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Chapter 1

	

 

 

 

The new member of the team was nothing like Jaris had thought she might be. Then again, he'd had no way of knowing what to expect. At best, Grav's crew could be described as motley, which meant that the new woman hardly stuck out. One of the smallest mercenary companies in Astoran, The Taskmasters' employment standards were less stringent than those of other mercenary companies. Grav's sole concern was selecting the best person for the job, so he didn't concern himself too much with his employees' histories, employment or personal, a point that had worked greatly in The Taskmasters' favor when Jaris had sought work as a mercenary.

Grav could afford to be less discerning. He catered to a clientele many mercenary companies didn't bother with: common folk, small-time merchants, and the like. Jaris wouldn't call Grav particularly business savvy, but his boss had recognized the niche market, and since most of the other companies tended to chase the bigger jobs, The Taskmasters didn't face much competition. 

It also worked to Grav's advantage that the obscure region of Astoran in which he operated wasn't home to many Adepts, and that those who did live there possessed minor skills at best. This precluded the necessity of hiring Adepts, who typically commanded higher wages, even if they weren't much more skilled than their non-Adept counterparts. The lack of Adept staff meant Grav could keep his fees reasonable, making The Taskmasters far more affordable for the common folk, and since many were wary of Adepts, The Taskmasters' clients liked hiring a company that consisted solely of non-Adepts. 

On the downside, though their reputation for honesty and getting the job done meant they rarely lacked for work, Grav's low profit margins resulted in lower than average wages for his employees. Even lacking in Adept abilities, Jaris was skilled enough that he would have stood a decent chance of being hired by a larger company, which meant he could have earned a good deal more than Grav paid him. 

Of course, those companies would likely not be as uninterested in the details of his past as Grav was. Jaris liked that his boss didn't ask questions. Grav could be friendly enough after a drink or two, but he wasn't the type to try to get to know anyone on anything much deeper than a superficial level.

As a result, though Jaris had been with The Taskmasters for roughly two years, he and his fellow crew members shared a cordial but distant relationship. Their eagerness to either escape or forget—or both—their pasts more than suited him.

Which was why his interest in their new addition so disconcerted him. Grav's staff didn't tend to change much, but Jaris had been around long enough to see a few members come and go, and the most he'd felt about previous newcomers was a vague sense of curiosity. With this woman, though, he felt a spark of something he had started to think he might never feel again.

Because you can't afford to feel it, he reminded himself sternly. The whole point of coming to a tiny backwater town like Eran and joining Grav's obscure company had been to ensure he could lead a solitary life. Being close to the coast hadn't hurt either. He'd tried the more mountainous regions of Astoran and quickly found they hadn't agreed with him. Very little had agreed with him in those early days, and now that he had settled into a comfortable pattern, he was loath for it to be disrupted.

His ostensible attention focused on organizing his gear, he continued his covert study of Livienne Darby, their new addition. She was tall, nearly as tall as Jaris himself, which meant she must have stood close to six feet. She was lean, but muscle rippled visibly in her arms as she packed a crate. Her movements were deft, assured, though she wasn't paying her task much attention. One of the first things he had noticed about her, in fact, was that she reminded him of a cat, not because she possessed a particular grace or lightness, but because he spotted a coiled, taut strength just under the surface. Her ease and confidence was intriguing.

Her physical prowess was so at odds with the rest of the air she gave off that he wondered if that was why she had caught his notice. Something about her was almost bookish, making him think she'd be more at home buried in the stacks of a university. She didn't talk much. No one in the company did, but even by The Taskmasters' standards she was quiet, speaking only when necessary. Her pale blue eyes took in everything, and when she did speak, her words hinted at a deep intelligence. He didn't wonder much about what was going on in the others' heads, but he caught himself wondering about that with her. He had a feeling a great deal was happening there.

She was also very attractive to him. He had once spent a lot of time amongst beauties, mingling with both men and women who made the most of the physical attributes with which they had been graced, but Livienne didn't bear the least resemblance to those glittering, rarefied creatures. She was striking rather than beautiful, with high, arched brows that gave her a rather imperious look. Her complexion was excellent, her peaches and cream skin smooth and unblemished, her sharp cheekbones highlighted by a faint blush. She wore her honey-colored hair scraped back in a tight bun that heightened the starkness of her face. Her mouth was a little thin, and when she pressed her lips together in a certain way, she appeared more imperious than ever, though he was inclined to think she was unaware of the effect. 

She had joined the company a week earlier, and he could count on one hand the number of times he'd seen her smile during that period. He didn't get the impression that this was because she was sour, but more because she was a serious person. Once or twice he could have sworn he caught a flicker of vulnerability on her face, but she had wiped the emotion away almost as soon as it had manifested, making him question whether he was indulging in an out-of-character bit of romanticization.

