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Chapter 1: Strangers and Stories
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Eloita

Eloita stood motionless in the bright morning sun as she scanned the courtyard in front of her. A bead of sweat rolled down her face. It wasn’t overbearingly hot out yet, but it wouldn’t be long before she could fry eggs on the street. The summer heat had been the hardest thing to adjust to when Eloita had moved to Coherence, the capital city of the kingdom of Vantera.

Despite these warm temperatures of early summer, this was her favorite spot to stand guard—overlooking the back entrance of the property. It was peaceful here, and beautiful. And it was nice to be alone for this brief period in the morning. She would stand here for ten minutes, then take a ten-minute stroll around the garden perimeter, then remain by the door for another ten minutes—and repeat until her shift ended. 

Viscount and Viscountess Giles’s townhouse was the largest on this block, located exactly halfway down the street and across from the largest walking park in the city. Other elegant townhouses owned by the city’s elite rose on either side, each featuring elaborate columns and landscaping. At this time of morning, Eloita could hear the neighborhood waking up all around her. People on the street called out morning salutations, horses neighed, and steam billowed from the factory down by the river. 

As the bells at city hall chimed the hour, she began her next patrol through the carefully manicured yard, taking a slow and steady pace down the paved paths. In the center of the courtyard rose a large fountain with pristine water that sparkled in the early morning light. Curved stone garden beds filled with bright red and orange flowers, fragrant herbs, and tall ornamental grasses ringed the fountain in concentric circles. 

Eloita eyed the lavender that flourished in the heat, its slender stems swaying in the gentlest of breezes. She was now familiar with most of the plants in this region, though when she’d first moved to Coherence, they were all new to her. Her grandmother’s gardens were located in the far north of the country, and the native plants growing there were very different from those that thrived in this heat. It had taken her some time to learn the new varieties, but the viscount’s gardeners were more than happy to satisfy her curiosity.

As she reached the back gate, she paused to stare at the mosaic crafted on the stone wall edging the urban garden. It featured a magnificent tree whose crown glittered with bits of green and white glass, its branches stretching far from the sturdy, solid trunk. They called it the Tree of Sirel where she came from—a towering tree of legend said to be the source of all life in the world. 

Eloita loved the mosaic. Even on her most miserable days, imagining its sharp angles and bright colors brought her some level of peace. She could feel the presence of the tree here, even this far away from her home. It was familiar and safe, and the tales she knew of it gave her something to think about when her work grew dull.

“Guard!” she heard a voice call from the back door of the home. She turned to see her employer, Viscount Giles, gesturing for her to come into the townhouse. 

Eloita stifled an expression of surprise. His presence here was quite odd. Normally, any summons would be from her supervisor, Leopold, the steward of the household. The viscount very rarely interacted with anyone ranked lower than a steward, except maybe a valet, unless he had to. At the very least, he certainly wasn’t the type to summon a guard himself.

She hoped there wasn’t an emergency. Though what kind of emergency would require her specific skills or experience over any of the other guards who were already inside the house, she couldn’t imagine.

With a final quick glance around the garden for any potential concerns—more for show than for any real worry—she made her way toward the viscount. 

“Sir.” She bowed when she drew near. 

He was not a tall man nor a short one, of middling age, with a medium girth and slightly graying brown hair. He had pale skin and often looked tired, at least when he hadn’t forced an expression of pompous importance onto his features. In general, Eloita thought he was one of the most average-looking men she’d ever seen, despite his elegant clothes, jewelry, and fancy title.

“Come with me,” Viscount Giles ordered, ignoring her bow as he whirled around to stride back through the door. “What was your name again?”

“Eloita, sir,” she answered, following him into the house.

“Sir!” Leopold was just inside, scurrying toward them down the long corridor. 

Her supervisor was a very short man with his mostly thick hair combed over a slightly balding spot on the top of his head. His uniform was spotless, as always, and his cleanshaven face now sported a very concerned expression. He liked to be in control of everything that happened in the household, and grew quite annoyed when the servants did anything without his say-so. This was different, however—this was the viscount acting unusually, hence his concern.

“I require this guard,” the viscount said brusquely. 

“Of course, sir.” Leopold bowed and then gave Eloita a warning look. Warning her of what, she wasn’t sure—probably to not say anything stupid or to embarrass him in any way. He considered the behavior of his employees a direct reflection of his skill as a steward. 

Viscount Giles led her to his study on the upper floor of the house. The large room contained floor-to-ceiling bookcases and high windows overlooking the city. She had often stood outside its door, but only twice was she allowed inside. 

Her unusual day was becoming even more unusual.

When she entered, she was surprised to see a strange man awaiting them, his long legs sprawled out from where he slouched in a chair facing the viscount’s desk. She didn’t recognize him, which meant he wasn’t one of the viscount’s local friends, a noble acquaintance, nor a member of the household. Most likely, he was one of Viscount Giles’s business partners, though she couldn’t imagine what the two would be meeting about at this time of morning. 

