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Riot faithfully served his lord for two decades, putting his mage skills fighting the beasts in the dangerous Territories and to make the lives of the castle inhabitants easier. 

When that lord dies, he is replaced by a flashy young man who regards Riot as a threat and throws him out. With no home, no possessions, and no money, Riot has gone from a stable life he enjoyed to feeling like the world no longer needs nor wants him.

A chance encounter, however, brings the promise of temporary work that is certainly better than nothing. If the job comes from yet another flashy young man, well, hopefully this one won't be as bad as the last. 
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Riot scowled over the ad board, downcast and painfully out of place. The last time he'd had to turn to an ad board for work, he'd been barely fourteen. This wasn't where he should be.

He was supposed to be working in the Territories with his team, or playing with the children in the back courtyard. But no. He'd made the strategically and financially unsound decision not to suck Lord Gravington's cock and so was reduced to scouring the ad board for work.

He stepped out of the way of a cluster of rude, loud, obnoxious young people. Really. Once children passed the age where they were cute they needed to be locked up until they could act like moderately civilized adults.

Adjusting the folds of his collar, he waited until they had wandered away again and then resumed his hopeless search. He just needed a job that would pay half-decent money and, preferably, get him out of town for a short while. Long enough for rumors to stop circulating, damn Gravington anyway. 

He stared at the ads, miserable and frustrated. No one who needed a high-grade mage was going to leave a notice on one of the city ad boards. It chafed that he was going to have to find non-magic work, but he'd sealed his own fate when he'd refused to play the games of a mean, spoiled child. Never mind it was Gravington who was in the wrong. No, that was entirely too reasonable and logical for anyone to accept.

Tamping down on his bitterness because it would get him nowhere, Riot swallowed his pride and began to look for more mundane work. But the ads only proved discouraging; each one was worse than the one before it. Riot had never felt his age so acutely. He was forty two years old—he should have been established, settled and secure in his place.

He had been all of those things. Until the new city lord had arrived, young and vain and stupid. Had decided that he would rather fill his new castle, his new toy, with friends and toadies. Had arrogantly believed that someone like Riot would do anything to keep his position because where else did a settled mage of his years have to go?

Riot heaved a sigh and abandoned the ad board, headed back to his room at the Mute Rooster.

His room was a tiny, dusty thing in the attic, a far cry from his cozy chambers in the city castle. He sat at a scuffed, rickety table and stared out the dingy, round window. 

The last time he had been in such a room he had been fresh from the academy and new to the city, bright and hopeful and eager. Absolutely certain that he would find the fighter he was meant to bond with, be with forever.

The jewels set in his wrists and forehead were dull gray; it had been too long since he'd used his magic. He had never found a fighter who wanted to bond with him, but he'd found a life that made him happy enough. Until three days ago he'd been absolutely certain he would die still happily serving the Lord of Montior City. 

Clearly, age did not necessarily equal wisdom. He was plenty old enough to know that nothing was ever certain.

He just hadn't thought life would kick him so hard that it would put him right back where he'd begun:  alone, poor, and no job prospects. He didn't even mind the last two so much. Being poor hadn't killed him; eventually, he would find a job.

It was the alone that bothered him. All the people he had called friends over the years, everything he had done for his fellows in the castle... Yet when he had needed them to be there for him, he had found himself at the Mute Rooster with only ten silver in his pocket.

Ugh. The idea of sitting there the rest of the night turned his stomach. He had never favored brooding. Standing up, he left his room again, headed out of the inn and down the street to a tavern that had good food and didn't water down the beer. 

It was dim and smelled of the animal fat that was used to make the candles scattered about. The smells of sweaty people, cigarette smoke, and food from the kitchen mingled in the air as well, creating a scent that was off-putting and yet comfortably familiar all at once. 

He found a seat at the bar and flipped a coin to the bartender as he approached. "Food and beer, please." The man nodded, tucked the coin away, and went off to attend his order.

Riot could feel eyes upon him, but ignored them. Eventually somebody would step up and ask if he was really a mage. No matter the years that passed, people always assumed his size and rough appearance meant he was a fighter rather than a mage. 

"Thanks," he said when the bartender returned with a large cup of beer, a bowl near to overflowing with stew, and a hunk of still-warm bread.

The bartender nodded, smiled briefly, and then slipped away to attend other customers. Riot bent to his food, which was as good as always. He was halfway through it, savoring it by tearing up the bread and dipping it in the broth, when someone appeared in his periphery and lingered there. Riot stifled a sigh, took another bite of his stew, and then turned to deal with the invariable annoyance. He stopped short when he took in the man patiently waiting for his attention.

