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The Kingdom of Cremisio is in turmoil—the
royal family dead by assassination, a secret heir no one can find,
and three enemy kingdoms fighting bitterly to each take control of
Cremisio for themselves. If the missing heir cannot be identified
and located, Cremisio will fall once and for all, and thousands of
people will die with it.

 


Only one person knows the identity of the
missing heir: Lord Cohea Szelis, the Duke of Lindquist, also known
as the Fox of Cremisio. Notoriously honorable, impossible to break,
leaving those who have captured him frustrated and helpless.

 


Until one of his captors notices the ring he
wears, a ring that marks him Bound, an old, illegal spell that
Binds two people together, body and soul. If one dies, so does the
other. If they can locate the person Cohea loves enough to Bind
himself to, they might finally get the Fox to break.

 


The task of finding that Bonded falls to
Jethue Bittersea, notorious exiled traitor to the throne, and an
assassin who has never failed. It will also give him a chance to do
some hunting of his own for this mysterious heir who is the key to
everything…
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One

 


They beat Cohea on and off for several hours,
spread over five days, interspersed with starvation, freezing cold,
and food so vile that rats wouldn't eat it.

Throughout, Cohea said nothing, except to
occasionally scream or moan in pain. He'd known this might
happen—that there was in fact a very high chance of it happening.
He'd taken the gamble anyway, on the hope he could get back to
Cremisio all the sooner.

Unfortunately, he'd lost that gamble.
Hopefully at least one of the others would be able to figure it all
out from the clues he'd left just in case this happened. Damn His
Majesty anyway for sending Cohea away at the worst possible
time.

Cohea should be at home, helping Kite and
Sobeki, putting this problem behind them once and for all. Now… now
there was no telling what would happen.

On the other hand, this might not be his
problem anymore. From the way his current situation was going, soon
it would all be over. One way or another. His only regret was that
so many more people would die because of his failures.

No, that was one of two regrets. His greater,
far deeper regret was that he'd never get to enjoy the life he'd
been waiting for, the life he was meant to have had after this
whole nightmare finally ended. That's what he got for thinking he
had the right to be happy, to live a life he enjoyed like so many
others.

At least they'd gotten a few months
together.

Cohea stirred at the sound of footsteps
drawing ever closer, hard and brisk, the steps of a soldier always
in a hurry, who probably didn't know how to walk slowly anymore.
Like walking slowly might get him killed—which wasn't impossible,
given the handful of possibilities as to who had kidnapped him.

The footsteps came into view, another grungy
guard as unremarkable as all the rest. He came to a halt several
paces away. "His Lordship wants to see him."

The guard who'd been idly kicking Cohea like
a bored child half-heartedly toying with a ball grunted and
withdrew. "Fine. Help me get him up, and watch out for the
smell."

"Do I have to?" the new guard asked with a
grimace before covering his nose and mouth with one hand and using
the other to help get Cohea more or less standing. "Fuck, he
reeks."

Cohea would have loved to point out that they
had only themselves to blame for his stench. He certainly hadn't
chosen to go without a bath or clean clothes for days now. Did they
think he enjoyed being covered in his own fluids? The moment he
could breathe without everything hurting, he was going to voice
every scathing opinion he'd stored up. With his fists.

He bit back a cry as they roughly led-dragged
him out of the cell and up the stairs. Cohea had been unconscious
when they'd brought him in, and so hadn't seen more than his damp,
dank cell for the past few days. He only knew the time by the
changing of the guards, and the periodic appearance of dirty water
and moldy bread.

The dark gray, blue-veined stones, the
intricate stonework, said he was in Terek. Well, confirmed. Only
Terek was this fucking cold this time of year. Everywhere else, the
real cold wouldn't come for another couple of months. Also, no one
else on two continents had reason to kidnap him, or resentment
enough to be so fucking mean about it.

He tripped and was barely spared from
slamming into the stone floor as they caught him up again.
Unfortunately, all the movement reopened some of his wounds,
causing blood to drip into his good eye, rendering him effectively
blind throughout the rest of the journey.

When they came to a stop, it was in a
moderately warmer place that smelled strongly of flowers, at least
when Cohea was able to get a whiff of anything past his own stench.
He could hear the crackling of a fire, the scrape of boots, and the
metallic ring of armor. Definitely a fortress, then, or maybe a
garrison.

"The Fox himself, I can scarcely believe
it."

Cohea blinked the blood from his good eye,
the other one swollen shut, and stared at the man who'd spoken.
Like most of his compatriots, the man had olive-toned skin and
auburn hair, it and his beard shaved extremely close, making his
otherwise handsome features rigid and severe. His eyes were the
gray of slushy snow, and faded scars from the mad plague riddled
every bit of visible skin. He was tall and broad, imposing at best,
menacing at worst.

He couldn't say he was surprised. Eleven
Lairds ruled the kingdom of Terek, and seven of them were in full
support of taking Cremisio by force. Of the remaining four, two
pushed for peace, and two pushed for other means.

Laird Lysy Fazekas, of the clan of the same
name, one of the oldest in Terek, was one of the two for 'other
means'. His heir, Lysyken, was rumored to be a scholar, not nearly
as ambitious and blood-soaked as his father, but Cohea had never
had a chance to confirm that.

Fazekas's 'other means' was to locate the
secret heir first and marry Lysyken to them, at least according to
Cohea's most recent intel. Given his current predicament, that
intel seemed to be accurate. He also suspected there were traitors
in his ranks, because only a small handful of people had known
where Cohea was and how he'd be traveling home.

His heart sank at the idea of yet another
traitor amongst those few he trusted, but well… if it could happen
once, it could happen again. People far more jaded than him had
warned of it, but Cohea had fervently hoped that one traitor was
all he'd ever have to deal with.

So much for that.

At least they wouldn't kill him. Not yet.
Hopefully he'd survive whatever they did do to him.

Panic tried to rise up with the knowledge
that a great deal of pain and suffering was coming his way, the
kind that would make what he'd suffered so far seem trifling, but
Cohea tamped it down. Panic wouldn't help him now. He'd gotten
through the death of his entire family. Having his arm broken while
he watched. Watching as one of his oldest friends was cut down by
an assassin.

He'd get through this too. And if not… Well,
the world would carry on without him, even if not in the same form
as he was trying to save.

Mustering a bravado he most certainly did not
feel, Cohea replied, "Is this about the way I won the Pechant
contract and you didn't?"

Fazekas laughed. His grizzled face, lined
with age and the scars of many a violent decision, seemed to
struggle with such a sound, even as mean as it was. "Don't try to
be clever, Your Grace. It was never your strong suit."

"Well, that's just rude," Cohea said. "Your
men have already beaten me half to death; there's no need for
insults."

Making a face, as though being in the same
room as Cohea caused him physical pain, Fazekas. "If they'd gotten
as far as half, you would be capable of neither standing nor
talking. Let's cut to the heart, shall we? You know what we want,
so give it to me and you may get out of this not just alive, but
only beaten half to death."

Cohea's lips curled in a sneer that would do
his pompous ancestors proud. "I'd rather fuck a redback than tell
you so much as my favorite color. Do what you must, but you'll get
not a word out of me."

Fazekas laughed. "I admit, I'd have been
disappointed if you'd given in so easily. I doubt merely beating
you further will accomplish much, so I've brought an old friend in
to help me persuade you with his more creative tactics." He flicked
his fingers at the doors behind Cohea, and they opened.

Cohea didn't need to turn around to know
who'd entered. There were only so many people someone like Fazekas
would describe as his 'old friend' in the most sarcastic tone
possible. More blood dripped into his good eye, and he used his
sleeve to wipe it away, jangling the heavy chains of the manacles
wrapped around his wrists.

As he looked up, able to more or less see
again, his gaze fell on a familiar figure, stomach roiling, back of
his neck prickling. Jethue Bittersea. Born as heir to one of the
four Great Houses of Cremisio, he'd opted instead to murder his
entire family and then turn his talent for killing people into a
profession. The crown had taken particular offense to several of
the murders, and the price on his head was enough to make even the
wealthiest nobles gasp.

Though it had been two years now, Cohea could
vividly remember as Bittersea killed one of his oldest and dearest
friends right in front of him, with neither hesitation nor remorse.
Not long after that, Bittersea had gone abroad, well out of reach
of everyone who wanted him dead.

Cohea wasn't remotely surprised to find him
here amongst greedy, scheming lairds. "Rats do tend to congregate,
I guess. Bittersea."

Bittersea matched his cold tone. "Lindquist.
Still bending over for His Majesty, even though he's finally
dead?"

"I do as duty and honor command, as ever.
What excuses you still being a bloodthirsty coward?"

Bittersea's blue-black eyes glittered.
"Nothing, but you know better than most that I've never made
excuses for my behavior. I like the blood, and the money is nice.
Are you going to be good, Lindquist, or do I have to bleed the
submission out of you?"

"Go fuck yourself."

Bittersea laughed.

"Enough. I want to know if there really is an
heir, and I want their identity. You—" Fazekas stopped, his eyes
locked on Cohea's right hand. "You were supposed to strip him of
all jewelry." His eyes snapped to the guards holding Cohea's
chains. "Why is he still wearing a ring?"

"Pardon, your lordship, but we couldn't get
it off. Nothing did it, not even oiling the finger. It's like it's
pasted on somehow."

Bittersea's eyes narrowed, but before he
could speak, Fazekas said, "Ridiculous. That's impossible. Remove
that fucking ring."

The soldiers shared a look of resignation,
then the one on Cohea's right stepped forward, lifted his hand, and
tugged with all his might at the ring on Cohea's still-greasy hand.
No matter what he did, the ring didn't so much as budge. It was, as
he said, pasted on. Magically, anyway. He'd really been hoping no
one would notice.

Fazekas's scowl turned into a storm cloud,
and he tried to yank the ring off himself, until Cohea's entire
hand was sore and swollen, though it was a pretty minimal pain
compared to the rest demanding his attention.

"What in the fuck is it?" one of the guards
asked.

"It's a Ring of Binding," Fazekas replied,
mouth curving in a mean little smirk that Cohea did not like one
little bit. "Our dear Fox is magically Bound to someone. What we
would call a soul bond."

"That's done with tattoos," the second guard
said, and flinched back when Fazekas's venomous glare turned on
him. "Sorry."

"It can be done with tattoos, but it
can also be done via other means. Cremisio tends to favor their
precious jewelry for such things." He picked up Cohea's poor,
abused hand again and ran his thumb over the top.

The ring was gold, cut with a small amount of
nickel for strength, and set with five glittering stones across the
top. "Rubies, Your Grace?" Fazekas asked. "Seems a garish choice
for you."

"How is red for a fox garish?" Cohea asked,
and yanked his hand free. He folded his hands together and held
them low, largely hidden by the manacles, so people would hopefully
stop fucking touching him.

Fazekas laughed, the sound low and mean,
nearly enough to scare Cohea. "You, of all people, are Bound to
someone? Surely you know how fucking stupid that is."

"Well, yes. Cremisio is the source of the
tragedy that got the practice banned internationally. One of the
few things everybody agreed on. If only all these kings and queens
could cooperate like that more often. Ah, well."

Withdrawing back to his seat, Fazekas said,
"Bittersea, I want you on this. Find his precious Bonded and bring
them here no matter what. If we can't beat the answers out of His
Grace, then we'll beat his beloved for them. How does that sound to
you, Lord Lindquist?"

"You'll never find them, and even if you did,
do you think I'd Bind myself to someone who didn't know what they
were in for? Go fuck yourself with an icicle."

"Ah, yes, because I'm so cold that it won't
melt and it's all that's willing to fuck me," Fazekas said drolly.
"As I said, your wit is severely lacking. People admire your beauty
and your ridiculous honor. Not your mind."

Bittersea laughed. "Makes me curious to meet
this precious Bonded. Fine, I'll do it, but I want triple pay for
this assignment. It's not my usual work, you know the bounty on my
head, and I'm going to have to refuse other jobs to do it. Make it
worth my time."