He was clearly quite tall, despite his slouching posture, and his eyes sparkled a bright green. He wore well-made, well-fitted clothes, though nothing too extravagant like what she might expect someone of nobility to wear. He studied her closely as she entered the room behind Viscount Giles. She shut the door behind them as the viscount sat at his desk.

“This is her,” Viscount Giles said.

Eloita bowed formally to the stranger, though she had no idea who this man was or his status, nor why the two of them would have been talking about her. He was dressed nicely enough that she assumed he probably was owed some level of formality, though perhaps only out of politeness.

“Interesting,” the man replied in a slow, smooth voice. His eyes were fixed intently on her face.

Eloita met his gaze with the most neutral expression she could manage. She was surprised to find herself mildly annoyed by him, despite the brevity of their interaction so far. “Interesting” was not exactly a polite response when meeting a new person. That said, she was only a guard. He was likely a noble, and nobles did and said what they wanted.

“Guard,” the viscount said, drawing her attention toward himself. “I understand you originally come from the north.”

“That is correct, sir,” she replied, curiosity and nerves twisting her insides into knots. She let none of it show on her face, however. She hadn’t graduated top of the academy for nothing.

“Are you familiar with the town of Woods Edge?” This question was asked by the stranger.

“Yes, sir,” she answered stiffly, meeting his gaze. “That’s my hometown.”

To her surprise, his eyes lit up. He straightened up in the chair and leaned forward with a glint in his eye. “So you are familiar with the Sablewood?”

“I am,” she answered, keeping her tone as flat as possible. An image of the towering, mysterious forest formed in her mind—other than her grandmother, it was the thing she missed most about home. Despite how dangerous it was, and the fact that she could feel the echoes of its power even this far south, she still often found herself longing to stand in its shadow, even if for only a few moments. For her, it was the embodiment of home.

“Have you ever been inside it?”

“Of course not, sir.” Many people she’d encountered were at least somewhat curious about the mysterious Sablewood. The forest was featured in many legends, all of which agreed that anyone who dared venture into it never returned. The legends said many other things too, but it wasn’t worth it to mention them. All that mattered was that you should never, ever enter the Sablewood at any cost. If you did, you would never return.

“Hmmm.” A small frown flicked across his face as he eyed her with that strange look of his. What was he thinking?

“If I had, I wouldn’t be here right now,” she added, risking the wrath of the viscount for speaking out of turn. She glanced at her employer, but he simply watched their exchange with mild interest. 

“So you’ve known people to disappear?” the man pressed, raising an eyebrow. 

“Yessir.” Her mother for starters, and her father too, but she never told anyone about them. “A boy in my fifth-grade class snuck in on a dare when we were eleven and never came out. His name was Tommy. Mr. Reynolds wandered in when he was old and didn’t want to live anymore. Then there was Mrs. Pink, who they said saw a vision of her long dear departed baby and ran after it—”

“Do you believe the Wood has... some kind of special power?” the man interrupted her litany of disappeared villagers.

Eloita took a deep breath. She’d practiced her answer to this question many times at her grandmother’s insistence, but even so, she didn’t like to lie. 

“No, sir.” She squared her shoulders. “There are more than enough dangerous things in the Wood that might make someone disappear: wolves, bears, poisonous snakes. Not to mention, I’m sure it’s easy to get lost inside a forest that big and die of hunger or thirst. There are many more reasonable explanations than magic.”

It wasn’t magic anyway; it was sylva. So, the statement wasn’t entirely a lie.

“I see.” His stare intensified for a moment, but then he shifted his attention back to the viscount. “I see no reason not to move forward with the plan immediately.”

“I agree,” Viscount Giles said. “I will begin preparations.”

“While you do that,” the stranger said, “I would like to ask this guard a few more questions.” 

It didn’t sound like a request, Eloita noted, but more like a command. Which was... unexpected. There weren’t many people in the kingdom who could command a viscount. Who was this man?

“Certainly.” Viscount Giles stood and nodded at Eloita. “Guard, remain with him until he or I tell you otherwise.”

“Sir,” Eloita murmured with a bow. 

The viscount vanished through the door, and as soon as he was gone, the stranger in the chair rose and strode forward until he was less than an arm’s length away from her. Eloita was tall herself, but he still loomed over her. 

“You can tell me the truth.” He stood far too close for comfort. Especially for someone as attractive as he was, with his sharp jaw and piercing eyes. He made her feel like he could see far more than most, like her secrets—what few of them she had—were laid bare.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she replied, only her years of training preventing her from taking a step back. She had to work hard to keep her expression neutral, especially when she knew he was deliberately trying to rile her. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“I know when people are lying to me,” he said, though she could detect no sign of anger or irritation in his tone—only simple honesty. “Your viscount, there, does it all the time. And you are too.”

“I’m not lying,” she stated, knowing she was lying once again. But it wasn’t a lie, exactly. She was telling a story, protecting the Sablewood and her home.

