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Fate, for better or for worse
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Yathren rode east into the rising sun with a party of his warriors, sleeping during the hours of daylight so that at night, he could follow his star. The shamans had pointed it out to him, the precise point of light that would lead him to his destiny. Ambition burned in him, and he did not stop to question his agenda or worry at the discomfort that kept company with it. 

When they came to the place they seemed to be looking for, though, he was—‘Startled’ was an understatement: he could not fathom how this could be accurate. He sat atop his horse gazing down upon a boring hamlet, small houses with walls of mud brick or splintered wood, surrounded by a quilt of fields and sheepfolds. Lights were coming on in windows as dawn encroached, residents stirring. He would admit it was a struggle to accept that his fate led through here, and his instinct was to turn his back on the unwelcome fact. 

In a rural place like this, there were already a few people out and about despite the early hour. Folks heading for the well or the jakes took note of him, seated as he was atop a horse atop a hill with the graying sky behind him casting him in silhouette. No one seemed to find his presence alarming: to an individual, they raised a hand in greeting. No one troubled to come over, find out if the shadowy shape belonged to someone that they knew. 

He waved back, then turned his horse around and moseyed back down the last hill. His war band waited below, a score of seasoned soldiers; it looked as if the only purpose it had served to bring them along was to keep him company. “It’s just a bunch of farmers,” he said as he joined them. “We’ll wait for sundown for the sake of doing it right, but this is going to be a snore.”

They rode a few miles east, back the way they came, so they weren’t on someone’s land and at risk of being spotted. He dozed the rest of the day in the shade of a lone tree of some type he didn’t recognize, Jathe sleeping leg-cocked at his side. At sunset, one of his men woke him, passing him a ration of food and a canteen. Around him, warriors drank their fill and gulped their suppers, eager to take the next step. 

Yathren wished he felt the same. He wasn’t excited but ill-at-ease, stomach churning. It was hard to accept that anything of real value could be found in that provincial town, and he couldn’t shake how nervous that made him, as if the truth was bound to jump-scare him. Over and over, he reminded himself he was moving forward along the path fate had laid out for him, and that was positive. The fact remained: he felt uneasy because he was not sure this was a truth he wished revealed. If this humble place was the location where his destiny would unfurl, what did that say about him?

After a minute of privacy, he rejoined his warriors. “Who’s ready to grab destiny by its balls?” 

They kept their voices low, because they were all veterans, but the result was a roar. Yathren grinned in response. Their elation was fierce, and he allowed that fervor to buoy him. He felt weird and off-kilter, but his warriors had the energy he was going for; they had enough that he could borrow some off them. They were proud to be part of the legend he was making, and he should be as well. 
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By the time Mateo finished guiding the sheep back to their fold, the sun was going down. He glanced at it, wondering if he had time for a bath before supper. He would have to draw the bath himself, a fact he still sometimes forgot: it wouldn’t be waiting for him, hot water steaming, room filled with the dusty sweetness of lavender blossoms scattered on the water’s surface. A stack of fleecy towels with flowers tucked between them in reach in case one proved insufficient. 

There wasn’t time, he decided with a grimace. As he made his way back to the inn where he had a room, he picked at the lines of dirt around his nails, and he wasn’t bothered by this. As such. He did not resent that his life had been reduced to humble chores and colored by dirt so ingrained that it wouldn’t wash off. But it was hard to deny that the result was unfulfilling. 

The common room was filling up when he entered, the town’s bachelors ready for their evening meal, a few of the married folks grabbing a quick pint before their spouses called them home. The feel of watchful eyes made him glance to the right, and the sight of the town’s Registrar glowering at him filled him with relief as well as alarm: if this was not pleasant, it could have been much worse. He had no idea why the man was always watching him distrustfully but was at least quite certain he had no clue who Mateo was. Mateo had traveled to the far side of nowhere to be sure that no one would. 