"Whatever," Fazekas said. "Just do it and do
it quickly. Find them within the month and I'll give you four times
your pay."

Smiling in that way of his, cold as steel in
winter, Bittersea walked up to him like a man idly browsing wares
in the marketplace. He mockingly slapped Cohea's right cheek, then
pinched his chin between thumb and finger, grip so tight there
would be bruises.

Pain, sharp and white-hot, ripped through
Cohea, buckling his knees, toppling him to the ground—and dangling
awkwardly as Bittersea's grip remained true. "Fuck you," he
hissed.

Bittersea laughed and crudely let him go,
laughing again as he toppled completely. "You smell."

"Seriously, all of you can go fuck
yourselves," Cohea retorted. "If you don't want me to smell, let me
have a gods-damned bath."

Kneeling, Bittersea grabbed him by the hair
and yanked his head back until his neck was craning almost
painfully. "Any hints you'd like to give me about your
beloved?"

"They'll get all of you long before you get
them."

Bittersea laughed and let him go. He took a
dark blue handkerchief from the pocket of his jacket, a Boltane
style piece with a short, stiff collar and elaborate embroidery
across midnight blue fabric. Cleaning his hands, he dropped the
kerchief on the floor before turning to Fazekas. "Half now."

"A third now, and if you don't find them,
that's all you get."

Bittersea scoffed. "Have it delivered to my
room. I leave at first light." He walked off with all the
imperiousness of the laird he was working for, except far more
naturally and gracefully, and it wasn't hard to see, even with one
eye swollen shut and the other caked with blood, that everyone in
the room noticed it—including Fazekas, who's eyes burned with
resentment.

Well, when Bittersea wasn't killing people,
he was pissing them off. The bastard had a very specific set of
talents.

"Get him cleaned up," Fazekas said, motioning
at Cohea like he was some sort of dying street dog that needed put
out of its misery. "Move him to one of the special prisoner cells.
Keep him fed and clean and whatnot. He won't be much use to us if
he dies before we find his darling."

Cohea laughed, going easily as the guards
hauled him up and dragged him off. "You have no idea who you're
messing with, Fazekas. I hope I get to see your face when this is
all over."

Fazekas didn't bother to reply, or even turn
around, but the tense set of his shoulders was answer enough.

The guards dragged him back the way they'd
come, turning at the last to head out a set of double doors that
led to a neglected, overgrown yard that was more weeds than stone.
Off to one side was a water pump. They removed his manacles, but
only to switch them to one hand and one foot. It was more than
enough advantage to take the guards out and break himself free, but
he couldn't escape the whole castle. Not right now. Soon, though.
He just needed to bide his time for a little longer.

For the present, he accepted the bucket, rag,
and soap they gave him, and submitted gladly to the water pump,
even as freezing as the water was. He scrubbed and cleaned and even
got them to shave his head, so he wouldn't have to worry about
vermin. By the time he was done, he was numb and practically blue,
but he was clean. That was always a good first step.

Once they'd returned his manacles to both
wrists, they hauled him back inside. Instead of going downstairs
into the cold and damp, they hauled him up a set of tightly
spiraling stairs, past one landing and stopping at the second. Two
doors were here, set with bars and locks, iron bars in the small
window. There was also a shelf with a sliding door where food would
be delivered.

Inside was a simple cot, a piss bucket, a
barred window much like the one in the door, still too small for
him to get through, and a small, threadbare rug that would be of no
actual help in protecting against the chilly stone floor. There
wasn't even a tapestry to help with the draft.

At least there were clothes already on the
bed, and boots that were only slightly too big. They were all in
stiff Terek style, the colors drab, the ornamentation minimal—but
Terek wool was nothing to sneer at, even when it was boring.
Anything was better than being naked and cold. The guards removed
his manacles, swords drawn, door closed, as they watched him
dress.

"If you stare any harder, I'm going to charge
you for the pleasure," Cohea said as he pulled the overtunic on and
belted it with a faded green sash they'd given him in place of a
proper belt. Like that would really stop him if he was determined.
Dressed, he finally sat down on the bed, nearly sighing at the
relief of having something that wasn't hard, cold stone.

"Behave yourself or we'll have you right back
in chains," one of the guards said, trying and failing miserably to
sound threatening. Hard to manage after witnessing the effortless
displays in the great hall. These guards had nothing on Fazekas and
Bittersea.

Cohea held his hands up in a show of
acquiescence anyway. "All I want is food, and maybe another
blanket, if that's not too impertinent of me."

The guards rolled their eyes and departed,
but when the food showed many long minutes later, a blanket was
shoved through the opening after it, so hastily that Cohea barely
kept the food from being knocked off the shelf.

Taking the extra blanket, he shoved it into
the space between the stones over the window, until he'd jammed it
well enough that it stayed, blocking most of the chilly draft.
Hopefully it wouldn't get much colder, or they'd bring something to
heat the place, because otherwise he'd be a popsicle before he got
himself free.

Sighing, Cohea walked stiffly back to the bed
and settled the tray of food in his lap. Not much, but it was
leagues better than the bread and water they'd been giving him.
Tea, barely warm. Stew, slightly warmer. Bread that was relatively
fresh, spread with soft, salty cheese. All in all, a veritable
feast.

When he'd finished, full for the first time
in days, he returned the tray to the shelf before sprawling on the
bed and pulling up the tattered quilt that was all the warmth he
was going to have for a long time.

He was alive though, and those stupid
bastards were never going to find his Bonded. His moon shadow.
Turning on his side, the least painful of his options, Cohea closed
his eyes and tried to get to sleep, slipping into dreams of all the
delightful things he'd do when this whole ordeal was finally
over.
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"He should have been back by now."

Kite looked up from the papers he was
reviewing, a very rough draft of a trade contract with Delargo.
He'd already made so many changes and left so many notes that the
poor clerks would practically have to start from the beginning. He
wasn't bending on the terms, though. If Delargo didn't like it,
that was their problem. They needed Cremisio far more than Cremisio
needed them. "Should have yes, but nobody has ever accused Cohea of
being punctual."

Sobeki didn't look soothed by the words, only
more troubled. "His Majesty never should have sent him out. There
were plenty of others who could have handled the matter."

"If His Majesty had believed that, he would
have sent one of them. We have to assume he had good reason for
sending Cohea." Even to his own ears, the words sounded weak. His
Majesty's orders had been increasingly strange in the weeks leading
up to his death. They'd started to fear that perhaps he'd finally
been afflicted with the madness that cropped up in the royal line
every couple of generations. Healers had pronounced him sound,
though, and before he'd been able to explain himself, His Majesty,
the queen, and their two daughters had been horrifically murdered
by way of a nasty, fast-acting poison.

Right before a meeting Kite was meant to have
with His Majesty about something important. Unfortunately, it would
seem the mystery of that meeting would remain unsolved.

Kite had been the one to find the bodies, and
the memory haunted his dreams every single night.

He shoved the contract away, concentration
ruined, and rose to join Sobeki at the enormous glass window that
overlooked the grand courtyard. Normally it would be bustling with
people: servants and runners, nobility going about their days,
visitors come to gawk at the famous Palace of Rainbows.

Now, though, it was as empty and still as a
graveyard. Cremisio didn't bury their dead, instead cast them to
sky or sea, but he'd studied abroad in places where the dead were
returned to the earth, small stone memorials all that remained of
what they'd once been.

"He'll be back soon," Kite said. "It's Cohea.
If he can escape being taken hostage by pirates, he can escape
anything. Even the flock of unwed can't snare him, and they try
harder than anyone."

That got Sobeki to laugh. They were mirror
opposites, him and Sobeki, though they were legally brothers. Kite
had pale brown skin, Sobeki dark. Kite's hair was long, loose curls
in gold-brown tones, and Sobeki's hair was a deep brown-black in
small, tight curls he kept ruthlessly pulled back. Kite had
freckles everywhere; Sobeki's skin was flawless, unmarked by even a
mole. Kite had dark brown eyes; Sobeki's were the palest green he'd
ever encountered. Kite was tall and broad; Sobeki was nearly as
waifish and small as he'd been as a child.

They were both smart, though, and could hold
their own in a fight, though they had completely different styles.
Their father, the late Duke of Havenstrite, had worked hard to
ensure they'd always be able to look after themselves and each
other.

He'd succeeded a little too well, as upon the
reading of the king's will, it was to hear His Majesty had
designated Kite regent until his heir could properly take the
throne.

Kite was not enjoying the duty remotely. He'd
been working in the royal offices to please his father, and then to
finish out his training term before he settled fully into being the
new head of Havenstrite.

Why him, none of them would ever know, but
Kite constantly wished His Majesty had chosen literally anyone else
in the world.

A knock came at the door, causing them to
turn in unison, and Kite called out, "Come in."

Derow, the clerk who staffed the outer
sanctum, bowed briefly. "Lord Myre, there is someone here to see
you who insists it’s urgent and for no one but you. He seems… quite
the worse for wear… and bears the remains of the livery of
Lindquist."

The stone that had been forming slowly in
Kite's chest dropped into his stomach. "We'll come at once. Where
did you put him?"

"In the receiving office."

"Thank you."

Kite burst into motion, Sobeki right beside
him as they cut through the palace to the public rooms, down the
halls to the public-facing office where His Majesty, and now Kite,
met with various guests.

He threw the door open, and Sobeki slammed it
shut behind them.

Sure enough, a soldier in Lindquist livery
that had seen much better days. The poor bastard was beaten at
least half to death, and clearly struggling to stay on his feet.
Sobeki surged forward and got him seated, fancy velvet cushions be
damned, and then called for tea, food, and a healer.

"What happened?" Kite asked.

"We were ambushed on the road just outside of
Blackgate. They knew we'd be going that way. I don't know how.
Slaughtered everyone. Took His Grace prisoner. I'm so sorry. I did
everything I could. I only survived because I went tumbling down a
hill, and they didn't notice I wasn't amongst the bodies." The man
closed his eyes, tears slipping free anyway. "I'm sorry."

Sobeki sat on the edge of the chair's armrest
and took the man's hand. "You don't need to be sorry. If you were
ambushed so expertly, then you were betrayed. I am sorry for the
loss of your comrades. Is there anything you can tell us about the
captors?"

"Terekians, that much I know. They were
dressed unremarkably, but I heard them talking once they thought
everyone was dead. I don't know the language well enough to tell
you which clan, but I swear on my life they were from Terek."

A knock came at the door, and Kite motioned
for Sobeki to stay where he was, getting it himself and ushering in
the healer and servant. The latter set the tray down and set
immediately to pouring tea and filling a plate with food before
bowing and departing.

The healer shooed Sobeki out of her way, then
pulled up a foot stool to sit on and immediately set to work.
Thankfully many of the poor bastard's wounds were minor scrapes and
bruises that would heal near-instantly. The rest, unfortunately,
from the broken nose, the deep cut on his cheek, and the far worse
damage across his torso and legs, would take time to heal
completely.

Kite winced in sympathy as the man gasped in
pain, looking near to passing out, as the healing magic swept
through him. Often with healing magic, the cure could feel as bad
as, if not worse than, the initial damage.

"Thank you," the man rasped as the healer
finished.

"Always my pleasure to help," the healer
replied with a smile. She reached into her heavy bag and pulled out
a familiar pain tonic and a packet of tea. "One measure every
twelve hours, and drink a cup of tea, preferably two, with every
meal and once before bed. That should take care of anything
lingering. Six weeks and you'll be right and tight."

"Thank you again, mistress."

"Good evening, sir, Your Highness, Your
Lordship." She bowed and departed.

Sobeki used the pot of hot water a servant
had wisely included on the tray to brew a cup of the herbal
tea.

"Start at the beginning and tell me
everything," Kite said. "What's your name?"

