared at each other. Determined not to look away first, Aveline sighed when the opening door interrupted her. Lieutenant Valon entered, followed by a large man.

“Aerik!”

Where the man’s furs stopped and his beard started, Aveline could not determine. His red-rimmed, glassy eyes betrayed the bottle of whiskey, or several, he had consumed.

She turned to the man. “You’re Aerik Devilhand?”

Stifling a belch, he nodded, dropping his left hand to the hilt of his broadsword. 

“I found him stumbling toward the jail. He looked like he would never find it on his own.” Gripping the man’s arm, Lieutenant Valon pulled him toward the cell. Aveline stopped him.

“You and your oroq friend will be here until you sober up. You’ll have to relinquish your sword.”

“Best do it, Aerik. We’ve done nothing wrong.” Therkla stepped away from the cell door.

“Blarg.” Aerik collapsed. Aveline jerked his sword out of its scabbard, then placed it on the weapon rack beside the axe. Lieutenant Valon opened the cell door and dragged Aerik inside, dumping his limp body at Therkla’s feet.

“Keep him on his side. If he empties his stomach, it won’t drown him.” Aveline rubbed her neck.

Lieutenant Valon grinned. “Unless you don’t care about that.”

Therkla curled her lip at him. “I’ll watch him. So what? You’ll let us out in the morning?”

Aveline shrugged. “If you behave and the mudder doesn’t come around wanting us to keep you longer.”

The lock of the door clicked into place as Lieutenant Valon turned the key. “He probably won’t. Most of these mudders view bar fighting as a hobby. He’ll probably tell everyone in the morning how he bested you despite losing his ear. It’ll be a badge of honor for him.”

Aveline shook her head as Therkla tended to Aerik. Mudders have a strange sense of honor.
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​The ringing of the shopkeeper’s bell at the top of her door interrupted Tasha’s translations. With a sigh, she returned her quill to its holder. Rubbing her eyes, she stepped to the front of her store. She never slept well after dealing with Koloman, and retiring late contributed to her fatigue.

Aveline smiled as Tasha approach the counter. “Good morning!”

Tasha nodded, stifling a yawn. “You’re cheerful. Did you find the girl?”

Aveline’s smile faded, and deep lines grew on her brow. “No. We’ve started combing the fields around the city. How did it go with our beloved Lord Koloman last night?” 

“He was more interested in seducing me than hearing about the girl’s disappearance. I advised him to talk to the town council about it, to consider letting people know what was going on.” She stifled another yawn.

“Did you stay with him?” 

Tasha gasped. “What? No!” She then caught the teasing smile on Aveline’s lips and the twinkle in her eyes. “You owe me for that.”

Aveline laughed. “Everyone knows you’re too good for him.”

Approaching her apothecary cabinet, Tasha waved her hand. “There are days I wish I could turn him into a toad.” She searched the drawers for a remedy to stave off sleep.

“You’ve been around oroqs, right?”

Tasha shut the drawer, eyeing Aveline. Her friend’s mouth became a tight line, a sign she was no longer joking.

“Only in battle, why?”

“Oh, we jailed one last night for drunken brawling. I’ve only heard stories, you know, the tales of Jayne Hammerfist. She was well spoken. Better than any of the mudders.”

Tasha never conversed with any oroqs she’d fought and had never encountered a female. “I suppose there could be eloquent, relatively peaceful oroqs in the world. I mean, until I traveled to Drak-Anor, I knew nothing good about draks and minotaurs.” Tasha tried not to think about those days much. 

“That’s the city near Ironkrag, right? The minotaur and drak city?”

Tasha grunted an affirmation. Her mind returned to that day. She and Lorelei defended the city against an army of oroqs led by a cathar warlock. The tattered and ugly bird-like creature from the Western Wastes wielded foul blood magic in the battle that took her elf lover, Lorelei, from Tasha. Her hand drifted toward her choker.

Feeling Aveline’s hand on her shoulder, Tasha shook her head to clear the dark pictures from her mind. 

“I’m sorry, Tasha. I didn’t mean to bring back bad memories.”

“They...” The words caught in Tasha’s throat. She coughed and tried again. “They made a nice monument to her, I’m told. I never went back. I hear the city is quite prosperous now. It enjoys good trade with Ironkrag and Celtangate.”