Trotting up the stairs, he let himself into the washroom. It stank of someone else’s crap, and he thought longingly of the days when no one would dare to defecate in a bathroom he might use lest the smell offend him. He peed, then washed the worst of the grime off his hands and face. Once upon a time, he hadn’t known that it was possible to become so dirty it wouldn’t wash off, but the dirt around his nails had been there long enough the stains wouldn’t budge however he scrubbed. There was no mirror, so he combed his thick hair back from his face with his wet hands and had to hope he looked presentable. 

This done, he turned around and went back downstairs, wiping what moisture remained on his hands off on his rough woolen pants. He’d long since found new clothes better suited to his circumstances. An itinerant laborer happy to help out in isolated communities like this in whatever way was needed in exchange for his room and board had no need for fancy fabrics or embroidery. 

This had become his life in the last two years, and he’d learned all manner of skills as he traveled further east into the hinterlands. Into settlements like this, days away from the closest garrison. Towns where no one ever left home, where their only interaction with the larger world was to buy and sell goods to the peddlers who appeared amongst them once or twice a year. Where there was no possible way that anyone would recognize him, beyond being able to guess that he was Chatreman because of his accent, his dark hair and dark eyes. Just another young man running from trouble, they assumed, a fool who got himself in a pinch with the law or tumbled the wrong person. 

You would have thought that would make people distrust him, but that hadn’t been his experience. Less the Registrar with his endless suspicious glares, people had been as tolerant as they were disinterested. A bowl of mutton and barley stew landed in front of him, accompanied by a saucy smile from the serving maid. He returned the smile with a word of thanks and put his attention on his dinner. 

Way the hell out here, folks didn’t care much for his people, but it turned out they didn’t care all that much for their own leaders, either. Few were the fevered patriots he had met, enraged that his people had defeated theirs in a war some years ago. They seemed to feel as though politics and wars, thrones and conquest, were vanities that distracted city folk from what really mattered: the weather and sheep. They seemed to think Mateo had made the right choice, coming to live among them, and they were happy to accept him provided he pulled his weight and never skirted the laws of propriety that bounded both their peoples so tightly. 

He took a gulp of the beer that had arrived with his dinner, casting his eyes across the room as he wished he could return the sentiment. There was nothing wrong with these people. They were decent folk who had accepted an outsider even though they didn’t have to. Even though some of their countrymen would claim they had reason not to. 

They were so fucking boring, though. 

Sheep and the weather and the droning of the tiresome local Registrar weren’t all there was to life. Elsewhere in the world, there was architecture. Art. Intrigue. Literature and training in the martial arts. 

It wasn’t a world he had been chased from, as everyone probably assumed, and it certainly wasn’t one he had grown weary of. He had left because he felt he had to, and the loss had left a phantom ache in him. He always found himself looking around, expecting for something interesting to happen. It never did. 

Supper finished, he took the plate and utensils and empty mug into the back. He was kind of a guest here but kind of an employee, and he had found it well-received when he tidied up after himself. Two years into the most tedious adventure in history, he even knew how tidying up after himself was achieved and did not need to ask anyone for advice. Chore completed, he made his way upstairs. 

In his room, he undressed slowly, feeling melancholy. Tedium notwithstanding, it wasn’t the lack of excitement that really made this lifestyle wear on him: it was the solitude. The constant, nagging loneliness that came with living a lie so huge he couldn’t even tell anyone his name. 

It was painful to recollect the family he’d left behind, whom he missed so much not a day went by that he didn’t contemplate going back, just to see them. To hell with the consequences. He had done this for them, and he knew it was for the best, but sometimes his resolve wavered. Sometimes, he felt like he was holding on by his fingertips. 

Going to the chest of drawers where his few possessions rattled around amid empty space, he squatted, sliding a hand underneath. He drew out the object that had been hidden there, a long thin parcel wrapped in burlap. He stared at it for a length of minutes, then told himself to stop being so selfish. He had made choices. He had made those choices for good reasons. Without ever unwrapping the object, he slid it back beneath the dresser.

He went instead to the bed, where he sat and stared at the wall. When he began to feel sleepy, he laid down and closed his eyes and didn’t allow himself to think of home. For him, there would never again be sunlight striking on warm sand as the sea rushed up a beach or the weight on his tongue of rich red wine from a local vineyard. There would not be the music he loved played on harp and flute while he watched the sun set and smiled at his family; there would be no more dances or fetes or leisurely rides in the country. He had chosen exile in the Lascogne hinterlands, and that was that: his story ended here.