He raised an eyebrow. “See, you’re doing it again. But, in this case, your lie reveals the truth.” He moved a little closer, and this time she couldn’t resist stepping back. It did no good, however, as he simply took another step forward, remaining firmly in her personal space. Eloita knew this was an intimidation tactic; she also knew it was working on her. She wouldn’t let it show on her face though. 

“You do believe in magic. At least, you believe the Sablewood has some kind of magic, even if the rest of the world does not.”

She frowned back at him. Of course she did! Anyone who lived on the edge of the Sablewood would be dumb not to, though there were a few who refused to see it. But the rest of the world thought people who believed in such things were insane, so she had quickly learned it was best to keep any thoughts of it to herself. But how to communicate that to this gentleman without outright admitting anything?

“Sir,” she said slowly after a moment, eyebrows raised, “I value my job.”

He stared into her eyes for a long moment before sighing and stepping back away from her. Relief washed over her. He had gotten the message.

“Yes, yes,” he said. “I’m sorry. I understand.” He strode over to the window and gazed down into the garden. “Perhaps you would tell me a story instead.”

“A story, sir?” she asked, frowning at his back. Eloita found her gaze resting on his broad shoulders. She shouldn’t be looking. He was working with the viscount, and she made it a policy not to allow herself any interest in those she was protecting.

He pointed at the mosaic on the garden wall. “The tree. What do the people of your town say of the great tree said to be found in the exact center of the Wood?”

Her frown deepened as her thoughts shifted from the attractiveness of the man before her to concern that this man was unduly interested in the Sablewood. “You can’t be thinking of—” 

“The story, please.” He cut her off, turning to look at her with sharp eyes. 

Right. She was a guard here. If he wanted to get lost in the forest, consumed by a place that still raged at its long-past abuses, that was his business, not hers. Well, technically, it was her business. But they were far from the Sablewood, so it was likely she didn’t have that much to worry about. She hoped. 

She ran through the list of stories she’d heard about the Tree of Sirel, and settled on one of the shorter ones.

“Once upon a time, generations ago,” she said, trying to recall all the details of the tale, “an evil sorcerer began to amass as much power as he could. Because magic grew in living things, he planted a great forest, believing he could use the trees to store magic for his use only. Then he began to suck the rest of the world dry, one ounce of magic after another, until all the power in the world was held hostage by his hand, stored in the trees within the boundary of his forest. The magic itself didn’t seem to mind its relocation, until the sorcerer began to use it to kill all who protested his actions. Eventually, the magic lured him deep within its borders, consumed him, and locked itself away so it could never be misused again.” 

“Hmm.” The stranger’s gaze was fixed on her, and he had an odd expression in his eyes. “So that’s what you think happened?”

“Once upon a time,” she said by way of answer, selecting a different fable from her collection, “the gods planted a great tree in the middle of the land. This tree, they said, was to be the source of all magic for everyone. Its great roots stretched deep into the earth, and its crown reached high into the sky, where it collected the energy of the sun and pushed that power into the world around it. People learned to harness the magic they discovered, and before long were using it for everything from finding food to building great cities. 

“Then one day, an evil king decided he wanted to build a throne that would let him control everyone in the kingdom. So he ordered his most powerful wizards to chop down the tree for wood to build it. They succeeded, but instead of a magic throne that controlled everything, they created nothing more than a simple chair. They had killed the tree, and so all magic vanished from the kingdom. A great forest grew up around where the tree had been, and whether or not the tree has grown back, no one knows, as the forest consumes the soul of anyone who dares enter.”

“I see.” The man was staring at her with an intensely curious expression from where he sat perched on the edge of the viscount’s desk. “How many of these stories do you have?”

She shrugged. “At least a dozen. Probably more.”

He abruptly stood, strode over to her, and came to a halt once again within her personal space. Her heart raced, but she kept her face as neutral as possible. This would be much easier if he wasn’t quite so good-looking, with his sharp jaw, broad shoulders, and fiercely intelligent eyes. 

“If I were to ask you for one piece of advice, what would you say?” His voice was low, and she couldn’t drag her eyes away from his deep brown pools flickering with curiosity and a sharp intellect. But she kept her expression stoic, calm.

“Don’t go into the forest,” she replied immediately. That was an easy one.

“If you were to give me one piece of advice about how to protect myself from the forest, what would you say?”

Had he moved closer? Her stomach flipped, and she scolded it silently.

“Don’t go into the forest,” she repeated, trying to focus on the message she’d been trained to repeat. 

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s it?”

She knew what he meant, though she found herself reluctant to share any actually helpful advice, like wear rowanwood beads, avoid going outside after dark, and keep bundles of dried sage handy wherever you went. But it didn’t change the fact that the number one rule was to never, ever, ever go into the Sablewood. Besides, this far away from her hometown of Woods Edge, the other rules were basically useless.

She had clearly been silent too long, because he took another step toward her. Now he was so close, she could feel his breath on her face; it smelled of strawberries and mint. 