Straightening, she put her hands on her hips and examined her work. Jaris returned his attention to his own task, sensing she would soon feel the weight of his gaze, which might make her look over at him. It was a skill from his past, one he'd been surprised to learn served him as well as it did in his life as a mercenary. He was adept at concealing his feelings from others, but he didn't want her to catch him watching her. The last thing he needed was to give her any indication of his interest, when he was trying his best to beat it down within himself.

In another life, he wouldn't have acted as he was now. He would have talked to her, gotten to know her. He had thought himself past it, but he couldn't deny the twinge of regret that pierced him at the thought that, no matter how much he might want to, he couldn't let anyone into his life.

That was your choice, his severe inner voice told him. He felt no resentment at the reminder. Part punishment and part penance, it had been his choice, and never once had his conviction that it was the right choice wavered. Were he a different sort of man, a braver sort of man, he wouldn't be where he was now, and he wouldn't let himself forget that.

"We ready yet?" Grav's voice cut through Jaris's reverie. He had often wondered if Grav's name was, in fact, a nickname, one bestowed on him because the sound of his voice held all the dulcet tones of two stones grinding against one another, but he had no intention of indulging his curiosity on that subject.

"Just about," Xia said, surveying their progress. She was Grav's second-in-command, had been with him from the start, which was the sum total of what Jaris knew about both her history and Grav's.

"We're behind schedule," Grav said, his impatience clear.

"Not going to get any less so with you carping at us," Xia said.

Grav shot her a look and turned to harass Myles, who picked up his pace considerably under their boss's beady-eyed gaze.

"You done with that yet, Darby?" Xia asked.

"Finishing up," Livienne said.

"I'll give her a hand; I'm done here," Jaris heard himself saying.

Responding with a curt nod, Xia went to help Nola, the last member of their company, who was checking the lashing on the cargo that had already been loaded onto the cart.

"It's under control," Livienne grunted at him when he went to help her.

"Have it your way," he said, holding his hands up. "Better Grav and Xia peck at you than me."

Frowning, she jerked her head to the side, indicating a crate to her left. He didn't say another word to her as he tended to the crate. It didn't bother him that she had been so curt with him. Curtness never bothered him, which was good, as he received a regular dose of it as part of The Taskmasters. Curtness wasn't offensive because it was honest. What he couldn't deal with was dishonesty in any of its forms.

All cargo loaded and secured at last, Grav gave them the command to move out. They had been hired to protect several families who were moving from Eran to an even smaller, more backwater village close to Astoran's western border. Thanks to the political upheaval, the guards that had once been tasked with patrolling the major roads and establishing outposts to protect the more remote regions of the realm had mostly disappeared. Those who had already been on the job had stayed, but no one had replaced them as they had retired or died. The trade Houses excelled at keeping order and smoothing over ruffled feathers in Cearova, and they had begun to expand their reach to the other major cities as well, but they were slow to tackle the problems in the less populous regions. The common people's concerns weren't the major players' first priority. There was far less to gain—in both monetary and political terms—by helping those who held no power, so the trade Houses expected the common folk to be patient and wait their turn.

Removed as they were from the centers of power, politics weren't of immediate concern to the common folk of the region, and they tended not to think much about the trade Houses' actions. More stability would provide them with some minor benefits, but their concerns had never centered around which velvet- and silk-clad bottom graced the royal throne. Even during the days of Astoran's clearly delineated monarchy, towns like Eran hadn't received much benefit other than fewer brigands and somewhat tighter laws. They were used to being left to their own devices, and so the happenings in the major cities might as well have been occurrences in other realms for all they cared. 

Jaris came from a very different perspective, and he worked hard to conceal his intimate knowledge of such matters. Like the others, he didn't give any outward appearance of being concerned about things that happened outside of a twenty-mile radius of Eran. Unlike them, he did think about them. How could he not, given that the world in which he had grown up was far different from the one in which they had grown up?

The uneventfulness of that first of the trek's planned three days gave him more time to think about these things than he would have liked. The forest road was poorly maintained, so the most exciting thing that happened that day was one of the wheels getting mired in the mud, requiring him, Xia, Grav, and Nola to devote their brute strength to pushing it free while Livienne and Myles stood guard. Two months prior The Taskmasters had run into some brigands who had made their home in the surrounding forest, but Jaris saw no sign of them this time and deduced that they must have moved on to greener pastures. Given the state of the road, he doubted there was much profit to be had in robbing anyone who bothered traveling along it.

There would certainly be no profit for anyone who might risk robbing their clients. Judging by what they had in the cart, their worldly possessions didn't amount to much, and Jaris would have bet that they had scrimped and saved for months to scrape together the money to hire the crew. 