A fighter—young, but not amateur, the confident way he carried himself said that. He was also beautiful. Stunning. Riot could not remember the last time he had seen someone so captivating. The man's hair was long and bound in a braid that fell over one shoulder and halfway down his chest. Blond, Riot thought, but it was hard to tell in the dim light. He was tall, with the lanky sort of build that people all too often mistook for weak. 

Riot couldn't tell the color of his eyes, but he would bet they were just as stunning as the rest of him. He entertained a brief, wholly inappropriate fantasy about the pretty young man, but then banished it and asked, "Did you need something, or were you just admiring the view?"

"You looked like an unattached mage," the man said quietly, and then shook his head. "My apologies. My name is Coroe Welne; I'm a fighter in the service of Lord Tatterlay. He retained a mage—" 

Coroe was cut off when a drunken patron slammed into him, sending him crashing into Riot, who barely caught him in time to keep him from falling to the ground. He smelled as fine as he looked, but before Riot could determine the exact scent, Coroe had pulled away. "My apologies. This is a bad time. I don't know if you're interested in a job, but if you are, might we speak about it? We are set to leave tomorrow, and I need a mage."

"Sit while I finish my food," Riot said, "and then we can go somewhere quiet and talk about it."

Nodding, Coroe shoved the drunk man off so he landed on the floor on Riot's left side, and sat down. "Thank you for indulging me this far."

Riot shrugged. "A smart man never refuses a chance for honest work. Name's Riot Demoncur."

"Pleasure to meet you," Coroe said with a smile. He flagged down the bartender and ordered two beers.

"Obliged," Riot said, finishing his first and starting on the one Coroe had bought him. As pleasant as the man was so far, and as pretty as he was to look at, there just had to be a catch. After all the frustration of the past several days, the awful rumors of him that had been spread about, the utter misery his life had become, a new job could not suddenly be this easy. 

Several minutes later they finally left the tavern, and Riot led the way back to the Mute Rooster. The common area was still open and mostly deserted, so he motioned Coroe to a couple of chairs in a corner close enough to the fire to be warm, but not so close they'd overheat. "So what's the job, then? I do not recognize the name Tatterlay." 

Coroe laughed, and Riot found it hard not to stare. "I would imagine not. We come from so far south we tend to be forgotten by the rest of the country. I certainly did not know about the area until I was hired by Tatterlay right out of the academy and taken there. But it's a good place." He smiled faintly. "Not good enough, however, for his youngest daughter. She has contracted a wedding with a man in Barthington City. I am on the last leg of the journey escorting her there, but I am short a mage. I've gone through three of them since setting out and am at my wit's end. I am tempted just to manage without, but would prefer not to if at all possible."

"Barthington is just a few days over the mountains. As Territories go, it's actually a pretty easy journey. That being said, going without at least one mage is foolish. I've lived here just over twenty years, so I know the area well."

"Splendid," Coroe said, beaming at him. Riot was captivated by his openness, the way everything he felt or thought was on his face. It made him wonder just what he'd look like flushed with pleasure, what sort of noises—

He cut the thoughts off and ruthlessly shoved them away, focusing on what Coroe was saying.

"After we arrive, we're to stay a month to see that all goes well and milady settles in. I've got a few men who will be staying longer than that, but after a month I am expected to return to my lord at Tatterlay. You can stay on that month, if you're willing, but if you'd rather just do the mountains and go, that's possible. Job is five hundred silver for the journey and three hundred plus room and board for the month's stay."

Riot hardly dared to believe what he was hearing. That would put him out of the city for the better part of two months. By the time he returned, everything should have died down enough that he would not need to worry about rumors overmuch. If he was really lucky, that bastard Gravington would be gone. "It sounds like a fine arrangement to me," Riot replied and extended a hand. "If you want to draw up the work contract, I'll sign it before we depart tomorrow. What time are we leaving?"

"Eleventh bell," Coroe replied, shaking his hand. "I would prefer to leave sooner, of course, while many of the beasts in the Territories still sleep, but milady..." He trailed off and shrugged, smiling ruefully.

Smiling back in understanding, Riot rose. "Then I will see you at eight bells to sign the papers, and that will give me the rest of the morning to run a few errands for my own supplies."

"Sounds a fine plan to me," Coroe said with a smile. "Have a good night, Riot. I'll see you tomorrow at the House of Three Apples." He withdrew his hand slowly and smiled warmly, then left.

Riot stared after him, quietly enjoying the view for a moment. Then he tucked all such frivolous thoughts away because he did not mix business with pleasure. If he did, he'd still be in the damn castle and in possession of everything Gravington had seized on trumped up accusations just because he did not like being defied.

Grimacing, Riot shoved those thoughts aside as well and rose to go to his room. There, he pulled out his more practical Territory clothes, more than happy to be able to put away his fancier city clothes. It would be nice to be back in the more familiar tunic and leathers.

He rubbed a thumb over the jewel in his
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