He had only just drifted off when he was awakened by a furor out of doors, shouting and the thundering of hooves. Now in midsummer he had slept with the shutters flung wide and went to the window at once to peer outside. 

The town was under attack by mounted warriors. There were half a dozen of them in his line of sight. There must be more elsewhere based on the amount of noise. They moved with alarming efficiency, and although they wore simple leathers that named them brigands, the quality of their weapons and the superb horses they rode suggested something else. Each of them wore a device on his breast or sleeve, a silver claw on dark blue. He had never seen it before. 

The townsfolk were out on the streets, running around to no purpose. Many of them were screaming. Directly below him, he saw a warrior ride down Master Tew, who had the largest herd of sheep in town. Mateo held his breath as the man bore down on him but frowned in puzzlement when the warrior knocked him to the ground with the haft of his spear rather than impale him on its metal head. 

This wasn’t the time to idly watch the chaos, though, action was called for. Scrambling over his bed, he snatched up his shirt and pulled it over his head. He squatted before the dresser and yanked the hidden object back out, this time not pausing to consider it but tearing off the burlap shroud. A saber was revealed, long and thin. A family heirloom, and rightfully it should have belonged to his eldest brother. But he had given up enough for his eldest brother, he decided when he ran away from home, and he’d chosen to steal their father’s sword to compensate himself. Javier would retain possession of everything else Mateo ever cared about and didn’t need a keepsake to keep alive the memories.  

He wasn’t thinking about that as he ran out of his bedroom in his bare feet. Wasn’t thinking about the gentle, patient man who taught him to wield the weapon. Wasn’t thinking about the wonderful man who died too young while his wife was away waging war against the aggressions of the kingdom next door, wasn’t mourning him, wasn’t weeping for his mother, who had never forgiven herself for not being there when he took ill. 

Right now, he had more immediate concerns, to whit: the violent horde attacking his neighbors. People who, by right of treaties signed after the war was laid to rest – not to mention sheer neighborly decency – he had a duty to protect. 
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Yathren kicked Jathe to a trot, passing swiftly through an intersection in search of the reason his fate had led him here. He was no less baffled now than he had been when he gazed down on the place from a height under the sun’s first light: it didn’t make sense that something so meaningful could happen in a place like this. He was sure nothing had before in all of history. How he was to spot his destiny, he had not been told. According to the shamans, he would know. 

As he entered the town square, he saw a crowd before the local inn, a group of his men fighting to subdue a knot of people. Yathren would guess this was the serving staff from the inn because they fought with domestic implements, pots and pans and brooms. At their center, the steely core this impromptu militia had formed around, was a man armed with an actual sword. Definitely not a local; he had the same olive skin tone as the townsfolk, but his hair was dark as coffee where the villagers had hair a washed-out beige. He had the shadow of a beard growing in, and between his exotic features and the fact that he wasn’t wearing pants or shoes, Yathren would guess this was a traveler who had chanced to pass the night here. 

This wasn’t remarkable in itself. What was striking – so striking Yathren yanked back on the reins, not meaning to – was the fact that he shown with a light of his own in the flame-lit darkness. As if he carried the radiance of a star within his skin, the very star Yathren followed here. 

Even as he noticed it, the light flickered and vanished. He was left asking himself if he imagined it. There was no question, though, why he had seen the star’s light when he looked at him: this person was his destiny. This was why he was here in this odd place, so totally inappropriate a stage for the great deeds unfolding: he had come here to find a person who didn’t belong here either. It all made perfect sense.

This was not his warriors’ destiny, and they would not have seen the light, assuming it had ever been there. But it was no wonder why so many of them had congregated around the swordsman: hitting peasants was beneath them, but this fellow was more worthy of their time. There was no blood on his sword; he couldn’t bring it into play with the staff from the inn attempting to cling to him. Did he swing it, he was going to hit them, not the warriors menacing them. 

