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      With eyes closed, he listened. His head rested against the warm livery stable wall, the stout pine boards supporting him without a sound. The walled city slept, and in this lonely place, he heard no footfalls outside the boards. There were no horses within the stables tonight. He imagined business must be bad.

      The half-moon glowed behind an armada of midnight roving thunderheads swiftly traversing the sky like soaring frigates encircling the firmament.

      A dark and quiet night. A killer’s night. The potential for violence lay but a mere inch beyond those supportive boards.

      Corius could hear Dangerosa breathing deeply as she slept. She rested ten wooden ladder rungs up, hidden in a hayloft. Summer had ended by tradition, but the heat of the day still made the night stifling and warm. Tonight was no exception. It was a fine, deep night to rest in a loft.

      It smelled like horse crap in the stable, and that was to be expected. But this was at a level of neglect and rot he’d rarely encountered. Corius remembered his mother telling him that God hated a lazy farmer. He recognized the familiar odor of wet hay, too.

      Wet hay, oddly enough, could bring fire. But he’d never heard of an explanation for it beyond the supernatural.

      Corius snapped awake. He was lying on his side, curled up, with his unsheathed sword by his side. The world was still quiet, but the dark had just started to retreat. The slats in the steepled roof vent glowed powdery blue, tinged with orange. He gazed at the dusty spider web-coated rafters for a long time, listening to the city awaken around them.

      It was going to be yet another hot day. Nature was holding on to summer.

      “Corius,” a whisper from above. “Are you awake?”

      “Aye, Lady, I’m pondering our day ahead.”

      “I’m sick, my body aches from the top of my head to my heels.”

      He could hear it in her voice. It was the air of exhaustion.

      Dangerosa’s head peeked over the edge of the loft platform, her tousled black hair forming a halo around her face. Bits of straw stuck in her hair resembled rays of sunlight.

      “I had no idea a barn could smell so terrible. But I don’t think that’s my problem. I can feel the strength draining from me. Overall, it’s a bad sensation.”

      “We should go,” Corius said. “Someone owns this barn, and they might stop by.”

      “In my current state, I could use some help getting down from here. Please watch over me.”

      For the rest of my life, given the chance.

      Dangerosa swung her leg out over the edge, questing with her boot for the ladder. Corius saw her booted foot tremble as it began to support her bodyweight.

      Moving quickly, he bolted up the ladder and guided her boot onto the next rung.

      “Step down, and I’ll make sure you don’t fall.”

      Dangerosa slid over the side, holding the dirty old ladder, and sinking her back into his chest. Corius held tight and tried to be a gentleman about it, offering just enough wedging from his chest to help out.

      When her body went limp, he realized she wasn’t only tired. Something truly was wrong.

      When they reached the bottom of the ladder, Corius guided Dangerosa to a decaying haybale and eased her to sit down.

      “I almost never get sick, I swear it, Lord Corius.”

      “It’s not a weakness of character to get sick, so pay it no mind. Yesterday was a fraught day for anyone.”

      “Perhaps I need some breakfast, something for the constitution.”

      “And coffee, we could both enjoy that.”

      “I have money in my coin purse, but I don’t think I can walk anywhere just now.”

      Corius took a knee in front of Dangerosa so they could speak eye to eye.

      “The people who own this barn might have food we can buy for breakfast.”

      Corius rubbed the stubble on his chin pensively.

      “We should avoid the good people of the city, Lady.”

      “Lord Corius, please call me Rosa.”

      “You’re a noble, with a title. It’s a habit of the lesser classes, I suppose.”

      “You are far from being lesser than me, Lord Corius.”

      “I’m not a lord.”

      “I know. But you have the mettle of a true Lord.”

      Corius moved on his knee toward her. He extended his right hand slowly, touching her forearm.

      Dangerosa placed both hands on his chest, grasping the fabric of his brown shirt to stay upright.

      “Is this the time to explore our feelings, Corius?”

      Corius drew a deep breath and exhaled, remaining silent, looking into Dangerosa’s lovely green eyes. She was right, and he was forced to change tack as a practical recourse.

      “We wouldn’t get far on the docks today, anyway.”

      “Agreed, Lord Corius. But our choices are the desert or the ocean if we wish to flee.”

      “The open desert would kill us in days, unless.”

      Cutting him off, Dangerosa said. “I’ve no desire to die of thirst in the desert. Such a trip takes detailed plans.”

      Corius rose and walked over to peer out a small window set into the main bar door.

      “There’s the small matter of your fiancé, too.”

      Dangerosa chewed on a stalk of hay. “Yes, my father will have gotten to Damian by now. Oh, Damian, such a foolish man. I was told to marry him, Corius. An arranged marriage, you understand?”

      Corius felt a surge of incredulity. “Are you saying your betrothed would turn on you, just like that?”

      “Most men bend to the will of the Four Swords, Corius. I’m merely a political stepping stone for Damian.”

      Corius couldn’t imagine any man considering Dangerosa anything but a gift from the gods.

      “I’ve a mind to not run for our lives, Rosa. I’ve a notion that we fight, and win or die, we meet our fate having done our utmost.”

      “You’re a blooded warrior who can fight, Corius,” she said. “I am no swordswoman.”

      “And you command magic that is equal to that strength, or greater. I’ve seen it.”

      “I don’t, that was not me. I did not earn that demonstration of power. It was funneled through me by a dying master magician and sorcerer.”

      “Can you summon now, to help us?”

      “I fear not, the summoning was his departing spirit, and our God, in congress. I am years from being that powerful and adept.”

      “Understood, Lady. All worthy art takes time.”

      “A good teacher helps, too.” Her eyes looked downcast.

      “I’d bet the magic passing through you quickened you in some way?”

      “You’re not good at betting, sir.”

      Corius laughed despite himself. “Aye, you’re right. Let’s find food.”

      Reaching into her pants pocket, Dangerosa pulled out her purse and handed a coin to Corius. He held the coin up to appraise it.

      “Gold lady, this will feed us for days. Do you have a lesser coin? This might draw attention.”

      Dangerosa shook her head no. “Get us plenty of good food, and hurry back. Then we can discuss our escape from my beloved home and city.”

      Pacing over to the barn door, Corius stopped and looked back.

      “Rosa, I knew a man who once fled his beloved home. He lived on.”

      “Did he return home, eventually?”

      “That he did.”

      “Was it a happy
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