"Shana," the man replied. "Your Highness. We
made it to the destination without incident, and in excellent time.
We were a day into our return, on a route different from the one we
took going, just as planned. We made it about half a mile into
Blackgate when we were ambushed at the fork. At least twenty
soldiers, several of them mages, elemental from what I saw. Knew
what they were doing, experienced soldiers or mercenaries. Took out
the caribous first, then went after the soldiers. I climbed up high
enough to see what I could, but there was just no way I'd have been
able to reach His Grace before they cut me down for good. I'm
sorry."

"Did you see what direction they went?"

"North, deeper into Terek. That's not
helpful, I know, but it's all I saw."

"Doesn't matter," Sobeki said. "From there
they could have easily broken east, west, or south, confusing their
own route in case of pursuers. Given Cohea's knowledge, though,
I'll wager my entire library he was taken by either Fazekas or
Mekdel." He pushed at his spectacles, something he always did when
his mind was going. "That's good for us, to a degree, as it means
he may convince the other lairds to hold off starting a fight just
yet."

"It would be even better for us if it started
a bunch of in-fighting," Kite replied, "but I'm not holding out
hope we'll be that lucky." He was vastly more concerned with how
quiet Everage and Boltane were being. Terek and their usual
aggressiveness he could handle, though the handling would be
neither easy nor bloodless.

Their neighbors to the south were far more
insidious.

"You're free to go," Kite said. "We'll summon
you if we have more questions. Get some rest, please, and thank you
for working so hard to reach us."

When the door had closed behind Shana, Kite
let out a loud, forceful, "Damn it! What the fuck else is going to
go wrong?" He sat in his desk chair and leaned his elbows on the
desk, resting his head in his hands. "Oskia went missing two weeks
ago, Bittersea has managed to evade every single attempt to keep
eyes on him, the entire fucking royal family is dead, and now the
one person who could solve this mess has been captured."

"We'll figure it out," Sobeki said. "We
always do. You were appointed Regent for a reason, and right now
the last thing anyone needs is our last good leader crumbling. You
can do this, Kite, and I'll be here with you every step of the way.
I'm frustrated about Oskia, I admit, but she's neither stupid nor
careless."

Kite laughed. "Not careless? Do we know the
same Oskia, Bek? She's worse than careless: she's reckless. But
you're right in that she's not stupid. I just wish she'd bothered
to talk to us before vanishing to gods alone know where." He sat
back in his chair, resting his chin in one hand. "I'm going to kill
her myself when she returns, I don't care how much you pout at
me."

"I can't say I blame you," Sobeki
replied.

"I'm more concerned Bittersea has dropped off
the edge of the world. That slimeball—"

"Don't get worked up over it. He'll come out
from under his rock eventually. Right now we have to focus on
Cohea. He's the only one who can end this before it turns to full
out war. I wish he'd just told His Majesty to piss off for once in
his life."

"Agreed," Kite muttered. "I still hold faith
he had good reason, but this is exactly what we feared would
happen—and now on top of everything else, we have to root out a
traitor, because only five people knew where he was going. Even his
escort wouldn't have known until they were practically there."

Sobeki leaned against the desk and folded his
arms across his chest. "That does speak to it being someone in his
escort, why they captured him on the return rather than the journey
out. We'll have to see that the only survivor is heavily
investigated. A pity, he seems sincere."

"Yeah, well, so did—"

"Enough. Let's not get ourselves worked up
all over again. The matter is closed; brooding won't help
anything."

"Fine," Kite said bitterly. He wanted nothing
more than to go to bed, especially since he could hear the clock
tolling the magic hour, but there was simply too much work to do,
especially now Cohea had gone and gotten himself captured. Damn
it.

Pushing to his feet, he went to the doors and
spoke to the guards stationed there. "Have someone send for the
Spymaster."

"Yes, Your Highness."

Ugh. Kite couldn't wait for this so-called
secret heir to be found, so he could be rid of this job and never
have to be addressed as 'your highness' ever again. He went to the
table and tea tray, and helped himself to what little was left.
Nearby, Sobeki was staring out windows again while sipping a glass
of pale, honey-gold Cremisio whiskey, famed for being made with the
waters of the dead sea, about the only thing that stretch of ocean
was good for, given it was literally dead, destroyed by horrific
magic that had gone wildly out of control of the stupid mages who'd
used it. According to the experts, the dead sea would not be a
living sea for hundreds of years, if it ever recovered.

He yawned between bites of a cold chicken
sandwich, the tiny, delicate kind always served at meetings like
this, not nearly as filling as the good, big thick ones you could
buy on the streets for a single mil. He was starting to forget how
they tasted, he'd been stuck inside the palace for so long. Until
the heir was firmly established, and he wasn't at constant risk of
assassination himself, he wasn't going anywhere.

At least his prison was as nice as a prison
could be.

He'd just finished the last of the little
sandwiches, stomach still growling for more, when a knock came at
the door. He called for them to enter and rose as Spymaster Quenta
stepped into the room. She was a tall, imposing woman, with
silver-threaded auburn hair pulled back in a braid, a simple black
gown, the sides slit up to the hips to display a gold underskirt,
her only jewelry some gold hoops and the ring on her finger that
marked her station and authority.

"Your Highness, you summoned me?"

"Yes, Quenta, I'm sorry to bother you so
late. We've just received word that Cohea was captured in Terek, on
his journey home. We don't have more details than that, I'm afraid,
though Sobeki has written everything down for you."

"I'll get to work at once," Quenta said, her
gray eyes going hard. Given her acumen, she was likely well ahead
of them on the matter of the traitor who'd sold them out. "It's
just as well you summoned me; I was going to come see you anyway
with my latest report."

Kite bit back a groan. "What's gone wrong
now?"

"It could be nothing; right now we don't have
enough information. Two days ago one of my agents spotted Bittersea
crossing the border into Cremisio. Per standing orders of His
Majesty, we did not intercept him. The agent followed him as far as
Yoor, where she lost him, I'm afraid."

"Well, that's how it always goes with
Bittersea. What is that bastard up to now? Knowing him, he'll show
up right in the middle of this mess at the worst possible moment.
Keep me apprised as best you can, and let me know the moment you
hear anything about Cohea."

"Of course."

She left, and Kite dropped back into his seat
with a groan. "All this, and I have a meeting with the merchant
council first thing in the morning. I'm going to let the assassins
have me, I swear to the gods."

Sobeki laughed. "Then I'd get stuck with it
all, and that's not a very nice thing to do to your little
brother."

"Oh, shut up," Kite said, but smiled. "I
suppose we should go and get some sleep while we can, before
something else goes wrong and I have to work clear through the day
yet again."

Scowling, Sobeki said, "You shouldn't do
that. You can't help Cremisio if you pass out from exhaustion, or
worse, fall over dead from it."

"Well, find the heir or at least some more
people I can actually trust, and I'll gladly take more naps. Come
on, lets—" He stopped as a knock came at the door, groaning at the
urgency of it. "Damn it. Come in!"

This time it was some frantic looking guards,
a mishmash of palace and city. One of them had the marks of a
lieutenant and seemed to be the highest ranking in the bunch, so
Kite summoned her forward. "What's going on?"

"Your Highness, we were making patrols of the
docks when we came across a Terekian who didn't have the
appropriate papers. We investigated further, and what papers he did
have were forged. We took him into custody and brought him to you,
as we have good reason to believe he is actually Lord Lysyken
Fazekas."

"Shit," Sobeki said behind him, the word low
but explosive.

"Bring him to me at once," Kite said, heart
flipping in his chest, stomach churning.

A hostage. They might very well have a
hostage. That changed their negotiating power completely, if it was
true. What in the world was the Fazekas heir doing trying to sneak
around a Cremision port?

The doors opened again a few minutes later,
and the guards hauled in a figure who did not look remotely as Kite
had expected. He'd met Laird Fazekas on two previous occasions, one
a royal banquet, and the other on a journey to attempt peace talks
that had failed miserably because gods forbid the Terekians
compromise on anything.

Kite jerked his head, and the guards left,
leaving the three of them alone. Because of his status, he hadn't
been put in chains, but he had been stripped of his outer layers
and shoes. He had his father's handsome features, but brown eyes
rather than gray, and his stature was slight, almost as waifish as
Sobeki, the red hair trimmed unfashionably short.

In traditional clan fashion, each eyebrow had
two thin vertical lines shaved through them, and below his right
eye were three dark blue vertical lines, a tattoo that denoted
something, but Kite didn't know what. The only tattoos he'd ever
seen pertained to soldiering or travel, and this wasn't one of
those.

Fazekas's clothes were out of place, the kind
of cheap clothes he'd probably never be caught wearing
ordinarily.

What an interesting puzzle this was.

"Sit, Your Lordship," Kite said, and went to
ask that still more tea and food be brought. When it arrived, he
finally took his own seat, Sobeki to his left, Fazekas in the seat
vacated by the soldier just an hour or so ago. "Let's be direct,
shall we? What are you doing here, and why does it look like you
were trying to run away?"

"Because I was," Fazekas said
bitterly. "You should have just let me, because now everything is
going to be an even bigger mess."

Kite's brows rose at that. "Perhaps you
should tell me your tale in full."

"I'm not telling you a damned thing. I may
not have wanted to be home, but I don't want to be here either. I'm
done being everyone's prisoner."

"Then cooperate and be my guest instead."

Fazekas's lips curled in a sneer that would
do his father proud. "I'm young, not stupid. You're going to have
to try a hell of a lot harder than that if you want me to stab my
father, my homeland, in the back."

Kite lifted one brow. "Sounds like you were
already stabbing them in the back with the whole running away from
home bit."

"You don't know anything about it."

"I would if you'd tell me."

That sneer again. Kite wanted to smack it off
his pretty face. "All you want is the same power that everyone else
wants. I'm done playing everyone's stupid games. Or at least I
tried to be done with them. Here I am right back in the damned
mess. You want to take me as hostage and use me to get what you
want from my father and the rest? Fine. I can't stop you. But I'm
sure as hell not going to make it easier for you."

Kite sighed. What in the world had caused so
much anger and resentment to build up in a single person—and so
young too. His details on the Fazekas ruling family were hazy at
best, but the man—boy, really—before him couldn't be more than
twenty at best. "How old are you?"

"Go fuck yourself, Your Highness."

Despite himself, Kite laughed. "I don't know
why I thought the Fazekas heir would be anything but claws and
teeth. I think that's enough for now, hmm? Believe it or not, Your
Lordship, Cremisio has no interest in more power and glory. All we
want is to be left alone, to not constantly feel like a minnow
surrounded by hungry sharks. But it's late, and the circumstances
of your arrival are hardly ideal, so let's call it a night, shall
we? We can resume this discussion tomorrow."

"You say that like I'm allowed an opinion on
the matter," Fazekas said, bitterness etched deeply into the words.
Kite had a growing suspicion that he was seldom allowed an opinion
or voice on anything, and knowing what little he did of Laird
Fazekas, that wasn't really surprising. A man like that would see
his son as just another pawn.

That still didn't explain why Fazekas would
do something as dangerous and stupid as run away, but it was clear
that getting any sort of answer from him would take a great deal
more effort.

Summoning servants and guards, he had them
escort Fazekas to suitable quarters, then closed up the office and
returned with Sobeki to his own suite. "Let's hope tomorrow brings
some good news," he said at his door. "I can't take one more bit of
bad news."

"Everything gets worse before it gets better,
and I think we'll be able to get Fazekas to cooperate with us, no
matter how hostile he is right now. I think that's embarrassment
and wounded pride more than anything. I'd certainly feel stupid and
humiliated if my father's enemies caught me using their port to get
off the continent."

Kite gave him a look. "What in the world
makes you think he'll ever cooperate? He was ready to rip my heart
from my chest with his teeth."

Sobeki laughed. "He was not, you melodramatic
brat. Anyway, those marks on his cheek—those are the marks of a
Master Historian. I've never seen someone earn those marks so
young. The average age for that achievement is forty, thirty-five
at best. He's smart, Kite, and more importantly, he's probably
damned good at seeing the bigger picture—more so than his father,
I'd think. So give it time, and be your sweet self, and we'll have
him cooperating in no time."

"My sweet self. You've lost your mind. I'm
going to bed."