Aveline nodded. She had heard similar stories from traders. Other accounts told of a demonic man ruling over the city with a snake-haired woman at his side, but even the people telling those tales extolled the quality of contraptions they purchased from the draks there.

“Do you want me to talk with her?”

“No, I just wanted to hear your take. Once her companion sleeps off his drink, we’re going to release them. She’s traveling with a man. Claims they’re from the Northern Watch. I’m inclined to believe them. There are a lot of oroqs living there in relative peace with the Watchfolk, I hear.”

Tasha smiled. “If the anecdotes I’ve heard are to be believed, men, oroqs, and ice are about all the Four Watches have to offer.” 

“You look tired. Why don’t you close up and get some sleep?”

Shaking her head, Tasha turned again to her apothecary cabinet. “No, no. I have to finish this translation before Darrock Granitebinder returns. The caravans haven’t arrived yet, have they?”

“No, but I’m expecting them any day now.”

“All the more reason to finish as soon as possible.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then. Sorry, Tasha.”

With her back toward Aveline, the sorceress waved as the knight-captain exited her shop. She discovered a packet of herbs she often sold to customers who complained of fatigue. After brewing them into a tea, she consumed the drink while it was still hot. She hoped to complete this translation today; it taught her more about dwarven trade agreements than she ever wanted to know.

​
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Watching one of the constables carry a bucket of water to the cellblock, Aveline applied a coat of oil to the steel shaft of her mace. Most of the drunks had awakened with headaches, albeit sober, shortly before dawn, so she let them leave. Aerik and Therkla remained the jail’s only residents.

As a new shift arrived to assume their duties at the Citadel, she sent Lieutenant Valon home to sleep. Reports from most of the guards in the city came in after the lieutenant left—no sign of the girl anywhere in town. Although Aveline developed a plan to search the fields around Curton, her confidence they would find Innya waned. Many hours had passed between when she left home and when she was declared missing. The abductors likely moved her many leagues away from town in that time.

Aveline entered the cellblock just as a constable chucked a full water bucket onto the hefty man snoring fitfully on the cell floor.

“Arrrrgggh!” Aerik coughed and sputtered. Aveline watched the oroq, with a sour expression on her tusked face, roll off her cot. As far as Aveline could tell, Aerik weathered his drunken evening without incident, although, at the moment, he resembled a wild man in from the wilderness for the first time in decades.

“Fiery demon balls, boy!” Helping Aerik to his feet, Therkla glared at the officer. Water streamed from the man’s beard and hair.

“Where in the hells—” Aerik’s body wracked as he coughed. “Where in the hells am I?” He shook his head like a soggy dog as his eyes darted around the prison. Aveline barely understood the words through his thick southern accent.

Sheathing her sword, Aveline approached the cell. “The citadel, Curton’s jail.”

“What the hell for?” 

“Disturbing the peace. Public drunkenness. I’m sure we can think of a few other things, but mostly because your friend there bit a mudder’s ear off.”

Aerik rubbed his face, squinting at Therkla. 

Shrugging, she grinned, her pointed teeth glistening. “The one who threw his drink in our face, remember?”

Shaking his head, Aerik wrung the water from his beard and approached the bar separating him from Aveline. “How long must we stay here?”

Aveline jingled the keys in her hand before unlocking the cell. “The mudder hasn’t come forward yet. I doubt he will, and, even if he does, it sounds like you were provoked. Lieutenant Valon confirmed with the barkeep that you two had not caused any trouble before the incident.”

The two exited the cell. Aveline directed them to the rack to claim their weapons. “A hint of advice—find a nicer place to stay. The mudders are the lifeblood of Curton, but they’re rough-and-tumble folk. Stay out of trouble.”

Aerik nodded as he belted his sheathed sword around his waist. “Glory can be found at the bottom of the deepest cave or in the depths of the murkiest swamp. There is no glory to be found at the bottom of a mug.”

Chuckling, the oroq woman picked up her axe. “Oh, like the cave near Haefstaad? The one—”

“We agreed to never speak of that!”

Grinning, Therkla bared her tusks. “My apologies.” She bowed. “You are right. There are fine things to be found at the bottom of a mug, but glory is not one of them. I had an idea, Aerik, while you were sleeping. Let’s find something to eat, and I’ll tell you about it.”