Not for the first time, he felt a twinge of responsibility. It didn't matter that he told himself such guilt was unreasonable. After all, there was nothing he could have done about the situation of people like these families. Knowing what he knew, though, he couldn't seem to absolve himself. 

None of it is down to you. You didn't murder the royal family and destabilize the realm. You aren't an opportunistic Adept taking advantage of the instability to advance your own interests. You aren't a member of the Church, more concerned with your own security than that of the realm. 

Yet he couldn't escape the sense that, even though he hadn't made the situation what it was, in some way, it was all down to him. He tried to tell himself he was powerless to do anything to change it, but he could never quite manage to convince himself that he was acting out of pragmatism rather than cowardice.

 

 

Chapter 2

	

 

 

 

Liv's first mission with The Taskmasters wasn't what she had expected. 

How would you know what to expect anyway, she thought to herself, with no small amount of derision. This isn't a novel. You're not off on some grand adventure like a heroine in a book, or like one of the legendary warriors of old.

She should be kinder to herself. Her mother had died four months ago, and the loss had punched Liv in the midsection, leaving her with permanent damage. Since then, she didn't think she'd drawn a single deep breath.

Leaving her home hadn't been necessary, not in any literal sense. Her mother had been the most responsible woman Liv had ever known, so of course she hadn't left Liv with any loose ends. Despite that her death had been a surprise, a heart attack that had robbed Liv of the seemingly vital woman who had been bursting with health for as long as she could remember, Vyola had left nothing to chance. The attorney's appearance had shocked Liv, and that shock hadn't worn off even a smidgen as the attorney had laid out paper after paper, contract after contract. One minute Vyola had apparently signed the paperwork that made her the owner of the tavern of which she was so proud, and the next she had signed a last will and testament ensuring that Liv's future would be secure.

After the attorney had left, the empty tavern, replete with memories of Vy, had threatened to swallow Liv. She had drifted through the rooms, remembering how the tavern's layout, coupled with its remote location, had been what had led Vy to purchase it the moment she had seen it. The rooms for rent were on the second floor, over the large, open space that was filled with tables and noise during normal hours of operation. The kitchen stood on the east side, the living quarters on the west, affording Vy and Liv more privacy than most might have suspected. Even so, Liv's earliest memories involved cataloging the variety of sounds she heard at night, coming from both inside and outside the tavern: insects, nocturnal animals, the various qualities and timbres of guests' snores, the occasional cries from those who didn't sleep easy. With Vy gone and the place empty of patrons, the unnatural quiet had been enough to drive Liv half-mad. Without guests, the tavern had seemed more remote than ever.

Vy had never wanted it any other way. She had always been reserved, and life in Drovan had suited her. It was the kind of place into which people were born and died, rarely setting foot outside the village limits, so at first Liv and Vy had been the subject of much curiosity and speculation. Once the residents understood that Vy meant to run a much more reputable institution than the previous owners, they had grown less mistrustful of her. At some point they had even adopted her and Liv as proper residents of their village. Though they had continued to maintain their distance, Liv knew they had done so out of a sense of respect rather than a sense of mistrust. Vy had been that sort of person. Open, friendly, but keeping her own counsel, she had wanted nothing more than to run her business, raise her daughter, and be left to her own devices, and the villagers had respected that.

Yet the attorney hadn't been Liv's only visitor. Villagers had showed up in regular waves, bringing words of consolation, flowers, offers of help, and food. The irony in that hadn't escaped Liv. Where once they would have come to the tavern seeking a good meal, they now brought nourishment, anxious to ensure Liv didn't go hungry.

She'd had no interest in food. She'd had no interest in anything. Kind as the villagers were, she hadn't been able to bear their presence. Words meant to help ease her grief had instead sharpened it. The memories they had shared had spurred Liv's own memories, memories that were far too painful for her to relive. Her rudeness had been unforgivable, but after a time she had been unable to take anymore and had closed her door to them, refusing to answer when they came to call. They persisted for a while, but eventually the visits stopped; even then, Liv didn't get what she wanted. She'd thought being alone would bring her peace, but all it did was remind her that she was alone.

For two months she had lived like that, then she had locked the tavern, slipped away in the night, and not looked back. She hadn't brought much of anything along with her, just some clothes, some food, and some other supplies that she needed to keep her going. Unless thieves had decided the tavern had become fair game, as far as Liv knew it still stood closed, her entire life locked inside.

It wasn't as though Liv had been unaware of how isolated she and her mother had been, but before Vy had died, it had never troubled Liv. Her mother was all she had needed. Vy had been friendly and social with the travelers who had visited her tavern and with the villagers who had frequented it, and Liv had enjoyed meeting new people, listening to their stories, and observing their behavior. But she had never regretted their leaving because she had known that someone else would soon take their place, providing her with another novel experience. The one constant she had wanted or needed had been her mother's presence, and like any naive fool, she had somehow duped herself into believing she would always have it.