"Good. You really do need the rest. I'm going
to do a bit of reading, then go to bed myself. I'll see you at
breakfast."

Kite hugged him and bid him goodnight, then
slipped into his room and locked the door behind him. Sighing, he
heaved himself across the room to the waiting bath, pressing the
charms carved into the front end of the tub so the water would
reheat. When it was steaming, he stripped off his clothes and
climbed in, groaning as the heat and the salts immediately set to
soothing the tensions of another long day.

When he finally grew too hot and sleepy to
stay in the water, he climbed out, dried off, and pulled on the
robe a servant had left to warm near the fire. At his writing desk,
a clerk had left his schedule for the following day. Meetings,
meetings, and more meetings, interspersed with lunches and teas and
garden parties that were just fancier meetings.

There was also a stack of papers that
required signing, but he was too tired to look at them. Setting it
all aside, he discarded his robe and climbed into bed, snuffing
candles and lamps as he went, until only the crackling fire in the
fireplace was left to cast soft light across the room.

He rolled over, tossed and turned, never
entirely able to get comfortable, though it was his mind more than
his body that wouldn't settle. A month now he'd been Regent. A
month since the royal family had been horrifically murdered, left
to drown in their own blood from a poison that turned their insides
to mush. If there was a more terrifying way to die, Kite never
wanted to know it.

On that pleasant thought, he finally drifted
off to sleep.
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Bittersea tried to limit his attachments, his
weaknesses, but at least privately he couldn't deny he'd missed
Cremisio. The world was a beautiful, fascinating, lucrative place,
but there really was no place like home.

It was also much easier to get lost in the
crowd here, where he knew the customs and mannerisms instinctively,
rather than constantly having to recall them.

He stepped off the boat and weighed his
options. Food first. Next, he'd secure transportation. Then
supplies. After that, he could finally rest. Tomorrow came the real
work: traveling across Cremisio to the best starting point he could
think of for what he needed: the Lindquist Estate, on the tidal
island that was also named after the family that owned it.

After the monarch, Cremisio was looked after
by the four Great Houses, nigh legendary in their status and power
for all they'd once done to make Cremisio a kingdom in its own
right, six generations ago now.

The House of Beltres, the Great Sharks.
Amusingly, fire magic had always run strong in the line, the only
exception being the current heir, Lady Oskia Pakier, who'd wound up
with something far more unusual and interesting. Currently led by
Lady Tsira Pakier, though rumor had it she never left the family
estate anymore, and Oskia would soon take her place as
matriarch.

The House of Havenstrite, the Stingrays.
Their magic had always been a mixed bag, especially since the
current heir and spare were adopted. Lord Kite Myre, the heir, had
no magic, and Lord Sobeki had the dubious gift of spirit walking.
They were both sanctimonious, know-it-all little brats, but they
were keeping everything from completely falling apart, if current
whispers had any truth to them.

The House of Lindquist, once known as the
Divine Storm, a dying house now, with only a sole member of the
family remaining: Lord Cohea Szelis, the self-righteous ass known
for refusing to ever act dishonorably, while also being as crafty
as a fox. Counter to the strong wind and water magics that had
always run through his family line, Lindquist had none at all.

The House of Kuluris, the dead house, once
known as the Monsters in the Deep, their family crest a black beast
with countless tentacles and blood red eyes. The only surviving
heir was a man exiled for murdering the rest of the family and then
taking up murder as a professional calling. No one yet knew what
would become of Kuluris, those once named Bittersea for their dark
and bloody ties to the tragedy that was now the Dead Sea.

Bittersea smirked and went in search of food.
He settled several minutes later on a bench in front of a
ramshackle street vendor's cart, eating a bowl of vinegared rice
with strips of buttery white raw fish. That was another good thing
about being home: the food. Even heartless assassins enjoyed a good
meal.

When he was done, he returned the bowl to the
cart and headed off, bound for the bustling heart of the market
area that was Yoor's primary source of income. Any ship with even
half decent cargo stopped here, and there wasn't a merchant alive
who didn't do their damnedest to have a presence here. The only
cities in Cremisio more affluent were Cremins, the royal capital,
located at the north end of the isthmus, and Ketar, located at the
south end.

Bittersea, however, was bound for the east,
the city of Faldisio. From there, to a quaint fishing town on an
island an hour or so off the coast. From that point he would
have to hire one of the fishing boats to take him out to Lindquist
Island, as this time of year the land path was deep beneath the
sea, and wouldn't be usable again until the storm season was
past.

A long way to go, danger on all sides, and
not much time to accomplish his goal.

Which wasn't, contrary to whatever Fazekas
thought he was paying for, to find Lindquist's stupid Bonded. That
was a waste of time; Lindquist's insufferable honor would never
permit him to bond to someone who wasn't just as willing to die as
him. If Fazekas thought that Lindquist and his Bonded would do
anything but declare their love before dying together with their
secret intact, Fazekas didn't understand the Fox of Cremisio nearly
as well as he thought.

So Bittersea was going to put his efforts
toward finding the heir, as Lindquist had been infuriatingly closed
mouth about it, exactly as His Majesty had hoped.

All foxes had a den, though, and dens held
secrets. Bittersea had found Lindquist's secrets before, and he'd
find them again. Too bad this one wouldn't be nearly as
interesting.

Before he could look for secrets, though, he
needed to secure transport for the first stage of the journey.
Thankfully, money provided solutions to every problem.

Well, almost every.

It took him just over an hour, and trying
seven different options, but finally Bittersea secured passage with
a transport hauling soda ash to glassmakers in Faldisio. It didn't
hurt he wore armor and carried knives. Many of them, though he
really only needed two to resolve a problem, when that problem
couldn't be resolved with money.

Two problems down, two left to go. Supplies
and a room for the night.

He started with the room, securing something
at a passable place nearby. Extra coin got him a clean bed in a
room he didn't have to share, breakfast, and a hot bath once he
returned.

With that addressed, it was time to replenish
his supplies. He started with food, and a new waterskin to replace
his current one, which hadn't fared well on the journey back to
Cremisio.

Next up was a glove shop, to have his current
pair repaired, and damn the stupid sailor who'd damaged them. He
left the general goods shop, bell tinkling as he left, grimacing
slightly against the bracing wind that rushed by him.

Soon winter would make most travel
impossible. Winter bit hard in the area known broadly as Camara,
which included Kenten and Terek to the north, Cremisio in the
middle, and Everage and Boltane to the south, the quartet at the
heart of two continents, and Cremisio the only safe and reliable
way for many to travel between them, as the Dead Sea made traveling
by sea along the west edge of the continents impossible, and to the
east was a very limited range of coastline, the rest of it
impassable because of mountains, glaciers, rocky shorelines with
more than a hundred ships already claimed, and all the way to the
northeast of Boltane was a volcano, making going anywhere near
there a fool's game.

That left the narrow sea passage that led to
Cremisio, and from there merchants and more could reach the whole
of two continents.

"Buy a lantern for Endless Night, pretty
sir?" a raspy voice said.

Bittersea glanced at the merchant, slowing
his step.

She sat on a stool behind the counter of her
stall, which was packed with softly glowing lanterns in a rainbow
of colors. Mage lights, that particular glow could come from
nothing else, and the lanterns themselves ranged from cheap paper
all the way to enameled glass. They were a common sight during
Endless Night, that time of year when winter settled hard and the
sun could not be bothered to rise, and the twin moons, small and
insignificant, did not provide sufficient light in its stead.

Constantly keeping candles and fires going
that long grew expensive, and was flat out impossible for most. So
they bought mage lights or hired a mage to install the lights
directly in their homes, and survived three months of unending dark
surrounded by softly glowing rainbows.

Bittersea flipped her a coin. "I'll buy one
for Shatar."

"Her Blessing be upon you," the woman said as
she deftly caught the coin and tucked it away.

Bittersea continued on until he reached the
first glove shop that looked worth his time. The place smelled of
leather and glove oil, another good sign, with several display
pairs set out, and racks of fabric options for customer
perusal.

"Can I help you, good sir?" a man asked as he
came from the back.

"I need a pair of gloves repaired, if
possible. I'm leaving first thing tomorrow, so it needs to be done
quickly. I'll pay what's necessary."

The man settled a pair of spectacles on his
nose, hooking the arms behind his ears. "Let's see these gloves
then."

Bittersea pulled his gloves from his pocket
and set them on the counter. They were made of black dragon
leather, imported from Randamar, fingerless and tightly fitted, but
flexible enough that wearing them was like wearing a second
skin.

"These are beautiful," the man said, making a
soft, approving noise as he took in the maker's stamp inside the
right glove. He carefully examined where a nasty barbed fishhook
had caught and torn the back, right by the thumb, all the way up to
slice open the first finger hole.

Bittersea had never wanted to pitch somebody
overboard so badly in his life. He was a murderer, but he didn't
kill idly or casually, that was his one rule. That stupid sailor
had come very close to being his first breaking of it.

Setting the gloves down, the man said, "I can
fix it. One senar and they'll be good as new by dawn."

"Perfect. I'll return at dawn then. Good day,
sir." He set the requested senar on the counter and left, back into
the dusk and increasingly frigid air.

He hadn't gotten halfway to his inn when he
noticed the shadow in the alleyway. Either Fazekas was attempting
to have him watched, which seemed unlikely, or another one of
Quenta's precious lackeys was attempting to follow him.

Bittersea weighed his options and settled on
ignoring the problem for now. What were they going to learn? That
he was going to bed? He would have noticed if they'd found him
sooner, so they had no way of knowing who to ask about where he was
going. So what if they did?

No, there was nothing for them to learn, no
way they could ruin his plans, and so they were best ignored.

If they proved to be more of a problem, he'd
deal with them then.

Once he reached the inn, Bittersea arranged
food, tea, and his bath, then headed upstairs to his room, taking
the supplies he'd had sent on, which were waiting for him at the
counter.

In his room, he set all his packages and bags
aside, then went and finally sat. Oh, to be home again, in
front of a fire with not a single problem to deal with, delightful
though it always was to have blood to spill. Even heartless
assassins needed a damned break every now and then.

Once the bath was ready, he locked and barred
the door and window, placed knives around the room so he was ready
no matter what might happen, and only then finally sat down to
remove his boots. Like the gloves, they were made of dragon
leather, the insides lined with gryphon fur that had been dyed
black.

Next went his sheaths, strapped to his
thighs, his belt, and across his shoulder blades. More still were
at his wrists and in his boots and tunic, a long winter-weight
piece that fell to just past his knees, dyed dark blue and trimmed
in dark gray fur along the bottom, the cuffs, and the collar.
Beneath that was a gray undertunic for additional warmth, enough
that he wouldn't need a cumbersome cloak quite yet.

After all that was out of the way, his pants
and underclothes went quickly. His hair, the blue-black that had
always run in his family, was cut too short for anyone to be able
to grab it, but not entirely gone, as he didn't want to look like a
recently released prisoner.

Completely bare, he traced the lines of his
tattoo where they crossed at his chest: two one-eyed snakes, the
first dark blue with a red eye, the second black with a white eye.
Takar and Tamar, the gods of death and dreaming, their remaining
eyes forever watching over the night sky. Takar twined up from his
left leg, Tamar from his right, wrapping around his chest until
their heads came to rest on his shoulders.

The only items he didn't remove were his
jewelry, because if something went egregiously wrong while he was
at his weakest, and he had to abandon his belongings, most of the
jewelry could be sold. The rest, like his signet, had other
purposes.

Sliding into the tub, he set one of his
knives beside it, out of sight of any unexpected visitors. Three
days to Faldisio, twice that if the weather turned against them or
they ran into significant trouble. Another day or so to the fishing
village, Venta or something. From there, mere hours.

Bittersea scrubbed clean and heaved out of
the water, wrapping himself in a robe that had been left before
going to examine the food that had arrived. Roasted chicken in
bittersweet sauce, rice balls made with bonito, seaweed, and sesame
seeds, and steamed vegetables and a dish of pickles, tart and
crunchy, to balance everything else.

