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      "I think your brothers are planning to return here and find you," Ax said as he stepped around the corner.  

      Dain paused in his work in the garden and frowned at his friend.  "My brothers?"

      "Yes, you recall them?" Ax leaned against the water barrel Dain had set at the corner of the house and watched the chickens scratch and cluck in the freshly overturned earth.  "Selfish, lazy fellows who had you doing the bulk of the housework alone?  Wouldn't let you out of the house?  Started to treat you more as a servant than a family member?  Those brothers."

      It was a beautiful day for the early autumn.  Still hot, but not unbearably so, and there was a breeze that cooled him in his work.  Ax had teased him about preparing the small plot the usual way rather than using magic, but Dain enjoyed the labor.  It helped him feel strong in his body as well as calm in his mind, both of which seemed to help him with his magic.  

      Since breaking the curse on young Emmelina the week previous he had started delving into some of the more advanced books, looking to pick up bits of understanding while he continued to practice the basic spells he knew.  The change from mental work to physical was a welcome one, and Ax's teasing was just that.  Not meant to hurt, but to be a sideways acknowledgment of the situation and of their friendship.  

      And it made Dain smile and tease back, which seemed to be Ax's goal.

      "Yes, I remember them.  You're still watching them?" Dain resumed his digging. "Why do you think they're returning here?  It's been months now since I left, surely they've adapted to cooking their own meals and washing their own socks."

      Dain shivered at the memory of those socks.  His brothers weren't truly lazy, they simply preferred the work in the field to that in the house, and would rather go to the tavern to drink with their friends than do house chores.  Socks matted with sweat and mud and gods only knew what else from the farm had been a frequent horror of his life with them.

      "They have hired a woman to come out, yes.  I think it is more the fact that you escaped that irks them, and having to pay someone to do the work you once did for free," Ax said.  He grinned suddenly.  "The woman they hired won't allow them to get away with any of the things they seem used to doing with you.  No boots in the house anymore.  Socks go into a special bag by the door as well, and any mud-spattered clothes too.  I've enjoyed watching her whip them into the semblance of responsible men.  She seems a fierce one, though younger than them."

      Dain grinned.  His brothers being cowed into compliance by a young woman was about the best news he had heard of them.  "I'm sure they're enjoying that."

      "Your brother Borin doesn't seem to mind much," Ax's grin widened, his eyes bright with humor.  "He is eagerly obeying her orders, and though she feigns indifference on the best days, I have seen her smile at his back.  I suspect he may be redeemable."

      "I would believe that. If he can be broken of his hero-worship of Jeremy, then I expect he would be a reasonable sort of person. And what of Jeremy?"  Dain suspected the enforcement of someone else's rules wasn't as well received by his eldest brother.  Jeremy was very much the master of this home sort.  As soon as their father was injured and grew so ill, Jeremy had taken more and more opportunities to assert his authority.

      Ax raised a brow and smirked.  "About as well as you would imagine, though he has kept the most vitriolic of his grumbling away from her.  I think he has weighed the frustrations of holding his tongue against the desire to have his meals prepared for him.  Borin's opinion on the woman seems to be a small consideration as well."  

      Ax stretched his arms over his head and glanced at the sun and the shadows, and then turned to Dain.  "I think we should be prepared for their arrival.  If Jeremy is stirring the pot, he will likely bring his cronies with him, and I do not want to be caught by surprise."

      Dain nodded.  He turned the last shovel of earth over and stood, wiping the sweat off his face and wishing for a cool drink.  The breeze helped, but it was still summer for the most part.  He had a sudden thought and tried to keep the grin off his face as he concentrated for a moment on the barrel behind Ax.  Water rose in a sparkling stream, and shot out at the back of the man's dark head, drenching him in a moment.

      Ax sputtered under the stream and shook water off himself almost like a dog before glaring at Dain, who finally let his laughter slip.

      "Think that's a good joke, do you?"  Ax growled.  He pulled his dripping shirt away from his body and huffed as it clung.  

      "Oh! You should have seen your face!"  Dain laughed, bending over to brace his hands on his knees.  "Oh, Ax.  Oh, I'm sorry, but..."

      "You certainly shall be sorry."  Ax's voice came from much closer than Dain was expecting, and he stood quickly, only to have water pour over his own head as Ax wrung his shirt out.

      Spluttering now himself, Dain was caught between outrage and more laughter.

      "It seemed fair enough revenge," Ax commented, his voice mild. "I could have picked you up and dropped you into the barrel."

      Laughter won out. "True enough.  And I feel much cooler for it." He picked up his tools and carried them toward the shed.  "You go and shoo the chickens back into the coop and I'll clean these up and we shall go inside to our meal and plan what to do about my brothers."