Remembering brought a lump to Liv's throat, made tears sting her eyes, and she willed herself not to think about it. Better to treat herself with derision, to pick at herself until she created a new wound. That way, she would be too preoccupied to contemplate the gaping chasm of her grief.

Running away had been necessary, but why she had decided to become a mercenary, she couldn't say. It hadn't been her original plan, but it hadn't taken her long to realize she had to come up with something. Vy had been emphatic about her daughter's need for a proper education, so she had hired excellent tutors who had taught Liv well. She had a firm grasp of history, literature, mathematics, and the sciences, and she spoke three languages. In addition, Vy had succumbed to her daughter's whims and had agreed to a variety of supplemental lessons and instructors over the years, though the only lessons that had snared Liv's interest had been the combat lessons.

Liv's less formal education had taken place in the tavern. Thanks to her mother, she knew how to brew, how to cook, and how to clean. All in all, Liv possessed plenty of practical skills that would make finding gainful employment a simple enough affair. The problem was, she didn't want to be around people. The thought of tutoring hadn't appealed, the idea of working in another tavern had been out of the question, given that she couldn't even stomach the thought of running the one that belonged to her free and clear, and she had absolutely no desire to be a servant in some snobby lord or lady's household.

Which didn't leave her much but her fighting skills. It was either the military—such as it was—or the mercenary life. She chose life as a mercenary.

Grav's operation was small, and his headquarters was also his personal quarters. His employees had to seek shelter elsewhere, which was more than fine with Liv. Renting a small attic room in a decent tavern hadn't posed a problem, and though her wages weren't what she would call generous, she would have enough coin left for a few of life's little luxuries. Months spent wandering the realm alone, followed by securing a solitary, secluded room, had once again led her to delude herself, this time convincing herself that she could be as alone as she wanted to be.

Needless to say, she had been less than pleased to find herself disabused of this notion on her first night on the road.

Idiot. What did you expect? Of course you have to make camp with your clients and with the rest of your company. Did you think you could sneak off into the forest and sleep alone?

How she wished it were possible. How she longed to be able to shut out the world, to close herself off from it completely.

She hadn't slept a wink that first night. Silence had dogged her for months, so the quiet nighttime sounds of the others had been a cacophony to her ears. Granted, she'd have been willing to wager that Myles's snores were louder than Drovan's quarry had been during its years of peak operation. Nola had smacked her lips each time she had turned, which had been often. Two of the scrawny children had whimpered in their sleep, requiring their mother to hush them several times throughout the course of the night. At one point, when Liv had somehow managed to find a position that enabled her to turn her back to almost all of them, her eyes had landed on Jaris, and she could have sworn he was looking at her. When she had blinked, though, she had found that he was fast asleep, his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm as he breathed.

By the time morning arrived, her eyes felt like a beach. Rubbing them vigorously, she tried to ignore the dull ache forming behind them.

She should have been grateful for the tedium of the previous day, but she couldn't deny that some part of her was hoping day two might prove more exciting. Dangerous as it might be, she was itching for action. At least it would take her mind off everything. Perhaps that was why she had chosen this lifestyle, because of its unpredictability and possible perilousness. She wasn't overly fond of children, but she didn't hate them, and tutoring might have offered her more solitude than this lifestyle. She would have had hours to herself each day while her pupils were off attending horseback lessons, practicing the piano, learning to embroider cushions, or whatever other frivolous skills rich children were taught. 

You would have had too much time to think, and you might have become attached, a voice whispered in the back of her mind.

That was the root of it all. Perversely, at the same time she insisted that she could never feel the kind of attachment she had felt for her mother, she was terrified that she might find an anchor in someone else. That would feel like a betrayal of her mother, even though Liv could not ignore the knowledge that her mother would never have wanted her to lead such a solitary life.

But why had Vy chosen to hold herself aloof from others if she hadn't wanted her daughter to do the same? Sometimes Liv was certain her mother was terrified of living, as absurd as that suspicion had seemed whenever she had watched her mother joking with a patron, her saucy comments making her customer laugh uproariously.

No. No more.

Tearing her mind away from the memories, she rooted around in her pack, searching for her tin of coffee. Grav had told her he supplied the company with basic rations but if she wanted any "fancy stuff", as he had termed it, she would have to bring her own.

"Vyram's flaming tongs," Liv muttered when she opened her pack and discovered that her tin had broken open and spilled everywhere. Her clothes would be coffee-scented for weeks.