Highly unlikely to be poisoned, but he ate
slowly and carefully at first, until he was well past the danger
for the most common poisons. Anything more exotic would have
altered the flavor of the food.

Which reminded him of another little side
quest: he didn't yet know what poison had killed the royal family.
He most definitely wanted to know. Needed to know. Poison
was unsatisfying as a way to kill, but it had its uses all the
same, and the one that had killed the royal family was simply
fascinating. Whatever it was had destroyed their internal
organs, turned their bodies into mush, drowning them in their own
blood. Delightful. Obviously tragic and whatnot, but he
wanted to know that poison.

When he was finished eating, he dressed and
settled in bed with a book whose owner didn't yet know it was
missing. Once he did notice, he was going to be far from
pleased, which was most of the reason Bittersea had taken it at
all.

As exhaustion finally started to win out,
even over the delightful contents of his stolen book, he tucked it
away in his satchel, snuffed the lamp by his bed, and pulled up the
blankets.

He was almost asleep when the window rattled.
Wind? No, too purposeful. Someone was testing it. Naturally they
showed up after he got all warm and comfortable. Would they
just go away, back to skulking like they were supposed to?

There was always somebody seeking stupidly to
be the hero, and killing the greatest killer in Cremisio was a fine
diamond for the jewelry case.

Stifling a sigh, Bittersea retrieved one of
his knives and slid out of bed, creeping soundlessly to the window,
and pulling the bar right as someone pressed against it a third
time—sending the fool tumbling into the room.

This had to be someone new, or
desperate, or both.

Bittersea lunged, snatching the stupid
bastard up, shoving him up against the open window, and sliding a
knife into his gut, twisting it slightly for good measure. As the
color drained from his face, and horrified realization filled his
eyes, Bittersea yanked the knife out and covered the man's face
with one hand, dumping magic into him and muffling his scream at
the same time.

As the man slumped against him, body
trembling, choked sobs filling the space around them, Bittersea
yanked him up by the hair and spoke against his ear. "Next time I
won't be so nice. Keep your distance like you've been told. Now run
along and report to Quinta like a good little lackey." He shoved
the dumbass out the window, watching as he landed roughly on the
stones below and slowly stood up, clutching his stomach and limping
away from the inn with a backward glance that caught the moonlight
and bared his fear.

Bittersea pulled the window shut, barred it
again, and cleaned his knife before going back to bed.

This time, he managed to sleep, and didn't
wake again until the chiming of the First Prayer bells. Climbing
out of bed, he packed up his things, scattered knives included, and
dressed in the same clothes he'd worn previously, which still
looked and smelled clean, especially after airing out overnight.
The only change he made was to add a fur-trimmed and lined wrap
around his head, offering warmth and a measure of discreetness,
though Quinta's people were usually good enough not to be misled by
such a basic, nigh childish ruse.

Snow was falling as he stepped out onto the
street, not really surprising, given yesterday's clouds and cold.
Still, he'd hoped to beat the foul weather, or at least get farther
before it hit. Secrets had waited this long, though, they could
hopefully wait a few extra days more. They would have to.

He skimmed the streets as he walked, but no
little spies made themselves known. At so early an hour, when only
lamplighters, shopkeeps, and food vendors were about, it would be
foolish to be visible at all. Still, the dumbass had tried to
murder him in his room last night by breaking through a barred
window.

A single light was lit in the glove maker's
shop, and the bell didn't ring as he entered. The man from the day
before appeared from the back anyway, and smiled in greeting,
though he still had that rumpled, distant look of those who were
not good at mornings.

"Fair morning," the man greeted.

"The same to you," Bittersea replied.

"Your gloves are finished, as promised.
Repaired, cleaned, and reoiled against the weather." His eyes
flicked to the window. "My knees tell me this year is going to be
particularly bad."

Everyone's joints said that every year, but
Bittersea had only seen it be true once, when he was fifteen or so.
"Let's hope your knees are lying," was all he said in reply though,
as the man set the gloves on the counter.

Bittersea picked them up, examined them
thoroughly, admiring the obvious effort that had gone into making
them as close to new as it was possible to get. "They're perfect.
Thank you. Your day be blessed." He laid an additional coin on the
counter, nodded at the man's replies, and departed, pulling the
gloves on as he went.

In the market pavilion, he quickly found his
ride amidst all the carts and caravans headed out that day. They'd
cram the road for a few miles outside the city, then thin out as
they took various branching roads. Bandits and other trouble likely
wouldn't start plaguing them until tomorrow, but it never paid to
get careless.

The man in charge grunted as he saw
Bittersea. "On time. Good. You want to ride caribou or sword?"

"Sword." He'd be far more useful on the cart,
next to the driver, rather than working from 'caribou' at the
back.

"Stow your bags there, by that trunk. I
suggest you secure breakfast and lunch because we won't be stopping
until dusk. Dinner is covered."

Bittersea signaled he understood with a
flippant salute. Thankfully, he didn't have to go far to find food
vendors. He'd already secured food for the rest of the journey, but
was more than happy to start with fresh food today. He bought
several rice balls to eat for lunch, then bought two small loaves
of bread, one with a savory, spicy black bean filling, the other
with a sweet red bean filling, and a waxed paper cup of fish
chowder before returning to the cart.

By the time it departed, he'd finished the
soup, tucking the bread away to eat a little later, knives at the
ready as they made to cross the narrow, but treacherous stretch
that was the very center of Cremisio.
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I'm dying.

Oskia had burned the note just seconds after
reading those two short, devastating words, but they were engraved
in her mind. How could they not be? Her mother was the one who'd
written them.

Her mother, who'd been in perfect health when
Oskia had seen her just over a month ago.

The note had come in the dead of night,
practically right behind the murder of the royal family.

To say the timing was troubling…

Sobeki and Kite would never forgive her for
just vanishing on them, but she wasn't yet comfortable telling
anyone, not even them, where she was headed. Why she was headed
there. Not until she could resolve the fear turning her heart and
stomach into knots.

Please, Holy Shatar, let her be wrong. Let
her be paranoid, crafted that way by too many years at court.

Of course the damnable snow started to fall
just days into her journey, and it had not really let up since,
occasionally turning to sleet just to keep things infuriating.

By the time she reached the Beltres Estate on
the northwestern shores of Cremisio, just a two-day ride from the
border with Terek, she was frozen, exhausted, and wound so tight
she was likely to break if one more thing went wrong.

She paused outside the house to restore the
special dark lenses that covered her eyes whenever she was anywhere
but out in the dead of night, protecting them from the harsh light
she'd been born unable to tolerate.

Witch Eyes were one of the rarest magics, the
ability to see clearly in the night, to see and see past things
that fooled ordinary eyes. Illusion magic did not work on her, nor
did obfuscation and invisibility. She saw too much, even when she
didn't want to. Light, however, was anathema. Direct light could
leave her blind for hours if it were more than a handful of
seconds, and prolonged exposure would blind her permanently.

In her worst moods, she thought that might be
a blessing.

Armed against the light, she dropped her
caribou off at the stable behind the house before heading inside
via the side entrance most often used by family and friends,
eschewing the formal front entrance.

Thankfully, the staff there was clearly
expecting her, though she'd sent no notice that she was coming,
because they had a blazing fire, a warm brandy, and fresh clothes
awaiting her, along with a steaming bath they put right there in
the peach parlor.

Stripping off her clothes, she climbed
quickly into the bath, groaning as the wonderful heat soaked into
her tired body. Her balls just might thaw after all. Fuck, she
hated winter.

The door opened with a soft click, and she
turned to see her mother's maid. "Would you like help with your
hair, milady?"

"I would deeply appreciate that, Carla, thank
you." Oskia shifted in the tub to lie so her hair was easily
accessible, sighing in satisfaction at Carla's soothing touch as
she set to work. Oskia had been in such a hurry when she'd left,
she hadn't had time to do more than shove her hair into a bun and
wrap it in silk before bolting out the door.

Now, Carla washed it, dried it, and then
applied the various lotions and creams that would keep it soft, the
curls springy and distinct instead of a frizzy mess. Once she was
done, Oskia climbed from the bath and dried off with the towel
Carla handed her, then applied an apple-scented lotion to her skin,
the same dark, red-toned brown as her mother's.

Which brought her thoughts right back to the
whole reason she was there. Carla helped her into a red and black
dressing robe, then bowed and departed, leaving Oskia alone with
her food and thoughts. One of those was infinitely more appealing
than the other.

Given the late hour, her mother would be long
asleep, and there was no point in waking her up, no matter how much
Oskia wanted to do so.

Instead she finished her food, leaving the
tray for servants to take away later when they cleaned the room,
and went upstairs to her bedroom, where a fire had been laid and
the meager belongings she'd brought along had been put away
already. Shatar bless amazing servants.

Picking up the bag that contained her
needlecraft work, Oskia sat in the window seat she had loved so
much as a child and loved the same now, and pulled out the
cross-stitch she'd been working diligently on for the past month.
It was intended to be a gift, though with everything that was
happening, she doubted it would be ready in time for the birthday
it was intended for.

Only time would tell.

She worked until her eyes could no longer
focus and she screwed up a row of stitches twice. Tucking it all
away again, she stripped off her dressing robe, climbed into bed,
and was asleep within moments.
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When she woke, the wind was howling and the
world was white. Well, she definitely wouldn't be returning home
anytime soon. Kite and Sobeki were going to kill her.
Nothing she could do about it right now, though, as even the best
messengers wouldn't be able to make it through this, even if they
were available.

So she got dressed for the day in a dark blue
gown trimmed in white fur at the bottom, the hips, the sleeves, and
collar. The bodice was one she'd embroidered herself in
poinsettias, a flower not remotely native to her home but that
she'd seen once in a hothouse and had adored. She arranged her hair
into buns high on either side of her head, wrapping the bases with
silver charms depicting poinsettias, wrapped her eyes in gauzy dark
blue fabric, and finally headed out to face her mother.

Down in the dining room, however, her mother
wasn't there. She must be bedridden. "Where is Her Ladyship?"

"In bed. She requested you come and see her
after you had breakfast."

"Very well." Fighting the urge to simply
abandon breakfast and go straight up, Oskia sat at the place
already laid out for her. A servant arrived just moments later with
a full breakfast: a bowl of rice, smoked fish that had been quickly
grilled before serving, a bowl of soup made from fermented
soybeans, steamed spinach, and a fluffy, savory-sweet omelet. All
of it accompanied by a smooth green tea flavored with jasmine.

It was the kind of meal that said
home, and made her sad all over again. In the city, she
spent most of her time at the palace with Sobeki and Kite, eating
whatever the royal kitchens served, which varied wildly from local
cuisine to popular foreign dishes They served homier dishes on
occasion, but they were never as good as the ones here. Or
nostalgia just made her heavily biased.

When she was finished, she thanked the
servants and headed off through the house, up the stairs that still
creaked in the same place, past the paintings of long-dead
ancestors that had never moved from their spots, petting the head
of the owl statue on the first landing, worn smooth and shiny by
decades of people doing the same.

On the second floor, she turned left and
headed down the hall to the master suite at the end. She knocked on
the door and opened it after waiting a moment.

Inside, the room was dark, save for the
roaring fire that did not entirely manage to beat back the cold,
only mellow it some. Her mother sat in the enormous bed she'd once
shared with her husband, dead now these past ten years, killed in a
stupid hunting accident that never would have happened if he and
his so-called friends hadn't insisted on doing it drunk.

"Oskia," her mother said. "I'm so sorry, my
dear. I never meant for this to happen."

Oskia crossed the enormous room—and stopped,
nearly screaming, as she finally got a good look at her mother.

Her hair was gone. Her skin had lost all its
color, ashen and pale, like she was already a corpse. Her head and
hands were discolored, covered in lesions and sores, the tips of
her fingers almost looking rotted, the nails strangely distorted.
"Mother, what in Shatar's name—!"