Aerik bowed his head as he passed Aveline. She watched them leave before turning to the constable. “I’m off to do my rounds. If anyone returns with news about the missing girl, send them to see Tasha at the apothecary. She can get word to me more quickly than anyone wandering around to find me.”

Lieutenant Valon saluted. 

The magic Tasha used to send messages fascinated Aveline. While that type of spell was technically outside the sorceress’s area of expertise, she explained it proved too useful to fall by the wayside. Useful enough, in fact, that when she gave herself over to the study of Gaia and mysticism, she continued to hone her skill using magical messengers. Aveline often ordered her constables to go to Tasha when they needed to contact her with immediate concerns, and she trusted her friend not to contact her frivolously.

Before slipping her mace through the ring on her belt, Aveline checked the straps on her armor. She then stepped out into the cool morning air. A fine mist hung low over the streets. She heard the creaking of wheels and clanking of crude bells as farmers and merchants wheeled carts laden with their wares into place.

Market day. She shook her head. Unbidden, she felt a pang in her conscience. It took the abduction of an affluent citizen’s child to spur me into real action. The other missing folk were no less deserving of my attention. Yet, because of their chosen profession, I did not give them the treatment they deserved. Pushing through the gathering crowds of shoppers, she proceeded toward Cybele’s Church. Inside, Mother Anya swept the floor in front of the altar. The matron glanced up as Aveline strode down the aisle.

“Two days in a row, Lady Constable? To what do I owe this pleasure?”

“I feel I have been negligent of late. I have placed the value of one life over another’s based on social status.” Aveline approached the front row of benches and sat. The wood creaked in protest under the weight of her armor.

“Why do so many wait until they feel the burden of guilt before they seek me out?”

Aveline rubbed the bridge of her nose. She did not intend to enter a religious debate with Mother Anya. Aveline was not a devout follower of Cybele, but she appreciated the sense of community the followers of the goddess of harvest brought to the town. “I came here seeking your advice because I know you have sense, Mother Anya. That is all. I do not wish to convert. I will never be a farmer, not a good one, anyway.”

“You would probably do better speaking to one of the priests of Hon... or perhaps Adranus. It’s unfortunate there’s no Temple of Anetha here. Perhaps you could rebuild the shrine to her in the citadel. It is a house of justice, after all.” Mother Anya handed her broom to Aveline. Using one of the cloths from her apron, she dusted the statue of Cybele that stood on the altar.

Aveline sighed. She’d once tried to engage the priests of Adranus, god of smiths, and Hon, god of the hearth and family. “They still view me as an outsider, I think. They’re less than welcoming toward me, or maybe they’re just grumpy bastards. Besides, I wouldn’t know where to begin rebuilding the shrine. I don’t even know what room it was in. I guess I could have one of the craftsfolk sculpt me an owl for Anetha.” None of the gods were as favored in Curton as Cybele these days.

“You are an outsider. It is why you are as popular with the common folk as their constable.” Mother Anya chuckled, stuffing her dust rag into her apron before retrieving her broom and sitting beside Aveline. “When you do something unpopular, they can blame the untrustworthy outsider.”

“But I was raised here.”

Mother Anya nodded. “And when you do something they like, they can praise you as one of their own. The masses are nothing if not fickle.”

“Well, I’m not here to be popular, but I am here to see that the laws are followed and justice is served. They’re good people, for the most part, but I sometimes have difficulty remembering those with whom I do not agree have the same rights and deserve the same justice as everyone else.”

The priestess patted Aveline’s knee. “It is a struggle we all have, child.”
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Chapter 5
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​Tasha sprinkled sand over the parchment to dry the ink. Completing the translation of the final Dwarvish scroll lifted a weight from her shoulders. She straightened, stretching her arms over her head. The townsfolk who were not crafters had little to trade with the dwarves, and, indeed, never saw them. However, because dwarves were rare visitors to Curton since the mines closed, mudders gossiped about their arrival.

She brushed the sand off the page before flipping through the codex. There are still a few blank pages. I suppose there’s room for more. After latching the cover, she carried the book into her front room to wrap it in paper. When she finished, she sighed and placed it under the counter. Her sleeve snagged on a splinter, ripping the fabric as she pulled her arm away.

“Damn!”