“You know more than you’re telling me,” he murmured. 

Her heart raced. She struggled to keep her expression neutral.

“And I’m going to find out what it is.” The smallest of smiles crossed his lips. “I look forward to the challenge.” He turned on his heel and strode from the room, leaving Eloita gaping after him.

She stood frozen for a moment, internally reeling, her mind scrambling to figure out what she was supposed to do after one of the strangest encounters she’d had in a long time. 

Then, remembering the viscount’s order to remain with the stranger unless instructed otherwise, she hurried after him. He had already made it a good distance down the hall, so she had to jog to catch up. As she neared, she fell into a protective position behind him, as her training took over.

He halted and faced her. “What are you doing?”

“Following orders.” She clenched her jaw and kept her eyes fixed on a spot behind him. She would not be hypnotized by those eyes.

“Whose orders?”

“The viscount’s,” she replied firmly. “I am to stay with you unless otherwise instructed.”

The stranger froze, staring at her, and to Eloita’s shock, she swore she saw mirth growing in his expression. 

“Sir,” the viscount’s voice interrupted their frozen exchange. “Preparations are being made. We leave at dawn.” 

The stranger faced the viscount, and Eloita shifted her attention fully onto her employer. Had he just referred to the stranger as “sir”? She kept her eyes on her employer, resisting the urge to glance back at the stranger. Who exactly was he? 

“Good, good,” the man replied to Viscount Giles. 

“Guard,” the viscount ordered, glancing at Eloita, “report to Leopold at once.” 

“I want her to come.” The man gestured to Eloita. 

“I assumed,” Viscount Giles said. “It will be done.” 

Eloita wanted to ask what they were talking about, but her training kept her from opening her mouth. Her eyes flicked from one man to the other, but neither offered more information. In the absence of additional commands, Eloita bowed both to Viscount Giles and the stranger, and then strode away. The tension in her shoulders eased the farther away from them she got, though she could swear she felt the stranger’s eyes on her back, even after she rounded the corner toward the servant staircase. 

Who was he? 
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Chapter 2: Curious Coincidences
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Cypriel

Lord Cypriel Hawke strode from Viscount Giles’s house feeling simultaneously annoyed and intrigued. 

He was annoyed because he really didn’t like Viscount Giles. The viscount was a brown-nosing imbecile with a penchant for minimizing the important and overemphasizing the unimportant, and Cypriel would rather have nothing to do with him. And the fact that his uncle was forcing Cypriel to “collaborate” with the man really irritated him. Though, he supposed the whole venture couldn’t really be called a punishment if there wasn’t something unpleasant about it.

In addition to his less-than-desirable personality, Viscount Giles’s ambiance was uniquely unappetizing: a mottled puke color, complete with pustules and viscous brown splotches. Cypriel had no idea what the viscount had done in his life for his ambiance to look like that, but it was revolting. In addition, it lit up like a firework every time he lied, allowing Cypriel to easily maneuver around the noble’s machinations. Truthfully, Cypriel could hardly stand to be in the same room with the man without feeling vaguely nauseated.

Eloita the guard, on the other hand—she was deeply intriguing. Her ambiance was... incredible. Possibly the most beautiful ambiance he’d ever seen. Swirls of green and blue blended with periwinkle and flecks of gold, like the evening sky speckled with gilded stars reflected in a clear, smooth lake. And when she lied, the shift was so soft, with the stars flickering like lightning in a storm, and the other colors darkening their shade—it was hard to even tell it was a lie. And somehow, amid the riveting chaos, it was clear she hadn’t wanted to lie to him at all, but rather did so out of necessity. 

He’d only met one other person who had an ambiance with as many colors as hers. And his old friend Fletcher’s ambiance wasn’t even remotely as beautiful as Eloita’s. Though, both Fletcher and Eloita had grown up in Woods Edge. Perhaps people who lived so close to the Wood all had ambiances so bright and beautiful.

It wasn’t just her ambiance that made Eloita interesting, though. It was the way she’d stood her ground, with her shoulders back, chin up, any uncertainty flickering in her eyes quickly vanishing. The way she’d resisted his efforts to intimidate her. The way she told stories, as if they came as naturally to her as breathing. The way she followed the viscount’s orders without question, even though Cypriel himself had forgotten the viscount gave her an order to begin with. 

No. He’d never met anyone like her. He was certain of it.

Intriguing didn’t even begin to describe her. Entrancing was more like it. Fascinating. Captivating. He was going to have difficulty putting her out of his mind.

But he had to.

He took a deep breath, and with some effort, tried to erase all thoughts of her. 

The thing was, he couldn’t get involved with anyone, and certainly not a guard. Aside from the fact that his title made any sort of dalliance an impossibility, his uncle would be furious if he even dared. And if Eloita was as remarkable as she seemed, she wouldn’t even give him a second thought. It would be bad for him and far worse for her. She could lose her position, be exiled, or even imprisoned should she be discovered. And he would never want to put anyone else at risk for those sorts of consequences. His only options for any sort of romantic entanglements were limited to the nobility, and, so far, he’d not met any noble worth that level of emotional investment.