"Sit down, my darling," her mother said
quietly, voice thin and scratchy. "I'm glad you made it; I do not
think I'll live much longer. I am sorry. You deserved better
parents than you got. I'm glad you turned out so beautifully
despite our failings. You will be a good matriarch."

"You should still be our matriarch!" Oskia
said, fighting tears. "What happened." She reached out to
take her mother's hand.

"No," her mother said sharply. "Do not touch
me. I do not even like you too close to me. I wasn't meant to get
sick too, but I did anyway somehow. I won't let the same happen to
you. When I die, see I am burned, so no one and nothing else is
poisoned by me. Understand?"

"I understand," Oskia said, voice
hitching.

"As to what happened, I think you have
already guessed. You were always too smart for your own good."

The tears finally broke free, running down
her cheeks to get lost in the fur at her neck. "You killed the
royal family. Why, Mother?"

"The table there."

"What?" When her mother repeated the words,
Oskia rose and went to the indicated table, sitting to read the
voluminous stack of papers set before her—mostly correspondence,
but also drafts of contracts, constructions plans, and other bits
of paperwork.

By the time she finished reading it all, she
was shaking with anger. She turned to her mother—and the paperwork
slipped free as she realized her mother had fallen asleep, but did
not look well or restful at all.

No, she very much looked like she would not
be waking up again. "Mama, no!" Oskia rushed over to the bed, anger
momentarily forgotten, and reached for her mother's hand before
remembering the sharp admonition not to touch her.

She started crying again, sitting by the bed
listening as her mother's breathing grew increasingly strained, as
she moaned and whimpered in her sleep.

As she drew her last, rattling breath, and
then breathed no more. Fighting sobs, Oskia sat with her mother a
last few minutes, then went to see to the grim duty of disposing of
the body. Her mother was gone. What remained was an empty shell.
Time to act like the new Matriarch of the House of Beltres.

Oh, Shatar. Her siblings. She would have to
contact Vanna and Borren at school and tell them. Messengers, she
would send special messengers to tell them, rather than force them
to learn it through dry, heartless text. Something to arrange when
she was back at the palace.

She stood aside as servants filed in to pay
their respects one by one, ending with the chatelaine and three
footmen who wrapped her in the blankets she'd died in, put the body
on a stretcher, and carried her away.

Oskia lingered to wash her face and fix her
hair into something nicer, then returned to her room to pull on
suitable boots and grab a cloak and gloves. She swapped her gauze
for the lenses and finally headed out.

Beyond the backside of the manor was a field
where servants had clearly spent days preparing a pyre and ensuring
there would be access to it at all times, erecting coverage for a
walkway, casting down salt to keep a large circle free of snow,
with braziers all around to further help… and in the middle of the
circle was the pyre. The smell of the lighting fluid was pungent,
drowning out the far sweeter smell of the dried wood meticulously
arranged to burn strong for hours.

Once the body had been laid and the fires
set, Oskia sang the song of mourning, a prayer and pleas that
Shatar carry her mother away to join her in the Court of the
Endless Seas Beneath Eternal Starlight. Normally bodies were cast
to the ocean, to better reach that sacred land, but this had been
her mother's final wish, and so it would be done.

Later, when her siblings could come home,
they would cast the ashes into the ocean, and their mother would at
last truly rest in peace.

"Everyone inside," she said as she finished
singing. "My mother would not want anyone to risk breathing in the
toxins that killed her." When they lingered, she turned sharply on
her heel and strode back to the house, compelling the others to
follow her. Brushing off snow in the kitchen so she wouldn't track
it through the rest of the house, she said, "I will be in the
study. Could someone please bring me the papers my mother left on
the table in her room? I'd also appreciate a pot of tea, black.
Thank you."

She removed her boots at the doorway leading
from the kitchen to the rest of the house, gratified to see that
someone had already placed soft house boots there for her to change
into. Removing her gloves and cloak, she finally headed for the
study.

It smelled of cinnamon and cloves from the
pot of fragrance oil on the credenza opposite the door. The whole
room was done in warm golds and reds, with accents of dark cream
and brown, a warm and inviting room where she and her mother had
spent countless hours.

Where she would spend countless more alone
now.

Those first hours would be spent trying to
figure out why in the fuck the late king had been selling
them out to Kenten. Cremisio had fought for years, for decades, for
centuries to be left alone and independent. Now he was
trying to cozy up with Kenten, reduce them to little more than
puppetry?

She could not blame her mother for
assassinating the bastard anymore, though she hated the whole
family had needed to die right alongside him.

The rest would fall to her, starting with
finding this stupid secret heir and making sure they never took the
throne. No heir, no marriage, no deal with Kenten.

Did Kite and Sobeki know about this? No, they
would have mentioned it already, told her and Cohea and… gone
through with it? Probably. She, however, was not about to tolerate
the mess. Even if it cost her everything.

Hopefully, one day, Sobeki and Kite would
forgive her. Cohea never would, she didn't even bother hoping for
that. Cohea was too much of an honorable, unbending ass to forgive
a betrayal like this, even if she was doing it for all the right
reasons. She might even be able to live with Kite's hate, though it
would kill her. Sobeki, though…

Best not to think about it. She'd made her
choice there anyway.

First things first, though. She was now
Matriarch of Beltres. There were papers that needed to be signed,
announcements to send out, and she would have to arrange for a
death certificate, even though circumstances had made properly
obtaining one impossible. Still, there was little that money and
power could not obtain.

Lists, lists, lists. She needed to make
lists.

As she was drawing out paper to do so, the
door opened, and a servant came in bearing the requested tea, along
with food Oskia hadn't asked for but which was appreciated.

Behind her came Carloth, the chatelaine who
oversaw the manor and lands. She approached the desk and set a
gleaming silver salver at the edge of it. "For you, Lady
Beltres."

"Thank you," Oskia replied, eyes stinging
anew. Lady Beltres. Not Lady Oskia. This day was always going to
come, but she'd stupidly thought it would not be for at least
another decade.

When she was once again alone, Oskia drew the
salver closer. On it was the official ring of the House of Beltres,
which she slid onto the middle finger of her left hand, right next
to the ruby ring that had been gifted to her years ago and which
she treasured deeply.

Next were the master keys to the house, hung
on a wrought iron keyring that had passed through every generation
of Beltres since their inception. Her mother had worn them on a
girdle of silver circle links. Oskia would be giving that to her
little sister, Vanna, who had always adored it. She had more than
enough girdles of her own, Shatar knew.

The final item on the salver was another key,
this one always kept separate from the ring of master keys.
Dangling from it was a dark gray tassel and a silver charm,
slightly tarnished, in the shape of an enormous shark. A Great
Shark, one of the fiercest predators in the ocean and the crest of
Beltres.

This key was to the treasury vault in the
hidden basement. Normally it was kept in a secret safe in this very
study. Why had her mother taken it out?

The back of Oskia's neck prickled. There was
a message here. Scooping up the key, she slammed back a cup of
too-hot tea and then strode from the study, wending her way through
the house, into the kitchen and through to the pantry, where she
unlocked the door to the wine cellar.

Down in the dark and damp, she removed her
glasses and tucked them away. There were lanterns nearby, and
there'd be sconces in the cellar proper, but Oskia had never needed
light to see.

At the back of the wine cellar, she pushed at
a set of shelves holding small casks of brandy and cordials, set on
hidden rails that allowed it to easily move out of the way. Behind
them was revealed a heavy door, wood with iron bands across it,
difficult to move and impossible to break through in a reasonable
amount of time.

Unlocking it, Oskia then pressed her shoulder
to it and leaned all of her weight, forcing the door to move
slowly, bit by bit, until it was finally open enough for her to
pass.

Inside was the wealth of many lifetimes,
irreplaceable treasures that Beltres guarded fiercely.

In pride of place was an enormous stone
table, made in this room and impossible to move out of it. The back
half of it was stacked with various boxes and chests, scrolls in
treated leather cases. The front half was kept clear and covered in
a felt mat to lay things out when they were being examined or
used.

Right then, there was a long, narrow box set
in the middle of the clear space. A box carved all over with an
ocean motif, the center of the top taken up by an enormous shark
with teeth bared. The Great Shark of Beltres.

She'd only ever heard of this box, never seen
it. Family legend was that it had been lost when a ship sank two
generations ago. The loss had been devastating. How… how was it
here? Had it not been lost after all? Why had someone lied?

Oskia couldn't take this. The alarming
message from her mother. The abrupt death of her mother. The king's
attempted betrayal of his own fucking kingdom. Now the long-lost
family sword had abruptly reappeared.

Taking a deep breath, she let it out slowly
and approached the table, running a hand over the box, tracing the
shark focal point. Given the pristine condition, she doubted this
box had ever been anywhere near the ocean, let alone lost in
it.

Flipping the latches, she pushed the lid up
and back, leaving it to thump against the table, muted slightly by
the protective velvet cover.

A beautiful cutlass lay in a bed of black
velvet, the steel shimmering ever so faintly, like it had pearl
dust deep in its depths. The blade was etched with wave-like
swirls, a shark that gleamed when the light struck it just so.
She'd expected a hilt shaped like shark, just to continue with the
aggressive theming, but it was simple, dark-stained wood wrapped in
strips of dark blue leather. The pommel looked to be bone of some
sort, and from it dangled a tassel and several small charms, one of
them, of course, a shark.

She closed the lid, took the box with her,
and restored the hiding spot before returning to the study.
Her study.

Setting the sword on the credenza, she
returned the vault key to the hidden safe before finally sitting
behind her desk again.

Pulling out paper, she made out her many to
do lists, drinking two cups of tea before she was finished.

When that was done, she started on the first
task: writing proper letters to her siblings, to be delivered by
the messengers who would carry the news of their mother's passing.
Probably for the best they were away at school, though they would
not think so, and she couldn't blame them.

Once that heartbreaking duty was attended,
she moved on to the next task, steadily working through her lists,
until a servant came to announce dinner was ready.
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A successful escape was going to require
several things: food, supplies, proper clothing, weapons, and most
crucial, enough time to actually make the escape. Each one of those
things was more impossible than the last.

The first step was complacency. The less
trouble Cohea was, the more bored the guards became. This place was
cold and dreary, and there was nothing for them to do but gossip,
drink, play cards, and watch him. If he made that last one
unbearably boring, they'd do more of the other three, and that was
half his battle won.

Unfortunately, he still needed to work on the
other components.

Food he sort of had, hoarding anything that
would keep for several days: smoked meats and cheese, mostly, and
also bread, as the damn tower was cold enough to keep it basically
frozen if he kept it near some of the draftier holes. The only
trick there was making sure the guards never noticed it, but as
long as he remained boring, they wouldn't bother to give his cell
more than a cursory look whenever they came to empty his
pisspot.

That left proper clothing, supplies, and
weapons. The only way he'd get any of that was to take them off
guards on his way out. There was also the matter of transportation,
but if he had to go on foot, he would.

So Cohea watched, staring out the window,
doing his level best to look bored out of his mind. The guards were
minimal; this keep wasn't one Fazekas used often. Another small
thing in his favor.

The other was that none of the guards wanted
to be out in the cold, and Fazekas didn't pay them enough to do
their job well. So they did minimal patrols every hour, sometimes
every two if they knew Fazekas was asleep or away. So leaving in
the dead of night, when Fazekas was asleep and the guards were
slacking was his best bet.

So all he needed to do was break out of his
room, capture a guard and relieve him of everything, and run away
without anyone noticing and hopefully giving himself at least a one
hour window, ideally two.

He'd overcome worse, but the matter was still
fairly bleak.

Meals came in the morning and night, roughly
around prayer times and in the midst of rounds, but they were
hardly punctual. Eat his last meal, wait for everyone to go to
sleep or slack off, and go.

Next challenge: getting the door open. He
could use a ploy to get someone to open the door, or jump them when
they came to inspect and change out his pisspot, but that ran the
risk of them calling for reinforcements. No, he'd have to pick the
lock somehow, or break it and hope the noise didn't alarm anyone,
which was more of a gamble than he wanted to take.