Tasha clenched her jaw, examining her torn sleeve. Why do these things always happen when Aveline needs me to make public appearances with her? The constable returned earlier to tell Tasha of the dwarves’ impending arrival and to invite her along to the tavern later to drink and swap stories with them. Tasha stepped into her workroom, then rummaged through a box until she found a planer.

Running her hand along the edge of the counter, she felt a few more rough spots. She ran the planer over it, scraping away burrs and splinters. Is this what my life is going to be now? Selling herbs, scraping wood, and dealing with busybody matchmakers and lecherous men? The bell above her door jingled. She glanced, recognizing the big man, whose tousled, mousy-brown hair poked out underneath his pointed, fur-trimmed hat. Flour dusted his clothes and apron. Smiling, he bowed his head at Tasha.

“Good day, m’lady.”

“What can I do for you, Bolek?”

“Master Jaromil sent me to see Natalia, but you’re closer and pret—” He blushed. “I need, um, that lady herb, and um...” He withdrew a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket. Flattening it on the counter, he squinted at it, as though willing it to reveal its secrets.

“Lady herb?” Tasha giggled. “Rosemary?”

“Yeah. I always forget.” He pushed the paper toward her.

Tasha took the list. “Rosemary. Poppy seeds. Rose petals. Sweetleaf. Dried fireberries. Butter. Cream.” Nodding, she turned to her apothecary cabinet. Scanning the labels, she opened each drawer to find what she needed, then retrieved several bowls from beneath the counter.

“Um, salt. He said he needed salt too. Twice as much as everything else.”

Tasha spooned poppy seeds into a bowl, careful not to spill any. She still remembered when she first started selling herbs. She’d accidentally pulled the drawer out too far, spilling her entire stock of poppy seeds all over the floor. Even years later, she still found poppy seeds between the floorboards and ground into the planks. “I have a little, but if he needs that much, you might need to go to the market.”

“Butter and cream too. We’re baking.”

“I see that.” Placing the bowl of poppy seeds on the counter, she smiled at the man. “I love your breads. I may stop by later today to buy some.”

She finished pulling together Bolek’s order, then tallied the purchases. “Rosemary, poppy seeds, rose petals, sweetleaf, and dried fireberries. That comes to a half-talon and two pennies.”

Bolek reached into his pocket. After withdrawing a fistful of change, he picked through the coins. He placed a talon—silver coins of the realm minted with a deep score down the middle—and two pennies on the counter. Tasha snapped the talon in half before returning a piece to Bolek. He stuffed it into his pocket before gathering the bundles Tasha had prepared. He thanked her as he stumbled out the door.

Entering the back room, she loosened her robes, pulling her arm out of the sleeve to examine it more closely. Her shopkeeper’s bell jingled again. With an exasperated sigh, Tasha dressed herself and straightened her robes before returning to the front of the store. A dark-haired man wearing a worn leather jack with no sleeves stood at the counter. A round shield slung over his shoulder, he carried a brace of axes on his belt as well as a heavy-looking sword and a fancy dagger that appeared more ornamental than functional. His clothing and manner identified him as one of the Watchfolk. She noticed bandages wrapped around his right arm, covering it from wrist to just above the elbow.

He cleared his throat. “Ah, you are the alchemist, yes?”

“This is Tasha’s apothecary.” Tasha bowed her head. “Herbs, alchemy, teas... what malady do you have?”

He held out his bandaged arm. “I was forging in the forest west of here. I”—he chuckled—“took a spill into a bramble patch, cut my arm up. There was some sort of plant there. It caused a rash that itches like fire. I wrapped it because I know scratching will make it spread.”

“Let me see.” Tasha took the man’s hand, unwrapping his bandage. Deep scratches covered the skin underneath with patches of raised red blotches. She could not determine if the swelling originated from the scratches, the rash, or both.

“Do you know what the plant looked like? Was it an ivy? A nettle?”

The man shook his head. “No, sorry. I leapt up quickly, and I was too busy nursing my arm to pay attention.”

Tasha patted his hand. “I have something that will help. Go ahead and cover it up.”

As he did so, she turned to her cabinet. She located a bunch of jewelweed leaves and dumped them into her biggest mortar, then pulped them with the pestle. 

“You’re from the Four Watches?” She glanced over her shoulder at him as she worked.

“Haefstaad, originally. Well, a village in that hold, near Haefstaad.” He wound the bandages around his arm.

“You’re a long way from home. What brings you north?”

“Spent
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