He mounted his horse and rode away from the viscount’s opulent townhouse, considering what he’d learned about the Sablewood. Eloita did believe in magic, the same as Fletcher and himself. She was, however, worried about losing her job if she admitted to it. That didn’t surprise him either—the people of Vantera were superstitious fools. They believed in bad luck and child-stealing pixies, but not the actual power contained within the mysterious and majestic Sablewood. 

And her storytelling had been simply wonderful. Fletcher had told a few tales during their years together, but the way she wove the narrative in her rich, deep voice, and the way her ambiance had flickered and glowed... 

He cleared his throat and changed the direction of his thoughts. If all went to plan, he would be seeing a lot of her the next few weeks, and he needed to remain professional. She would certainly not have any trouble with that. After all, according to the viscount’s records, she was the best in her class at the academy. 

A few minutes later, he dismounted at the Beetle Box Tavern. It was located in a less-favorable part of Coherence. The sign marking the establishment had peeling paint, and the front door had scars from the odd occasions that a drunken mercenary tossed an axe at it. Across the street, a woman in a rather low-cut gown was making eyes at passersby, and a kid known for leading a ring of homeless pickpockets was sizing up Cypriel. He winked at the kid and tossed him a coin—a tax he gladly paid to reduce his chances of being robbed.

Meeting in seedier parts of the city significantly reduced his chances of running into anyone who recognized him—except for his friends, of course. He tossed a coin to the groom who managed this street and strode into the poorly lit den. 

He was immediately engulfed in the cloud of smoke that filled the dimly lit room buzzing with the low hum of hushed conversations and the occasional clink of glasses. The air was thick with the scent of spilt ale, tobacco, and the faint, underlying aroma of roasted meat coming from the kitchen.

The walls of the tavern, darkened by years of smoke and grime, were adorned with an assortment of oddities—faded maps of distant lands, tattered flags, and an array of weaponry. The wooden beams creaked ominously over the rough-hewn tables and mismatched chairs scattered haphazardly around the room, occupied by a motley assortment of patrons. From grizzled mercenaries and shady thieves to weary travelers seeking refuge for the night, the Beetle Box Tavern was a haven for all sorts, no questions asked. 

The bar itself was a massive, sturdy affair made of dark wood, its surface scarred and stained by years of use. Behind it, shelves lined with bottles of various shapes and sizes offered a wide selection of spirits, while the barkeep, a burly figure with a no-nonsense demeanor, served drinks with a practiced hand.

In the shadows on the far side, Cypriel saw his friends huddled in a booth. Fletcher sat across with Deryk and Zephyra, each with a foaming pint in front of them.

“Want one, Lord Hawke?” Fletcher called out with a grin. His gold-flecked ambiance was the brightest in the room, as usual. Though it wasn’t nearly as bright as Eloita’s. 

Cypriel and Fletcher had been friends for over five years now, since the incident where a drunk ex-fighter had bodily tossed Cypriel into the harbor after losing a bet, and Fletcher, who had happened to be wandering nearby, had pulled him out. Getting tossed in the harbor was an interesting experience, and not one Cypriel wanted to repeat, so he hired Fletcher as his own personal bodyguard. Cypriel’s uncle hadn’t been happy about it, but Fletcher had been more than worth his weight in gold many times over.

“I only have a minute.” Cypriel pulled out a chair and plopped down across from them. “Viscount Giles wants to leave immediately—tomorrow morning, he says. And I need to prepare.”

“Tomorrow?” Zephyra exclaimed. She was tall and muscular, her hair pulled back in tight braids. Her ambiance was a solid, reassuring navy with swirls of white, which indicated loyalty, honorableness, and determination. “I thought we had another week or two. Why so soon?”

“One of his guards is from the north,” he explained, glancing at Fletcher. When he had more than a few minutes, he would have to ask if Fletcher knew of her or her family. “Giles has the money, the means, and now a guide for when we get close. Of course, he insists on not telling her anything about what we’re doing or where we’re going, which I think is idiotic. She might be ‘just a guard,’ as the viscount says, but she may also able to provide some context or information that would make the trip easier or faster. But no. The viscount doesn’t want to risk anyone local catching on to what we’re doing. Of course, he told his wife, so pretty soon the entire county will probably know...”

“Poach her,” Deryk said immediately. “If she can fight, poach her. The guard, I mean, not Lady Giles.” He was on the short side, with tattoos winding from wrist to shoulder. He was nondescript otherwise, and ideal for when Cypriel needed information and a forgettable face. Even his ambiance was forgettable: a soft, reliable, unchanging gray. “We could always use more help to wrangle you, Pip.”