The only thing he had working in his favor on
that point was that the keep was old and the locks less than
impressive. Still, he couldn't break it until he had something to
break it with.

One problem at a time.

At least he didn't have to worry about anyone
finding his Bonded. Cohea looked at his ring, then balled his hand
into a fist and let it drop. On the surface, the matter was so
simple: break free, get back home, reveal the heir.

In reality, the task was monumental, and he
didn't even want to think about how many people were going to try
to find the heir on their own. Only one person stood a chance of
figuring it out via Cohea, but there were other means.

He drew a deep breath and let it out
slowly.

At least he could count on his friends to
stay put. Kite was serving as regent, and Sobeki would never leave
his side. Oskia would never leave them unprotected, especially
Sobeki.

Thinking of his oldest friends made him
smile, and then all he felt was lonely and tired. It would be nice
to focus on something other than the problems of the kingdom. The
problems would always be there, but he wouldn't mind if someone
else stepped up to see to most of them and let him have some of his
life back.

That was, unfortunately, something he
couldn't address until this latest mess was fixed. Which he
couldn't do until he got free, putting him right back where he'd
started.

Cohea sighed and went to the window again,
pulling back the blanket he'd turned into an improvised
tapestry—and drew up short to see the courtyard was filled with
what seemed almost every soldier in the keep. At their center was
Fazekas, movements jerky, angry, but sadly the wind wasn't working
to Cohea's favor, so what he was angry about remained a
mystery.

When he'd finished yelling at everyone,
Fazekas swung up into the saddle of his overly enormous caribou,
which seemed more a matter of show than practicality. Well, it was
his neck. Hopefully, he broke it.

Fazekas and at least thirty soldiers rode
out, leaving roughly half the force behind—assuming, of course,
that Cohea's rough estimates of their numbers were correct.
Interesting, interesting. What would provoke Fazekas to leave so
abruptly and angrily? Something had gone very, very wrong. It
chafed that Cohea had no idea what, and therefore no idea how to
use it to his favor.

He could certainly use Fazekas's absence,
though. When the domineering asshole master was away, the guards
relaxed from the lack of stress. When the cat's away, a
sultry memory purred in his voice, the mice will play.

The fox will play, Cohea had
replied.

Then play.

Smiling faintly, he abandoned the window and
returned to the door, tugging at it experimentally. Maybe he was
looking at this the wrong way. Instead of focusing on unlocking the
door, he should put his energy to making sure it didn't lock in the
first place. Prison doors like this didn't need to be manually
locked every time; the tumblers fell into place whenever the door
was closed. All he needed to do was figure out how to make sure at
least some of the tumblers didn't fall into place when the door was
closed later.

They tended to empty his pisspot at night
every couple of days, tonight being one of those nights. That was
his best opportunity, while they were still enjoying the rush of
Fazekas being gone, eager to do anything but their boring jobs.
They'd rush through their chores, including attending him, and then
go off to gambling, drinking, and fucking.

Turning away from the door, Cohea scoured his
room for pebbles, grit, anything he could shove into the keyhole
that might fall deeper into the mechanism when the door was opened
and prevent the door from closing properly. Hopefully not to the
point the guards would notice, but enough he could yank it
open.

When that was done, he returned to his bed
and paper-thin blanket and waited.

Thankfully, he didn't have to wait long. Dusk
had barely fallen when he heard a guard shuffling up the stairs.
One guard. Not the usual two. Tempting though it was to take
advantage of that, Cohea remained where he was. He'd have much
better luck waiting until they were all drunk and exhausted.

He ate his meal quickly and returned to his
blanket, trying to keep as warm as possible, because very soon he
was going to be out in that miserable weather with limited
protection. The very moment he was home in front of a roaring fire,
he was never leaving again.

Once moonlight was pouring through his
tattered blanket tapestry, he took the blanket from the window,
laid his other blanket on top of it, placed his hoarded food on the
stack, rolled it up, knotted the ends together as best he could,
and slung it across his chest. Waste not, want not, as his mother
had so often said.

Padding to the door, he gingerly tested it.
There was definitely give that hadn't been there before.

Cohea drew a deep breath. This was it. Either
he was getting out, or he was going nowhere. He released his
pent-up breath as he yanked on the handle—and slumped in relief
when it opened. The door creaked as he pushed it open further, but
in a keep as old as this, nobody was going to hear yet another
noise. They'd already tuned such sounds out without even realizing
it.

Down the stairs he went, putting out torches
as he did, so guards going up to check on him later would be even
further impeded by the minor annoyance.

At the base of the stairs, he took another
moment to breathe and collect himself. He could not afford to waste
time, but careless haste wouldn't help him either. The more urgent
a matter seemed, the more patience was required, another axiom from
his mother.

So he stood listening, and then slowly
followed the sound of voices down a hallway.

He didn't have to get more than a few paces
from the door to confirm they were doing exactly as he'd expected:
gambling, drinking, and fucking. Whether they'd managed to find
some whores in this remote place, or were making do with each
other, he didn't know and didn't care.

Cohea continued on, creeping past the door
while they were all distracted and waiting by an exit one of them
would eventually use to take a piss. That was the opportunity he
needed.

So he settled in some shadows and waited,
ignoring the cold, every ache and pain of his still healing body,
the gnawing hunger from an inadequate meal.

Thankfully, he didn't have to wait long
before a guard came shuffling-stumbling down the hall, already
fumbling to get his cock out. Disgust pulled at Cohea's lips. If
these men worked for him, he'd terminate every last one of them,
and without references or two weeks wages to tide them over.

As the man drew closer, his face was revealed
in the light of a torch for the barest moment, and Cohea's anger
stirred for the first time. Most of the faces of the men who'd beat
him were blurry at best. But this one. This one he remembered.
Every smile. Every laugh. This was the sort of bastard who enjoyed
hurting others, and he didn't have any discipline about it. Cohea
had learned a vital lesson about people who could control such
urges and people who couldn't.

He let the man stumble past him and out the
door, then removed the sash around his waist and followed.

As the man stood their pissing and groaning,
swaying ever so slightly on his feet, Cohea wrapped the ends of the
sash in his hands and dropped the loop over the stupid bastard's
head. Cohea had to marvel that the man hadn't even noticed.

Before he could, Cohea yanked and
twisted.

The man struggled, but he was drunk and
surprised, and Cohea sober, prepared, and angry.

Strangling someone took more work than most
realized, but he'd learned from the best. Dishonorable his
father would say. Better than dead had been the acerbic
reply from his instructor. Cohea hadn't been able to find a flaw in
the logic.

When he was certain the guard was dead, and
good fucking riddance, Cohea stripped him as quickly as he could.
Thankfully, while the man didn't have his sword on him, he had
plenty of other useful things.

Finally dressed warmly, Cohea shoved the
guard into his clothes and then dumped him back into the snow,
piling it up so that it would look, at least momentarily, like he'd
fallen over drunk in his own piss and frozen to death. Hardly the
first time a guard would die thus.

It wouldn't buy him much time, but hopefully
it would buy enough.

He looked around, but spied only stillness.
Quiet. Everybody was inside, escaping the miserable weather as best
they could. Maybe he'd get a caribou after all. Pulling up the hood
of his stolen cloak, which smelled of sweat and alcohol, but was
better than the nothing he'd had before, he hastened across the
yard to the sorry excuse for a stable.

Inside were approximately thirty caribou,
barely enough for the men left behind. Fazekas had taken the vast
majority, which meant he was planning to travel with little to no
stopping. What could possibly be so urgent?

Thirty caribous still left exactly
twenty-nine that could be a problem for him. Cohea wavered despite
the urgency of his situation. Oskia would tell him to leave the
stable open and the caribous loose. Kite would tell him to just
grab a caribou and go. Sobeki would never have been in this
position in the first place.

Then of course there was Bittersea, who
would, in his brutally efficient way of dealing with life, kill
every caribou but the one he needed, wasting time but ensuring that
following him would be all but impossible.

Despite everything, Cohea could not bring
himself to let the caribous freeze to death or kill them outright.
Still far too soft, even after all this time.

He settled for jamming the main doors shut,
and seeing to it that the window he escaped from after doing so
wouldn't be opening either. Best compromise between necessity and
conscious.

Leading his caribou away, he headed for the
back gate he'd seen guards using. Predictably, with Fazekas away,
nobody was guarding it. Why did they need to? They knew right where
their prisoner was, and nobody was going to be coming after them in
this weather.

Once he was through the gate and well into
the woods beyond, Cohea finally swung into the saddle and urged the
caribou to a pace that would make good time, but not put them at
great risk from the weather or of tiring too quickly.

The wind was cold and sharp in his face, even
with the stolen protections against it, but it was freedom, and he
would take that at any price.

Using the stars to get his bearings, Cohea
traveled. Thankfully, between the wind and the dark, there wouldn't
be much in the way of tracks for his eventual pursuers to follow,
especially if it took them hours to even notice he was missing. As
he didn't dare get cocky and rely on that, Cohea opted to travel
until the caribou was too exhausted to move and his own vision was
dubious. Finding a small, clear area well off the rough path he'd
been following, he tended the caribou and then put together a fire
and crude bed. He'd lifted supplies aplenty between the guard and
what he'd found in the stables, but it was still going to be
several days before he remembered how warm felt.

Wrapping up in his cloak and blanket, Cohea
slept. Not well or long, but enough to keep going once the caribou
was ready, though the poor thing would be utterly spent by the time
they got to where he could get a fresh mount.

Onward he trudged, back of his neck itching
all the while, constantly alert for the soldiers that must be
coming after him by now.

Either he'd done an exceptional job of
slowing them down, or the weather really had cooperated with him
for once, because as freezing afternoon turned into miserably
bitter evening, he reached a small fishing village on the rocky
shores that Terek called beaches without incident.

First order of business was passage, which he
secured with the caribou he no longer needed. That dealt with, he
negotiated with what little coin he had on him and all of his
belongings for slightly better belongings, these ones clean, which
was the best part. The negotiations also included a hot bath and
food, which nearly made him weep with joy.

Cohea groaned as he settled back against the
cushion draped over one edge of the steaming hot tub, soaking up
the heat and fresh scent of the yuzu that bobbed along the surface.
The world was snow and ice, but the tub was piping hot, water
coming directly from a hot spring. The yuzu tossed in for scent and
health were a Cremision tradition, but as close as they were to
Cremisio, things like borders tended to blur, if not fade
entirely.

If only he could stay here forever, just him
and his moon shadow, the rest of the world far away.

Sighing, shoving away the homesickness and
longing that struck him like a crashing wave, Cohea turned his mind
to other matters. As much as he would love to return home, he
needed to get to Cremin, to the royal palace.

Once there, he could secure and reveal the
heir. That would take the wind from the sails of Terek, Boltane,
and Everage. For now, anyway. Cremisio was always going to be on
the edge of war; they were too powerfully situated, and too small
to be a real threat. They would only ever know peace by allying
with a larger power, but every last one of those larger powers
wanted to turn Cremisio into a glorified colony and neither he nor
the other Houses nor the throne would stand for that.

After this latest problem was finally
settled…

After that would be another problem, and
still more after that. There would always be problems to
solve, and rarely a moment to rest between them. Cohea was
tired.

He'd made promises, though, and a Szelis
didn't break their promises. He had no problems besmirching his
honor to strangle a cruel bastard who laughed as he hurt people,
but he wouldn't break his promises.

Lifting his hand from the water, he stared at
his ring, the stones glittering black in the weak light. He'd worn
the ring for months now, but every now and then it still felt
strange to see it on his finger.

Magical Bonding had many uses across
countless cultures, but its one fatal flaw had been its undoing:
when one died, so too did the other, or however many were in the
bond, though he'd never heard of a bond that took when there were
more than three parties involved.

Religion, military, romantic, political…
every reason under the sun had been used to bind people together in
such an irrevocable way. Until one too many tragedies had struck,
and people far too young to die had done precisely that.

The practice had been outlawed decades before
Cohea was even born, but it had persisted in the shadows, as there
was nothing people universally hated more than being told no.