No one could get a hand on him, though. Yathren had forbidden his men to kill anyone, but he saw someone grab the swordsman’s arm. He twisted it out of their grasp so fast, striking the warrior in the chest along the way, that the man staggered back and almost fell. The shock on his face was comical. 

When they tried to strike the stranger, he dodged the blows. When they tried to kick him, he kicked their feet before they could. When they tried to grab the terrified townsfolk around him, he took his blade in both hands and crouched in a way that made it clear he knew how to wield it to affect. 

Yathren could have gone on watching him all night, but at this point one of his men grew bored. Garek was lightning-fast and loyal to his lord but had no patience and a fondness for the sight of blood. To hell with orders. When Yathren saw him raise a spear to the foreigner’s unprotected back, he finally unfroze. “No!” he screamed, kicking Jathe forward. The spearman didn’t hear him, but everyone else scattered from the plunging stallion, warriors and townsfolk alike. He threw himself from the saddle while the horse was still running, careering sidelong into the spear and knocking it away. 

“It’s him!” he shouted, and his men retreated, looking stunned. None of them had imagined this. It shocked the foreigner, too, to have Yathren intervene and save him, and it was probably because of this that he didn’t capitalize on the opportunity to run him through. He had not lowered his weapon but stood gaping at him, an expression of comical confusion on his face.

While he was still struggling to get a handle on this twist, Yathren grabbed his sword arm at the wrist and kicked his feet out from under him. The man tried to punch him as he fell, but he was still convinced they were trying to hurt each other. It was very easy to take his other wrist too. He planted a shin across the fellow’s thighs, noting that, although he was strong and fit, he would stand no taller than Yathren’s chin. His build was slight. 

“I’m sorry if this distresses you,” he told the man. “I’m afraid you’re going to be distressed quite a lot for a long time. But sometimes, to get to paradise, we must travel through Varekas along the way.”

Most of his men were preoccupied subduing the inn’s staff, but now they’d lost their leader it was an easy task. One of them passed Yathren a length of silk, and he wound it around the wrists of the man beneath him. The traveler was as bewildered as he was angry and addressed a comment to him, a question it sounded like. It took him a moment to realize the language was Chatreman. That fit better with his appearance and bearing than whatever these mundane human sheep might be. Loscagnese, possibly, but there were no landmarks out here in the boonies to orient oneself against. 

Although Yathren spoke Chatreman, he chose not to admit it. That wasn’t how this worked. He yanked the man into an upright position, asking him, “What is your name?”

The fellow squinted at him suspiciously. His eyes seemed to be twice as large as those of other men, soulful as poetry. They were dark, rimmed by lashes thick as reeds bearding an isolated pool, capped by arching brows that moved expressively, so long they almost touched his hairline. His jaw was sharp, nose thin. Words like precise and sculpted came to mind. Yathren had never been so taken by another person’s appearance: this creature was beautiful, there was no other word. He was so perfect it made Yathren’s head spin, his heart ache. Inspired, he leaned down and kissed him on the lips. 

The Chatreman jerked away from him with an angry shout. Rising, Yathren helped him stand. “We have what we came for,” he called, raising his voice so everyone could hear him. He waved one hand in a circle. “Round ‘em up, let’s head out.”

He made to turn away, then a thought struck him. He stooped and seized the sword he’d tossed aside while he secured his prize. It wasn’t much like the weapons he was used to, too slender, too light, but the craftwork was impeccable. It might have sentimental value, so he decided to hold onto it. Its sheath lay discarded in the dirt nearby, and he picked it up and returned the sword to its home. Taking the length of silk in his other hand, he towed the man toward his horse. “Come, beautiful. It’s time to go home.”

The silken rope, he attached to his saddle horn. He tucked the sword amongst his baggage, then climbed into the saddle. Those men in his line of sight were rounding up a handful of villagers to take along. He raised his voice in a long, ululating cry, letting the warriors who had strayed further afield know that the time was come to finish up and be on their way. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Brigands after ransom?