Cypriel laughed and punched Deryk lightly in the shoulder, but then grew thoughtful. “Actually, that’s a good idea. I looked over the records Giles had on her, and she had top marks when she was at the academy. The best fighter in her class. And if she’s as intelligent as she seems, working for the viscount—” He shuddered. “I can’t imagine. She must be bored out of her mind and frustrated to boot.”

“If the viscount is leaving tomorrow, what are our orders?” Zephyra leaned back, her eyes scanning the tavern. She was typically the calmest and most alert of the bunch, and the least likely to start a bar fight—unless one of her exes showed up, in which case, she was overrun by complete tunnel vision and a side of rage. Then she became the most likely of the group to start a bar fight.

“We still need more information.” Cypriel frowned. “Have you heard from the librarian yet?”

She shook her head. “He said he needs three more days, last I talked to him.”

“I have a meeting with the alchemist tomorrow afternoon,” Deryk chimed in. “But he might not be able to get what I ordered that soon, so I may need to wait longer.”

“And I was planning to attend that ball hosted by the viscount’s aunt to see if I could snag any of her book collection, or at least take a peek.” Fletcher took a swig of his drink. “That’s Friday.”

Cypriel’s friends were much more than just hired guards. They gathered information, snuck into places they weren’t supposed to be, and kept his confidence no matter what. In return, he kept them well fed, well-armed, and well paid.

“I’ll just have to go on ahead with Giles,” Cypriel said. “I’ll send a message to my uncle and let him know I’ve headed out. You three can catch up.”

“By yourself?” Fletcher frowned. “I know you think you’re impervious to harm, but—” 

“I’ll be fine.” Cypriel waved away Fletcher’s concerns. “The viscount has an entire contingent of guards escorting him. Plus, you know I can handle myself. If it would make you feel better, I’ll even ask Giles to assign a guard just to me.”

“If you say so.” Fletcher’s frown didn’t lessen, but he nodded. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“And did you acquire the information I asked you for?” Cypriel asked. 

“Obviously.” Fletcher frowned, reaching into his pocket to pull out a small piece of paper. “I was hoping you’d forget. I don’t think this is a good idea.” 

“I know you don’t,” Cypriel replied.

The slip of paper read, Deidre Emberheart, Morningstar Drive, Woods Edge.

“And the other?” 

Fletcher handed him a much larger document, folded into quarters. Cypriel glanced at the lines—a map with a few regions marked out on it.

“Thank you.” He slipped the papers in his pocket, slapped the table, and then headed for the door. He needed to grab supplies and pack. Not to mention, offer a particular guard a new job.

“You paying for this?” Deryk called out with a grin, foam sloshing out of his mug as he held up his beer.

Cypriel rolled his eyes and tossed a few gold coins on the table. “Enjoy!” He grinned. “That’s your last free beer for a while, my friend!” 
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Chapter 3: The Peculiar Proposition
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Eloita

When Eloita arrived at the kitchens, Leopold stood talking to the head cook. They were an amusing picture together—Leopold, slightly bald yet impeccably dressed, versus the head cook, Constance, a woman with wild gray hair that surrounded her head like a massive halo and who was perpetually covered in flour with grease stains all over her apron. Around them, the servants and guards were in an uproar. Apparently, the viscount had decided to move the entire household, including the viscountess, to a new town. 

The nobleman and his wife were leaving the next morning. And there had been no warning or notice of any kind.

“Eloita!” Leopold bellowed when he saw her. “You’re with the viscountess!” 

Eloita started to bow, but the steward had already turned away. She pivoted on her heel and made her way back upstairs. 

In addition to her normal patrol shifts in various areas of the manor, she was often assigned to guard the viscountess. She was one of the few female guards employed by Viscount Giles, and the viscountess had decided she preferred Eloita over most of the others. That meant Eloita had spent many afternoons visiting other lords and ladies, frequenting restaurants and tea shops, and carrying the viscountess’s purchases when there weren’t enough footmen around to assist. 

All that training, just to carry purses. 

She put a smile on her face and entered the viscountess’s suite, nodding at Garrick, who was currently stationed in the corridor outside the rooms.

“Oh, there you are, Eloita, dear,” the viscountess said when Eloita arrived to the suite. She wore a bright pink day dress, and her hair was piled elegantly on her head. She had high cheekbones and the beginnings of smile lines around her eyes, as she was constantly chipper and informal. She had a tendency to pat people on the arm or shoulder and was far less formal with the servants than was typical for someone of her title. 

The woman had decided in her own mind that she and Eloita were dear friends, despite their station differences, despite the fact they had nothing in common, and despite the fact that the viscountess knew next to nothing about Eloita. It was unusual, but Eloita preferred this fake friendship to the patronizing and rude tone most nobles used with their servants.

Viscountess Giles talked about herself a lot, but she rarely asked questions of others, and when she did, it was usually to gain information that would benefit her socially in some regard. At the same time, the viscountess considered anyone whom she shared nearly any level of detail with a friend. If she said good morning to someone on the street more than two or three times, they were her friend. 