"Wax. Keeps your tins waterproof too," Myles said. "I can spot you some coffee, if you like."

"No, thanks," she said, her voice tight. She didn't want anything from anyone.

"No skin off my nose," he said, shrugging. Though his refusal to be offended was a relief, as it demanded nothing of her, not even a twinge of guilt, Liv also felt a contradictory sense of disappointment. 

Never satisfied, are you? You wanted indifferent people, and now that you have them it stings?

"Need some privacy," she said to Grav, who waved her off.

"Don't be gone long."

Hitching her pack over a shoulder, she moved a short distance off, relieved as she plunged into the underbrush, which concealed her from the others. She took care of her business, sniffed her shirt and decided it would do for one more day, then unbound her hair. She wasn't vain about it, but if she didn't brush it on a daily basis it would become a hopeless rat's nest. Cutting it off wasn't an option either, as she'd never liked her hair short. 

Dragging her comb through it with unnecessary force, she felt a mild sense of alarm when she realized she was reveling in the pain, in the fact that the sharp tug of hair trying to pull free of her scalp was making her eyes water. She raked the comb through her hair one last time and shoved it back into her pack before winding her loose locks into a tight knot, pinning it at the back of her head.

She spared a couple of moments to empty her pack, shaking out as much of the coffee as she could, then repacking it. She would be annoyed later, when she opened her pack again to look for something and had to dig through it because she'd shoved things back into it so haphazardly, but that awareness wasn't enough to spur her to pack more neatly.

When she returned to the others, she rolled up her bedroll, forehead furrowing in confusion when she felt something hard in it. No one paid her the slightest bit of attention, but she wondered if this was some sort of initiation rite. What if she reached in and found something nasty, or something humiliating?

The other members of the The Taskmasters didn't strike her as any likelier to have a fondness for such shenanigans than she did, though, so she reached into the roll and pulled out the foreign object. Everyone continued to ignore her, so she spared a moment to examine the metal container. Unscrewing the lid, she inhaled the delicious, enticing aroma of the coffee within, staring at the dark grounds for a long moment. She replaced the lid and turned the container this way and that, trying to figure out who had left it for her, but she saw no distinguishing marks. Casting a furtive glance around, she tried to catch someone watching her, but everyone was too busy with their own preparations to pay her any mind.

Can you owe someone if you don't know who's responsible for helping you? she wondered, cradling the container, indecisive.

"Ain't payin' you to laze around," Grav barked at her, jolting her from her thoughts. "Come give us a hand."

"Coming," she said, tucking the container into her pack, glad for the distraction.

 

 

Chapter 3

	

 

 

 

He couldn't say what had compelled him. From the moment the thought had crossed his mind, his subconscious had begun screaming at him, telling him it was a terrible idea.

What if she sees you? What if one of the others sees you and tells her?

Her brusque attitude when he had tried to assist her the previous day and her refusal of Myles's offer to share his coffee made it quite clear she had no intentions of accepting help from anyone. The members of The Taskmasters weren't the friendliest bunch, but they knew they were in it together, and they did look out for one another. They went their separate ways when their missions ended, until the next mission brought them together again, then they would resume protecting one another from any threats. It was how things worked, and it had served each of them well.

Livienne probably just needed time to get accustomed to that. She wasn't the first newcomer to be suspicious of offers of help, and she wouldn't be the last. On his more cynical days, Jaris suspected that Grav was careful to choose not only crew members who were capable and skilled, but also those who moved through life with a healthy dose of cynical skepticism. Not expecting too much of the world meant they wouldn't expect too much of Grav and The Taskmasters either.

Normally, nothing about the exchange between a cautious new member and Myles would have garnered Jaris's attention. He would have forgotten about it moments after it had happened, but this time he couldn't. It was there again, the flicker of vulnerability that Livienne tried so hard to conceal, and he could not ignore it.

He knew she hadn't slept well. She had caught him looking at her at one point. He hadn't been leering at her, or anything like that. It just so happened that one of Myles's loud snores had jolted Jaris from sleep, and his eyes had landed on Livienne when he had surveyed the camp to assure himself that nothing was amiss. Her rigid posture and the tension in her jaw had told him that sleep hadn't visited her at all, and he had wondered what it was that kept her awake, whether it had something to do with the company or with her past.

And that was the problem. He shouldn't have cared about her past. He didn't care about anyone else's past.

Livienne was tired, that much was obvious. Even if he hadn't caught her in the grip of insomnia, her puffy eyes would have given her sleeplessness away, the shadows under them leaving her looking bruised. So when she'd sworn under her breath, catching both his attention and Myles's, he'd glanced at her in time to see the flash of desperation the loss of her coffee had provoked. Her refusal had struck Jaris as automatic, and her face had been regretful. He had heard her sigh in longing as she had put her empty tin away.