[image: ]


When the sun broke the eastern horizon, Mateo squinted, keeping his attention on his feet. He had been walking all night and was nearing the end of his strength. The mercenaries had taken a half dozen people with them from the town where they found him, but everyone else had been pitched into a cart whose top was a cage, confining them. It must be miserable, but none of them were being forced to walk. He had been singled out, and it wasn’t hard to guess why: someone had uncovered his secret and hatched an ambition.  

He had to wonder what would become of him. It all depended on who got the message back home. Some members of his family would move heaven and earth to get him back, but at least one person would drop the letter in the privy and pretend they never received word. What would these mercenaries do to him if Javier got their ransom demand and ignored it as the godsend he would consider it? 

If the plot didn’t pan out, they might just toss Mateo in the cart with the other prisoners, but he wasn’t sure what came next; he wasn’t sure what purpose they had kidnapped those people for. He had expected them to abuse their captives, but they had ignored the people after taking them. As if, having gone to all that trouble, their prisoners were uninteresting to them. He found it passing strange. 

Preoccupied with his thoughts, his toe caught on some obstruction masked by the sharp shadows cast by the rising sun. With a curse that was cut off as he bit his tongue, he fell to his knees, then onto his face. The rope jerked, knots on his wrists drawn tight enough to bite, but he was only dragged a couple yards. He had only just begun to imagine what it would be like to be scraped to death across the rocky ground on his stomach when he came to a stop. 

He sat up, ready for the assault, knowing it would come. As expected, the big fellow who had captured him was dismounting from his fabulous roan stallion. He paused to unfasten something from his saddle, a weapon probably, and Mateo contemplated the defeated image he must cast, huddled in the dirt and trembling. Shaking with the effort it took to fight through his exhaustion, he pushed himself to his feet. 

The man came to him, putting an arm around his waist as if to support some of his weight and passing him what he had retrieved from his saddle: a canteen. All thoughts of the defiant image he meant to present and messages send forgotten, Mateo fumbled the cap off frantically. His throat hurt, his mouth ached, his skin felt too small and stretched: ‘parched’ didn’t begin to cover it. He could get back to defying his captor when he wasn’t about to die of thirst. 

While he gulped the water, the mercenary watched him, something wild in his eyes. Avarice, Mateo would have said. It was clear that when he looked at him, he saw piles of gold and not a person. 

Once he’d drained most of the canteen and must pause to breathe, he lowered it but kept it high and clutched against his chest with both hands because he didn’t want to share. The man spoke to him in an unfamiliar tongue, massaging his shoulder with the hand that wasn’t draped around his waist. It was a strangely close conference to have with one’s kidnapper, intimate and gentle in character, and Mateo studied the man, now he could finally see him properly in the light of day. 

The fellow looked to be his own age, somewhere in the middle of his twenties. His hair was black as charcoal and thick, standing up off his head in an arrogant bouffant. He wore a rakish mustache, a carefully-trimmed beard like a trident on his chin. His nose was bold, his jaw strong, all of it adding up to: handsome, audacious, more trouble than a sensible person would wish upon himself. Where the orbs of Mateo’s eyes were white, this fellow’s were a dark red, but this didn’t tell Mateo much: half the peoples on the lower portion of the continent Dosaphir had eyes like that. His irises were the same dark brown as Mateo’s.

“What do you want from me?” he asked. 

The man tapped the end of his nose with one finger, responding in his foreign tongue. 

“You do realize I can’t understand you?”

The fellow hitched a brow at him. He gestured to the horse, raising his eyebrows, but Mateo had no idea what question this was meant to convey. Annoyed, he pulled back from the man. It made the mercenary sigh, but then he snatched the canteen out of his grasp and made for his horse without attempting to engage him again. 

“My brother isn’t going to pay your ransom,” he called as the man climbed back into the saddle. “He won’t even answer, he’ll pretend he never got the letter.”

The party that had straggled to a halt when their leader stopped started into motion again. There were several carts drawn by mules, the cage and two others that would be filled with supplies. A score of warriors and a handful of servants to tend to them, and those servants had him puzzled: they didn’t appear to be prisoners. He had seen the warriors ordering them around, but no one had raised a hand to them. He had witnessed them interacting with the leader, and they were deferential, but there were no fetters on them. He had never in his life heard tell of a brigand band that traveled with a crew of employees, but here they were. 