This placed Eloita in a role of dearest and most trusted confidant, a fact that made Eloita profoundly uncomfortable. But, while the viscountess’s attitude could be awkward, at the same time, Eloita thought it was rather refreshing coming from a member of the upper class. Most deemed themselves too important to talk to anyone lower than themselves.

Though she couldn’t deny that the endless parade of shopping, parties, and balls the viscountess enjoyed so much got very old.

“Good morning, Viscountess Giles,” Eloita replied, bowing. “I have been assigned to you for today.”

“Wonderful!” the viscountess exclaimed, a beaming smile erupting on her face. Her maids were already there, working at a rapid pace to pack up her favorite gowns. “I need to go into town to pick up a few things. Isn’t this so exciting? We’re going on an adventure!” She twirled to face her favorite maid, Melinda. “You’ll take care of all this?” 

“Of course, Lady Giles.” Melinda curtsied. 

“Wonderful. Follow me, Eloita, dear!” The viscountess swept out the door and into the hall. 

“Of course, Lady Giles.” Eloita followed the noble out of her suite and down the stairs to the main floor foyer. From this vantagepoint, the cream and dark emerald pattern of the foyer’s marble floor became increasingly visible, each tile reflecting the soft light cascading from the wrought iron chandelier overhead. Rich tapestries adorned the walls beneath the arched ceiling.

A large hearth, empty now due to the summer’s heat, took up most of the far wall, and above the mantelpiece, a grand portrait of the viscount hung in a gilded frame. Eloita always felt like his eyes were following her anytime she came through.

Directly ahead, a large ornately carved door stood as the main entrance, its heavy wooden frame inlaid with iron and brass detailing. The viscount stood near it reading a letter.

“Otto!” Viscountess Giles trilled as she descended the staircase. “I’m going to town. We’ll be back in a few hours.”

“Of course, my lady.” Viscount Giles looked up from his letter to meet his wife’s gaze. His voice had the typical tone he used with the viscountess—warm but somehow distant at the same time. He was always very accommodating to his wife, but Eloita got the sense he preferred to spend as little time with her as possible. “It’s much cooler where we’re going, so get something warm.” 

Much cooler. Eloita didn’t like the sound of that. Especially not after her conversation with the stranger and all his questions about Woods Edge. But, no, she wouldn’t jump to conclusions. There were plenty of other towns north of Coherence that had much cooler climates; in fact, the capital city was located practically at the bottom of the kingdom. And she knew several members of the gentry owned large properties well outside the city. Someone would tell her where they were going eventually, and until then, she would not jump to conclusions. She gritted her teeth. At least, she would try not to jump to conclusions.

“And dear Eloita here can help me with the fashions!” she exclaimed. “Since she’s from farther north herself.”

Farther north. Eloita kept her face neutral. Regardless of where they were headed, Eloita would be useless in this endeavor, as she knew nothing about fashion. Not that Lady Giles actually needed any help. She just needed someone to validate her own preferences, and that, Eloita could definitely do.

“Yes, yes, have fun,” Viscount Giles said, returning to his letter as the viscountess practically skipped out of the house.

A carriage waited for them, and in no time, they were pulling into Lady Giles’s favorite shopping district on the west side of Coherence. Lining the road, the shops were varied, each catering to the refined tastes of the city's nobility. At the end of the street in the most discreet location stood the viscountess’s preferred apothecary, which offered jars of rare herbs and potions. Next to it, a jeweler's store boasted a collection of exquisite necklaces and rings, each piece meticulously crafted and laid out on velvet cushions. The viscountess spent a lot of time here as well, though she didn’t make purchases there quite as often. 

Another notable establishment was a bookbinder's, where the latest literary works and beautifully crafted tomes were arrayed in the window. Though, the viscountess had yet to step into this particular shop, something Eloita was consistently disappointed by. Interspersed among these were shops selling fine leather goods, ornate footwear, and a millinery with hats and bonnets of every shape and size, adorned with ribbons and feathers.

The footman helped the viscountess out of the carriage, and she strolled off through the still-quiet streets, aiming for the seamstress’s shop. It was visible even from this far down the street, its windows displaying colorful gowns of silk and velvet, satin and taffeta. 

Eloita followed the viscountess dutifully, keeping her eyes peeled for any signs of threats to the viscountess. The truth was, threats around here were basically non-existent. Everyone loved the viscountess. She was amiable, cheerful, and infinitely kind to others—if a bit vapid and self-absorbed. But given how many of the upper class were rude and unkind to everyone else, her light-hearted demeanor commanded a strong loyalty from most who knew her. 

As the viscountess swept into her favorite seamstress’s shop, she ordered, “Wait outside, Eloita, dear. I’ll be a while.” She gave a little wave, and the door swung shut behind her. 

Eloita pulled open the door, nodded to the seamstress, and glanced around the interior of the shop quickly before taking her place just outside the door. She breathed deeply, the scent of lavender rising from the flower boxes in the front of the shop, then she adjusted her tunic, hoping her sweat wasn’t showing. It was quite hot already, with the morning only half over.