He always carried coffee with him on missions, though he wasn't a regular coffee drinker. Going without sleep wasn't something that was easy for him, so he made a point to lay in a supply ahead of a mission, something to keep him going when he wasn't able to get as much rest as he needed. Its stimulative effects had been his saving grace during several past missions, but they were slated to arrive at their destination the following day, and Grav wanted to stay there overnight to resupply, which meant they would all get a chance to sleep in a proper bed. Were Jaris to draw guard duty that night, he'd only have to go without sleep for one day, which wouldn't be a problem for him.

He didn't need the coffee and Livienne did. It was that simple.

No, it's not that simple. It'll never be that simple, his mind insisted, but he ignored it. He could make an exception this once.

When Livienne left the camp, he seized his opportunity. He was excruciatingly aware of every inch of his spine as he made his casual way toward the wagon, which would take him close to her bedroll. Conviction that the others were all staring at him made his skin prickle, but he knew it was just paranoia. Before making his move, he had conducted a careful survey of the camp to ensure that no one was paying him any attention. No one would either, as long as he made certain to do what he needed to do before Grav could bark at him.

Slipping the tin into her bedroll hadn't been difficult. He had needed to squat anyway, so that he could check the wagon's axle. This was one of his regular jobs, and it was an important one, so no one would look askance at him for taking the time to examine the axle with careful eyes. Broken axles had been the bane of many of their more arduous missions, and after the time they'd wasted freeing the wagon from the mud the previous day, no one was eager for another delay.

His act of kindness completed, Jaris moved to the other side of the wagon, inspecting the other two axles. He was nowhere near Livienne's bedroll when she returned, and he was careful to allow his tasks to absorb him so that he wouldn't give anything away.

Doing something for someone else with no expectation of anything in return felt good. Should she feel inclined to thank whoever had gifted her the coffee—though he suspected she would be more likely to ram the container into his chest with a harsh rebuke—she had no way of knowing who had put it in her bedroll. In all likelihood, she would suspect Myles, and Jaris was okay with that. 

Yes, you're a regular hero, aren't you? an insidious voice whispered. Saving Astoran one coffee drinker at a time.

His mood souring, Jaris pushed all idle thought aside in favor of attending to the chores that needed to be done before they could leave.

A small band shadowed them for a bit, but their party's size must have given the band pause, because they didn't attack. Nola fired a warning shot in their direction after a while, causing them to give up the pursuit altogether and melt into the forest.

Jaris exchanged a grin with Xia before his gaze snagged on the families. The parents were clutching their children, their terror clear. Sometimes Jaris forgot that while all this was routine to him, it was anything but to people like their clients. It made him angrier than ever at the state of the realm, and that sent him tripping down a memory lane he was loath to wander.

Their reaction pleased Grav, though, Jaris could see that. Inviting violence wasn't Grav's aim, but he was enough of a businessman that he liked his clients to be reminded of why they'd thought it prudent to hire his services in the first place. 

Grav's pleasure evaporated when the smallest child began to cry inconsolably. His mother picked him up and cradled him against her shoulder, but the whole affair had been too much for the poor boy. He didn't wail or scream, but his muffled cries complicated the situation. Their party was too large and the wagon too creaky for their progress through the forest to be silent, but the boy's distress was a source of distraction, a distraction the mercenaries couldn't afford if they were to remain alert.

Plunging a hand into his pocket, Jaris pulled out one of the sweets he kept for such an occasion. One of the other children let out a hopeful gasp, catching the attention of the sniffling boy, and Jaris deliberately held the sweet up, turning it from side to side and pretending to contemplate it.

"I don't much like these," he said in a conversational tone. "You, Myles?"

"Nah," Myles said, suppressing a grin as he swiped a hand through the air. "Don't see how anyone could."

"I like them," one of the younger girls whispered, then clamped a hand over her mouth.

"Catch!" Jaris said, tossing it underhand. She cupped her hands, letting out a quiet cry of delight when it landed in her palms.

"How did this find its way into my pocket?" Myles asked, extracting a sweet from his own coat. He twisted his face in exaggerated distaste, making the children giggle, and even the weeping boy forgot his unhappiness long enough to gape with obvious greed at the sweet.

Myles and Jaris kept the show up for several minutes, until the children forgot all about their earlier mishap, sighing in pleasure as they gobbled their sweets. The parents stayed close to the wagon, but the other members of The Taskmasters spread out, putting some distance between themselves and the quiet commotion Myles, Jaris, and the children were creating. This also allowed them to do an unobtrusive sweep, and Grav gave Myles and Jaris a nod when he returned, letting them know that all was well.