There were also a pair of men older than most of the soldiers, touches of gray in their hair, wearing long, bead-sewn robes. They rode mean old asses instead of fine horses like the warriors. Them, everyone was afraid of to a greater or lesser degree, and it wasn’t hard to guess they were holy men or witches. Even the leader deferred to them, although they did not appear to be in charge. It was as if they had come along for the sake of watching, in case anything of interest came about. There were maybe three women in the entire party, big, mean-looking women with scars on their bared arms, respected members of the war band. 

Mostly their accouterments were simple, serviceable things, suited to a rough life out of doors. There were hints of craftwork far beyond what he expected in the circumstances, though. So far as he had been able to see, their weapons were the highest quality. The horses were superb, as was their tack. The warriors’ clothing might be simple, but he would have sworn it was a uniform. There were too few of them to be a mercenary company. He couldn’t make heads or tails of these odd men or their odd leader, who couldn’t seem to decide whether to torture him or treat him like a treasured antique fragile as crystal. 

His bare foot landed on a pointy rock, and he had uttered a cry of pain before he could ask himself if he was willing to. Putting his eyes back on his feet, he told himself to worry about those things he could control. For the moment, the list began and ended with the placement of his aching feet on the rocky ground, so that was what he would put all of his attention on. 
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When the length of silk stretched across his thigh went taut, Yathren pulled Jathe to a halt. It wasn’t the first time the man trailing along behind him had fallen, but when he glanced back, he saw the crumpled, filthy figure wasn’t getting up. Raising his voice, he called a halt. Hibbe came to ask what was going on, and he told his lieutenant they would be stopping for the day. He asked for a couple items from the wagons before climbing down from the saddle. 

The land where they found themselves was scrub, the soil frequently exposed. Red soil, which the shamans called Old Dirt. His destiny, whom he had come to think of as Pic, was absolutely coated in it, a near-perfect mask on his face complete with round cut-outs surrounding either eye. Those eyes were open: he hadn’t fainted. Just given up, at least for the time being. It didn’t surprise Yathren when the man chose not to look at him, gazing forward incuriously. He had been waiting for this. 

“Come on,” he said briskly. “Up you get.”

The Chatreman didn’t wrestle against him as Yathren helped him to his feet. He didn’t lean into him, but he didn’t try to throw off the arm around his waist. He stumbled a couple of times and let Yathren support him until he got his feet back under him. 

Yathren led them over to the nearby stream, where one of his people was erecting a small curtain on stilts. Down by the bank, Koosa stood over a kettle of water, coaxing it to boil with the secret words known only to the shamans. Yathren asked for a stool, and someone went running. The curtain made three walls of a room to shield them from the eyes of the people making camp. 

He drew his knife, and he saw the man start. He hadn’t jerked away, but his eyes were fixed on it. Tavek returned with the stool he had requested, and Yathren plunked it in the dirt. He indicated that Pic should sit, and after a moment’s hesitation, Pic did. He still had his attention on the knife, though, as if Yathren might at any moment change his tune and stab him.

Taking his hands, Yathren sawed cautiously through the bonds on his wrists, which had grown stiff with dirt and sweat; there was no possible way he was yanking the knot loose at this point. He released the man and went to help his people lug the kettle up to the curtain. He was conscious of Pic studying him while he palpated the abraded skin around his wrists. 

Taking the soft length of cloth and bar of soap his men handed him, he set them aside. The filth-stained shirt and underpants, he simply cut away. That made Pic twitch, too, but he never raised a hand to fend him off. His exhaustion was visible in his posture, the lines etched into his face. 

Once he was naked, Yathren scooped a cup of water from the steaming pot and upended it over the other man’s head. He took his time about it; he had to if he meant to be thorough, cleaning away every bit of sweat and dirt that marred Pic’s perfect flesh without chafing off several layers of skin. He washed Pic’s hair, taking a little extra time to massage his scalp because he wanted this to be enjoyable. 