      Ax sauntered in a short while later, his damp shirt slung over his bare shoulder.  "I think we may have to consider how to keep you safe in the future.  Dump being obnoxious on the road will be the least of those who come for you."

      Dain paused in his vegetable chopping to look over his shoulder and had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from commenting.  It was no surprise that Ax was all muscle– that much Dain had realized almost from the first day– but the jagged scars that wrapped around his side and down his hip to disappear into the waistband of his trousers were entirely unexpected.

      Ax's brow rose and his lips twitched.  "Something you wish to know?"

      It was an invitation to ask, and Dain knew it.  But once he had understood that Ax was trapped here, effectively enslaved to anyone the house accepted, Dain had resolved not to demand anything of the man.  It was the act of a contemptible person to force another to do anything against their will, and Dain wasn't willing to even approach such a thing.  He already felt somewhat guilty for using Ax to help channel and control the magic he needed to break the curse the other day.  Dain had been left tingling and light-headed from the effort; he could only imagine how Ax felt.

      But... Ax didn't seem averse to the question.  "Um, if you don't wish to discuss it," Dain started, then stopped himself and shook his head to clear his uncertainties.  "I admit that I'm curious about your scars.  I would listen to the story if you're willing to tell it."

      He turned back to his vegetables and was startled when he put the knife down to reach for an onion and strong arms wrapped around his shoulders.

      "Ax?"

      "Thank you," Ax said into Dain's hair.  "So many in your place would– have simply ordered me to tell them everything.  Answer any questions they might have.  And I am compelled to answer.  Even Jennet thought of me more as a thing than a person, and she was a very kind woman.  It has been a long time since I was allowed to choose who to take into my confidence."

      "Ax."  Dain didn't know what to say.  He was upset that Ax had been forced into this situation in the first place, and furious that none of the other mages of this place had ever thought to free him.  It was not the first time he had known anger, but it was the first time the emotion felt so hot in his veins.

      "You are angry," Ax said.  It was a statement of fact rather than a question.

      "I am.  You should never have been forced into this role.  I don't know who or what you are in your true form, and it's none of my business unless you choose to tell me. But I know you are powerful and I know that you are a good man.  There is no excuse for enslaving you.  If I could go back and stop that first mage..."  Dain growled at his impotence.  Not even the greatest of mages could change history.

      Ax laughed softly and Dain felt the other man's breath brush through his hair and down his neck.

      "You are angry and threatening to charge into battle.  For me," Ax whispered, his words full of emotion.  "That is a lovely gift.”

      Ax squeezed a little tighter and Dain returned the gesture as best he could, holding onto Ax’s arms where they wrapped around his chest. After a moment, Ax sighed and stepped back. 

      “It was oh, some hundred and eighty years ago? A rival mage came to challenge for control of the house. His familiar had a rather vicious set of claws. My master at the time ordered me to defend him at all costs."  Ax shrugged and ran his fingers over the scars. "It nearly came to that, but I proved faster in the end, my master more powerful.  He took care of the rival mage after I dispatched the familiar."

      Dain scowled, at a loss for what to say.  

      "To be entirely fair to the man, I would have been attacked even if he hadn't given that order.  It is generally assumed that a familiar will defend their master, so I was committed to fighting the poor creature simply by virtue of existing."  Ax dropped his damp shirt into the bucket Dain had dropped his own wet clothes into and wandered into the bedroom.

      Ax kept his clothing in there, in a small trunk, but not for the first time Dain wondered where his friend slept.

      "At any rate, he beat the mage and the man ran off.  Once I was able to stand again, I took the remains of the poor familiar and buried him."  Ax walked back into the room, dressed again, and rolled up his sleeves.  "I don't think the poor creature wanted to fight any more than I did, but it is the curse of most familiars now, to do as they are commanded."

      Dain dropped everything he was preparing into the pot and set it into the oven to cook.  It was enough for several meals if he planned it well.  He would make up some hand pies for tomorrow once they ate their fill this evening. He had to think about something or he would start hunting down mages.

      "It's a horrifying practice, now that I've learned more of it," Dain finally said, once he ran out of things to do in the kitchen.  "I've always heard about mages and witches and so on, and their familiars, but when I heard it talked about it sounded more like...  like intelligent pets perhaps? Or partners in the work. Not slaves."

      Ax smiled sadly and sighed.  "Once upon a time, most magic users would cast a spell early in their

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
    

  

OEBPS/images/the-ivy-house-1.jpg
, SALTSTONE





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/ivy-house-covers-4.jpg
“& %@P«‘
i’ " *ngg
% f&/

B
¥é

,}L«

w¥

Che ‘ﬁ‘ﬁ

vy THouse 3‘
3*1- PRy
. 5
4*17‘ * %

f
A5

’
Family

Katherine Kim