The parents caught the silent exchange, their shoulders sagging in relief, and took over for Jaris and Myles, inventing games for their children to play while they continued walking. 

They moved at a good pace for the rest of the day, making up for the time they'd lost to the stuck wagon the previous day, and Jaris was glad when they stopped to set up camp for the night.

Myles sidled up to him as they were eating dinner. "You got any more, mate? I'm fresh out and want to be prepared for tomorrow."

"I've got plenty," Jaris said, pulling out a handful of sweets and handing them to Myles, who pretended to tip his hat to Jaris as he pocketed them.

As he turned back to his meal, Jaris caught Livienne watching him, and he nodded at her.

"Neat trick, that," she said.

"Can't take all the credit for it," he said in a casual tone, trying to ignore the way his pulse had picked up. He was shocked she was actually talking to him, even if she seemed to be using as few words to do so as possible. "Myles and I devised it during a very, very trying mission a year back."

"You've been doing this for a while, then?"

"About two years."

She nodded and said nothing else to him, but he still felt an absurd sense of accomplishment. He was pretty certain it was the longest conversation she'd had with anyone in the company, save, presumably, her interview with Grav.

Rooting around in his pocket, he pulled out a few more sweets and held them out to her. "In case of emergency," he said. "Though if you fancy them, feel free to partake."

She studied him for so long that he started to feel uncomfortable, before accepting the sweets with another nod. Then she got up and walked off, tending to one of her tasks.

"Talkative, that one," Myles said, snorting out a laugh.

"Who'd have thought we'd find someone chattier than the rest of us?" Even as he tossed off the casual words, he felt a twinge. He wasn't mocking her, not really, but even so he didn't feel right about it.

"Grav doesn't reckon that lot in the forest was one of the regular bands," Myles said, his tone turning serious.

"That's good news," Jaris said. "Sounds like they've moved on."

Myles nodded, stuffing bread into his mouth. "Should make our job easier, I suspect—or not. I didn't relish going toe-to-toe with those raiders, but at least we knew what we were dealing with."

Nodding, Jaris conceded the point. It seemed idiosyncratic to regret that a group they knew to be dangerous had moved on, but dealing with unknown quantities was never a good thing. The old group wouldn't have bothered with a single wagon. Either the new group was too inexperienced to know that this particular train would have nothing worth taking, or they were desperate or reckless enough to consider striking even if they believed the take would be poor.

"Double watch tonight?" Jaris asked after he'd chewed over the thought.

"Seems like a good idea," Myles said, and he got up to talk to Grav.

As luck would have it, Jaris didn't draw duty that night, but the perturbation emanating from Grav left Jaris worried as well, so much so that he would have been better off had he drawn watch duty. He wasn't able to sleep; every sound in the forest made him reach involuntarily for the weapons he kept beside his pillow.

He wasn't alone. Livienne didn't sleep either, and Nola and Xia merely shrugged when she joined them in their vigil. Jaris was tempted to do so as well, but he noticed that one of the fathers was tossing and turning, and he didn't want to do anything that might give their clients cause for more worry. Better the families were well-rested the next day. It would enable Grav to set a brisk pace, and it would hopefully prevent the children from being fretful.

Jaris tried not to think about children too much. Were he still living his old life, he would probably have been married by now. He'd never had a serious relationship, so at least that was one less thing he'd been forced to leave behind, but he'd enjoyed flirting with the eligible young women he'd known. His worship for his own father had been such that Jaris had looked forward to having children of his own, to having someone look up to him the way he had looked up to his father.

No. Gritting his teeth, he forced the thoughts from his mind. He would not wander there. Whatever he had once thought his father was, he had been wrong. In fact, it had been his own father who had presented him with irrefutable proof of his wrongness. He had been a dupe once. Never, ever would he allow himself to be one again.

 

 

Chapter 4


 

 

 

The third day proved to Liv how intimate Grav's and The Taskmasters' knowledge of their routes was. Without saying a word, he signaled his crew with a series of hand gestures, and the other members moved as if part of a choreographed dance, their reactions so ingrained they didn't need to think. He had given Liv a chart of his gestures when she'd started, and she'd worked hard to memorize it, but it still took her a second to recall what the signal he sent her way meant, and she felt clumsy and graceless as she stumbled over her own feet to get into position. Crouching low, she slipped around the cart, providing herself some cover. She had no idea what had prompted Grav's signals. Nothing was amiss, as far as she could tell.

"Blind curve ahead," Nola mouthed to her when her sweeping gaze fell on Liv. She had swung herself up into the wagon in one smooth movement, pulling her bow from over her shoulder. Squatting down amongst the crates, she held the bow in a loose grip as she scanned the perimeter. Her free hand was poised near her shoulder, ready to seize an arrow from her quiver.