Pic paled and jerked away so forcefully he fell backward off the stool when he saw the razor, but he calmed down again when he understood Yathren’s pantomime indicating he intended to shave off a day’s growth of beard, not cut his throat. He was able to coax the man back up off the ground and wash off his back a second time. It took a while, and several times, Pic tried to talk to him. He asked Yathren why he was doing this, and asked him, too, if he really thought he could tame him like a horse with nothing more than a halter and a soothing touch. Yathren was tempted to respond but forced himself not to. 

“Why are you giving me the spa treatment?” the man asked, and even his voice was fatigued. Gray and thin, like he was too tired to be interested in any answers he might receive. “Are you going to sacrifice me to some god that has a problem with untidiness or something?” 

Yathren glanced at him, wondering how the intimacy of this private moment wasn’t fitting into his head. His people didn’t practice human sacrifice, obviously, that was barbaric, but if they did, why would their leaders prepare the sacrifice themselves? 

“I’m not going to speak your language to you,” he told the man in his own tongue. “This is the start of a new life for you, and it’s time for you to learn. You are my destiny, and you’re going to stand at my side as I conquer as much as I can of the world.”

Pic cocked an eyebrow at him. 

“My name is Yathren,” he added. He placed a hand on his chest, then tapped Pic’s sternum. “What is yours?”

Pic just looked at him. 

“Yathren,” he repeated, indicating himself. “You?” He was quite certain Pic understood what he was asking, but the stubborn man chose not to respond. 

Shaking his head, he stood, beckoning his companion to stand as well. He dried him off carefully with the towel hanging over the upper edge of the curtain, then raised his voice. One of his men came running in answer, and Yathren sent him off with a word. He was back soon enough, passing a bundle of folded clothing over the top of the curtain. 

Tucking the stack of fabric securely into one armpit, Yathren crouched, holding out a pair of underpants. Pic stepped into them without protest but staggered so he was forced to place his hands on Yathren’s shoulders to stay erect. He smiled to himself as he stood, drawing the underpants up. It brought his face into Pic’s line of sight, and the man’s eyes blazed when he saw the smile, jerking his hands away.

Yathren let him go with a sigh while Pic tied the drawers himself. He crouched again to help him step into a pair of pants that were far too big for him. He had not known that his destiny would be a person, so he had not come prepared with a wardrobe, which left Pic wearing Yathren’s clothes; nothing fit. As he helped the man into a shirt that draped him like a tent, he couldn’t help but think this was adorable. He frowned as he wondered whether he had ever found anything 'adorable’ before, and what that meant. Acknowledging how badly he wanted to rail this man was fine by him – it was simple common sense – but he hadn’t come all this way to have his edge blunted by weird flashes of sappiness.

He buttoned up the shirt, then yanked Pic close and kissed him on the lips. Pic was briefly too startled to react; he was tired and off-balance and had no choice but to lean into him while he got his feet under him. Then he uttered an angry yowl, bracing his fists against Yathren’s chest and trying to push him back. 

He didn’t have the strength, and Yathren held on long enough to make that obvious to them both. When he let him go, he shot Pic a stern look, wanting him to understand that what mattered here was Yathren’s destiny, and he wouldn’t be distracted from it. Then he led him out of the sizeable patch of mud they’d made and washed his feet off one at a time before sliding a pair of slippers onto them. 

Taking Pic by one hand, he led him to the large tent that had taken shape while they were occupied. It was slow going because the footwear, like everything else, was too big. The slippers slipped about on Pic’s feet, forcing their wearer to move at a shuffle. The way he winced with each step suggested maybe he was just as glad for an excuse to go slowly; his feet must be in agony by then. Despite the fact that he was tired and in pain, his neck craned as he studied everything with interest. He did not look at all afraid. He ought to be. He should be scared and overawed and begging Yathren to be kind to him, and Yathren couldn’t understand why it made him feel relieved that this wasn’t happening. 

Inside the tent, the folding furniture had been set up, the floor thick with fine rugs. Pic turned in a circle, taking it in while his brows climbed up
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