“Looks like a fun day you’ve got ahead of you.” 

Eloita jumped, startled by the voice to her right. Her hand was already on the hilt of her sword before she realized the voice belonged to the stranger from the viscount’s townhouse, whom she’d met only a couple hours before.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, glancing through the window into the shop. The viscountess was busily laughing and chattering away inside with the seamstresses. The plaza outside the shop was quiet, as it was still early, so there weren’t too many people out and about just yet. 

“Are you following my lady viscountess?” Eloita scowled at him, sliding the sword a few inches out of its sheath as a not-so-subtle warning.

“Ever the loyal guard,” the man replied with a grin. He crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall beside her.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” She sheathed her blade once more and shot him a glare.

He only shrugged, and then, after a moment’s silence, said, “I’m not following her. Or you.” He gave her a curious side-eye. “I, too, am preparing for tomorrow by doing a little shopping, but I saw you standing over here and couldn’t resist.” 

“My lord,” Eloita said formally, straightening her posture as was appropriate for speaking with a noble. “I really must do my job, and talking to you is distracting me from it.” 

“Just one question.”

“One,” Eloita conceded. It wasn’t like she could order him to go away. He was her superior, after all. She assumed. At least, Viscount Giles acted like the man was his superior, which would definitely make him Eloita’s. She just wished she knew who he was. Exactly. Especially his title.

“I have a proposition for you,” he said quietly. “I haven’t spoken to the viscount yet because I wanted you to actually be willing, and I know the viscount will probably do whatever I say. Though perhaps not without some arguing first.” He rolled his eyes as if the idea of the viscount disagreeing with him was the most annoying thing in the world.

Eloita frowned. Exactly who was this man? Who had such influence with the viscount but still cared about the preferences of a mere guard? 

“What kind of proposition?”

“I’d like you to work for me.” 

Her eyes narrowed. “What kind of work?”

“Oh, you know, the typical kind. Guarding, traveling, adventuring—” 

“I won’t go into the Sablewood,” she interrupted him. Perhaps it was an overreach, but given their conversation this morning, she wouldn’t put it past him. She met his eyes with a frown. “No matter how much you paid me.”

He laughed. “I wouldn’t ask you to. I swear. Just traditional guard work.” 

She frowned slightly. “I have a feeling the work in question isn’t exactly traditional.” 

“Okay, I suppose not.” He chuckled. “And I suppose I’m not a traditional employer. But you’d have more freedom, for starters. Less of a guard and more of a partner. You’d be allowed to boss me around sometimes.” 

Her frown deepened. That was even more unusual. While there were certain circumstances where guards were allowed to order around their superiors—specifically when their life was in danger—it wasn’t typically included in the job description. “Why me? Just because I’m from Woods Edge?” 

“That’s part of it,” he said. “But I read your file. You graduated at the top of your class. You’re fast, strong, and a better fighter than nearly everyone else at the academy.”

“There are some better than me,” Eloita replied.

“I already hired most of them.” The man grinned. “If you come work for me, I guarantee you’ll be working among equals. And I promise it’ll be a lot more interesting than working for Viscount Giles. Plus, I pay better.”

Eloita pulled her eyes away from his and scanned the plaza once more before answering, “The viscount and viscountess have been good to me.” 

One on hand, his offer sounded intriguing. On the other, she didn’t even know who he was. And if whatever scheme he was concocting involved messing around with Sablewood, she had no interest in being involved.

“I’m sure they have.” He shrugged and stepped away from the wall. “My offer stands indefinitely. Think about it.” 

“Indefinitely?” she repeated, but he had already walked away. 

Indefinitely was a long time. Indefinitely was... indefinite. And unheard of in a job offer. She frowned at his retreating back, and almost as though he could feel her looking at him, he turned around and gave her a wink. Then he ducked around a corner and was gone.

Eloita kept her face stoic and remained in ready position outside the seamstress’s shop, even as her mind churned. One part of her wanted nothing to do with the tall stranger, so confident and sure of himself and his probable plan to going poking around the Sablewood. On the other hand, her curiosity burned. Who was he? And what did he really want? 

She had gone to the academy to help do good in the world—to protect. She knew there were endless dangers out there, and that plenty of people couldn’t take care of themselves. She had always planned to eventually return to Woods Edge to help take care of the people there, her grandmother especially. But to do that most effectively, she’d opted to go to the academy and was now working on getting real-life experience that would serve her when she returned home.

Before Viscount Giles hired her to work for him, she’d worked for a small butcher shop having problems with vandals, then for a merchant who needed her to guard a warehouse down by the docks, then as a guard at a finishing school for wealthy young women. That job had been toxic, however, and after one of the girls had nearly burned down the school with a prank gone awry, the headmistress had fired all the staff without warning and without references. 

The viscount, whose cousin
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