Taking deep, even breaths, Liv slowly drew her sword from its scabbard, making as little noise as possible. She settled into a fighting stance and followed Nola's lead, surveying their surroundings for any sign of assailants. 

The moment she realized she heard nothing, no bird song, no insects, no small creatures rustling in the undergrowth, was the same moment that Myles, who had slipped off to scout the road ahead of them, let out a cry of warning. Xia moved so fast that she was a blur, heading off to help Myles, but the rest of them remained with the wagon. Jaris hurried their clients under the wagon and took up a position in front of them, Grav moving to block them on the other side.

Liv's heart was beating so hard it was almost painful, but she forced herself to continue taking steady breaths. She had been trained—extensively—by an excellent master, but training wasn't the same as being in an actual combat situation. Never before had she ever been in any real danger, and her hands shook as she questioned her own sanity. What had she been thinking, taking a job like this? Could she actually kill someone, if it came down to that?

But she knew she could, and that helped calm her a bit. If it was either her life or an assailant's, she'd have no trouble taking the assailant's life. The thought of the aftermath made her stomach churn, but that was the aftermath, and she would deal with it after, when she still had blood running through her veins rather than soaking the ground.

Metal clashing against metal rang out in the forest, and a moment later Xia raced back toward them, towing Myles along with her. He held a shield in his left hand, offering them some protection, and several arrows protruded from it. Xia was hauling him along by his right arm, which hung at a strange angle and was bleeding from the shoulder.

Before Liv could really take it all in, Nola began firing, and a piercing scream rent the air. Liv's chest tightened as she watched a body flop to the ground, and then the battle was upon them.

Steady breathing was harder now, but Liv poured her all into focusing. Her instructor had warned her over and over that a lack of focus would kill her faster than anything else, but she had never truly appreciated the advice until this moment. Time seemed to slow, giving her a chance to spot a few of their assailants, to take stock of their weapons, and to determine where they were likely to strike next. Nola took out another with her bow, and Liv heard a sharp twang followed by a thunk as an arrow embedded itself in a crate inches from Nola's right arm.

"Livienne, to me," Grav called out, his voice just loud enough to be heard over the commotion of battle. His brow was knit in concentration, but his face was expressionless, and Liv found herself admiring his command as she hurried over to him. As soon as she was in position, he plunged off into the forest, in pursuit of their would-be assassin.

The assailants threw themselves at the wagon with a wild cry, their actions tinged with desperation, telling Liv The Taskmasters probably didn't need to worry about reinforcements. Nola had to hunker down or risk getting skewered, so she abandoned her bow in favor of a dagger, leaping down from the wagon to take up the position Liv had abandoned when she'd moved to guard their clients. The assailants fell on Jaris and Nola first. Liv's instinct was to go help them, but that would leave the clients exposed, so she made herself remain where she was.

"Give me a hand!" Xia cried as she and Myles reached the wagon, and Liv helped her stuff Myles underneath. Once he was tucked away, Xia hurried off to help Nola and Jaris. Myles let out a low groan and the clients stared at him with wide, terrified eyes.

Yanking a packet from her coat, Liv thrust it at one of the men. "Take this and do what you can for him. I can't tend to him myself right now," she said, speaking in a deliberately calm, matter-of-fact tone. The man stared at her dumbly for a second, then nodded and took the packet from her hand. He and two of the women opened it and began tending to Myles's wound.

Aima, my Lady of Life, please don't let him die, Liv found herself praying as she returned her attention to the battle.

Jaris, Xia, and Nola appeared to be holding their own on the other side of the wagon, and Liv tightened her grip on her sword, frustrated that she couldn't assist them. Were she to be honest, though, she would admit that she also couldn't help but feel a sliver of relief. Her terror had slid into something more like a sense of unreal numbness.

What did you think this would be like? A polite exchange of insults? A bit of swordplay followed by a tidy surrender, no blood having been spilled?

Why hadn't she stayed at The Thirsty Rooster? Why hadn't she run it, or sold it and moved on, heading somewhere else in Astoran, somewhere she could start a new life?

Because you didn't want to deal with it. Because you didn't want to move on.

Slamming the door on her thoughts, she tuned back in to the scuffle around her. Grav hadn't returned, and Liv hoped that wasn't because he was dead. No other arrows came from the forest, though, so she had to take that as a good sign. No one else came rushing out of it to assault her either, so it seemed her supposition that the band was small had been correct.

A moment later Jaris came limping around the wagon, clutching his side. He waved off the concern that must have shown on Liv's face, saying, "Superficial wound. The fight's over, and Nola and Xia could use your help subduing the last two brigands."

With a curt nod, Liv said, "They have a first aid kit. Use it if you need it."

"Later," Jaris muttered. 

He took
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