The Binding had been ordered by His Majesty,
but in the end, Cohea had done it because he wanted it, was
fiercely possessive about the one who held his heart. They had gone
through so much… and this was not where he ever would have guessed
their journey would take them, but he wasn't unhappy with the
result either.

Soon. A few more days, weeks at most, and
this would all be over, and his moon shadow could come out of
hiding.

Heaving out of the bath, Cohea grabbed the
warm towel waiting for him and headed into the changing room, where
he quickly pulled on homespun linen and soft, warm wool, the outer
layers trimmed in rabbit fur. He had clothes at home and in his
palace suite that were made of materials far more luxurious, but
warm was warm.

Properly bathed and dressed, he headed for
the house that had agreed to take him in the for night, with the
understandable caveat that he slept in the stable. Hardly the first
time, probably not the last.

The woman met him at the door with a tray
holding enough food for six, which was exceedingly generous of her.
Food in the coldest months was a valuable resource, and not to be
wasted on a stranger passing through.

Cohea thanked her, bowing in the Cremision
style, which seemed to please her immensely. She shooed him off,
and he was happy to obey.

In the stable, which was well made, warm and
dry, even without a fire, he settled at a bench, using a barrel for
an improvised table, and dug into his veritable feast, which was an
interesting and delicious mix of Cremisio and Terek cuisine: curry
with rice, rice balls stuffed with spicy smoked fish, creamy fish
chowder, and vegetables quickly fried and smothered in the brine
used for the tea eggs that finished off the dish. Hearty food,
meant to build warmth and last hours, especially during Endless
Night when the months-long lack of sun could easily break the
inexperienced

When he'd finished, he set the tray by the
door to return to the house in the morning, and bedded down in the
loft, where there was plenty of hay for bedding and insulation.

It was the best sleep he'd had in years.
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Kite woke with a headache, but ignored it and
rolled out of bed, stumbling to the table where a steaming bowl of
water was waiting for him, lightly scented of roses. By the time he
finished washing up, he was moderately awake, but his head still
throbbed fiercely, and fuck if he knew why. Normally his headaches
were stress and exhaustion induced, starting at the back of his
neck and climbing up to his temples.

This was everywhere, throbbing and stabbing
in time with his heartbeat, and a general impression of distant,
muffled screaming. Lovely, he so enjoyed waking up with new,
strange, and painful problems to add to his endlessly growing
pile.

Servants helped him dress and fixed his hair
for him, and Kite finally headed off to face the day, bodyguards
falling in around him as he stepped into the hallway. Clerks also
waited for him, each with piles of work. "We'll begin at
breakfast," Kite replied, and the group headed off through the
palace to the private dining room where he ate each morning, with
lunches usually spent on political socializing and dinners always
the nightly banquet or at one ball or another. The kingdom might be
lacking a king and on the brink of war, but the feting continued
unabated, probably because nearly everyone in the room stood to
gain from the wealth that war brought.

Just one reason of many that Kite trusted
none of his council and court, outside of Sobeki, Cohea, and Oskia.
Even Bittersea was more trustworthy than most of the palace
inhabitants; he could be unfailingly relied upon to kill somebody
in the room before the night was out. Most said Bittersea's bloody
skills with knives were a Kuluris trait, and it was true that the
House of Kuluris had always been willing to get their hands
dirty—but so had all the other houses. Bittersea's zeal and talent
for killing were all him.

In the dining room, breakfast awaited: rice,
miso, and myriad other dishes, meant to tide him over for much of
the day, since lunch rarely actually offered the chance to do much
eating. Today would be a tea, in fact, with some councilors he
needed to cooperate with him, followed by a second tea with some
visiting diplomats from Kenten who'd arrived abruptly three days
ago.

He hated it, all of it. He hadn't minded
helping the throne, but being the one all the way at the top
was steadily decaying his sanity. There was nothing for it, though,
except to keep going.

So he sat to breakfast with his clerks,
bodyguards lining the walls, and listened as the day's agenda was
read out, followed by details for many of the various points, a
speech he needed to go over to read that afternoon, updates on the
borders, where far too much activity was happening as their
neighbors prepared to take it by force if another solution wasn't
provided quickly enough.

The speech he was to give was in fact to the
royal military, who was preparing to march out in just three days
to secure those very borders as best they were able, though their
numbers were laughable compared to the combined might of Terek,
Everage, and Boltane—and whatever allies they'd brought along from
further afield with pretty promises.

Cremisio's only hope was that the three
countries got more caught up in fighting each other, though that
would still be in Cremisio itself. Who cared if they killed
hundreds of thousands in the process, along with destroying what
little arable land was available? Nevermind everything else.

Nothing for it but to keep pushing forward,
doing everything he could to prevent war until the proper heir was
found and crowned. Kite wasn't convinced that would calm everything
down, but it sure as fuck was a good first step.

Kite took a sip of tea as the last of the
three clerks began reading off the last-minute changes to the
agenda for the council meeting that evening—and nearly choked on it
as the door slammed open, making him startle and bringing all his
bodyguards forward with swords out.

"Your Highness!" a guard burst out, and
Kite's heart lurched to see he was covered in blood. "You must come
at once; there's something wrong with Lord Lysyken, and we can't
stop the bleeding."

Not wasting time on words, Kite surged to his
feet and out of the room, bodyguards folding in around him as he
all but ran through the palace, using private halls and servant
paths to move more quickly without attracting noticing, bursting
out onto the second-floor landing.

Racing down the hall, he ran past the guards
stationed at Lysyken's door. The sharp smell of fresh blood
immediately struck him, and he followed it through the front room
into the bedroom, where he was greeted by a nightmare: blood
everywhere, frantic servants hovering, and Master Healer Wishta
sitting in the middle of the bed, hands and forearms covered in
blood, more of it smeared across her face, as she worked
frantically to fix whatever was wrong with Lysyken, sprawled face
down across her legs.

"What's going on?" Kite asked sharply, barely
noting the sharp gasp of Sobeki's arrival.

"We don't know, Your Highness," said one of
the servants he'd assigned to attend Lysyken, her face ashen. "I
came to wake him up, and when he didn't stir, I went to see if he
had a fever or something. I saw he was too pale and still, pulled
back the blankets and saw the blood, immediately went for help. One
guard went for you, the other for a healer."

"It's a binding curse," Wishta gasped out
sharply, never turning from her task.

Kite frowned. "Like Cohea's?"

"Same class, different purpose and
execution," Sobeki said, coming to stand next to him. He jerked his
chin at the various servants. "Bring fresh bedding, extra blankets.
Bring food, especially fruit and dark, sweet tea, a thick broth
soup. You—" he pointed to a nearby guard "—go into the city,
Starlight Court, bring Professor Tolraki with all possible
haste."

"Yes, Your Lordship," the guard replied, even
as he ran from the room.

Sobeki pointed to another guard. "My
chambers, there are three tomes bound in purple leather with gold
leaf accents and thistles on the covers. Bring them to me now."

That guard didn't even bother with a reply,
just ran off, the pounding of his boots fading off quickly.

Kite's head hurt more than ever.

"Are you all right?"

"Fine," Kite bit out. "What is going on,
Sobeki? Tell me."

"I'll need a closer look to know the details,
but broadly, he has been bound to never go further away from a
particular person or, more likely, location. He's gone further than
allowed, and whatever dampening he must have had that let him
escape has worn off. The curse is doing as intended, opening as
wounds on his back so he is bleeding out and in excruciating pain.
It won't stop until we manage to dampen it—which is only a
temporary measure—or we break it. Which has no easy solution."

Kite groaned. "Fuck. I didn't think anyone
out there could be stupider and more obnoxious than Cohea and his
Shotar-damned ring, but here we are. Who in the fuck would do this
to someone, let alone a man barely out of childhood?"

Sobeki snorted, but before he could reply,
the second guard came back with his books. "Thank you. Have someone
bring us food and tea—not the same things they're bringing for Lord
Lysyken when he wakes up. I appreciate it." Sitting down at a table
where an uneaten breakfast and book sat, Sobeki shoved it all out
of the way and spread out his own books, paging quickly and deftly
through them, one after the other. "Wishta, can you make out any
shapes?"

"Not really," Wishta said. "It's taking
everything I've got just to keep him from bleeding out. I need a
weaver yesterday." She glanced back down, eyes gleaming with magic
and pain. "A star or something in the middle. Like a compass star,
I think."

Sobeki didn't reply, save to nod, attention
on his books.

Noise from the door drew Kite's attention,
and the first guard Sobeki had sent out came bursting through,
followed closely by two city guards and a man still wearing his
sleep clothes. He didn't bother to introduce himself, only
abandoned the cloak he was more holding than wearing and climbed
onto the bed with Wishta. The two of them spoke quickly, rapidly,
in the jargon of magic users that so often was beyond Kite. Nearby,
Sobeki followed avidly, flipping through his books, and
occasionally calling out to them.

Eventually, right as Kite wanted to scream
simply to relieve tension, Wishta slumped against blood-stained
pillows and the newcomer in his sleep clothes sprawled along the
foot of the bed, his feet hanging off one side.

"Fuck me," the man said. "Sobeki, I'm going
to tell my staff they're to ignore any and all communications from
you."

Sobeki gave a dry, cracked laugh. "That's
fair. Thank you for coming so quickly, Tol."

Tol just grunted and heaved upright, then
climbed off the bed. "Got any tea?"

"Right here," said a woman who'd just strode
in bearing a heavy tray piled with food and tea. Behind her came
two others with equally full trays, and still more behind them with
fresh bed sheets and cleaning supplies.

Kite motioned his bodyguards to the hallway,
then sat at the table with Sobeki. "He'll be all right now?"

"Temporarily, Your Highness," Tol said as he
sat directly opposite Kite and drank down tea that surely still had
to be scalding. "Someone put a castle curse on the poor bastard,
and like most youths, he seemed to have thought that a bad
dampening spell and sheer stubbornness would see him through. No
idea who the lad is, but I'd wager my co—er, book collection,
rather, that he's trying to get to someone that can break it for
good."

"Well. Fuck. No wonder he was so angry," Kite
said with a groan. "Wishta, are you all right?"

"Been better, been worse," she said, and took
a seat as well when Kite motioned for her to do so. Behind them,
servants had already set briskly to work moving the unconscious
Lysyken to a temporary cot, stripping the bed, replacing the whole
mattress, and making it again. "He will need plenty of rest to
recover from such extensive blood loss. If I'd been summoned just a
minute later, it would have been too late."

Kite felt sick just thinking about it. The
death would not have been their fault, but there also would have
been no way to prove it that Terek would have believed. It was like
gift-wrapping a reason to finally explode into war. "So what can be
done to break the curse?" he asked as he watched the servants
finish with the bed and gingerly settle Lysyken into it, one of the
women pulling the blankets up almost tenderly before resting a hand
on his forehead like a mother comforting a child. She then clucked
and fussed at the others until the food and additional
supplies—should he start bleeding again—were arranged to her
satisfaction. "You called it a castle curse?" He made a mental note
to learn more about the woman and dismissed the staff with
thanks.

As the door closed, leaving just the four of
them, Tol replied, "Yes, Your Highness. It has a fancier name in
magic parlance, but essentially it binds the victim of the curse to
a certain area, generally a particular building and a certain
amount of the area around it. Hence, castle."

"How do we break a curse like this?" He
didn't mention Cohea this time, as Cohea being Bonded wasn't common
knowledge, given how fucking illegal such a thing was. Cohea had
never said much about it, as cagey as ever, but Kite had always had
the distinct impression it was something else done by order of the
late king. He just hoped Cohea knew what the fuck he was doing
because Binding wasn't breakable. Once cast, it was done,
sealed.

Hopefully, this fucking castle curse wasn't
the same.

"We kill whoever cast it," Sobeki said,
pushing back strands of hair that had come loose of the bun he must
have hastily thrown it into as he bolted for Lysyken's room. "That
could be anyone, though. I don't doubt his father is ultimately
responsible for the curse; he seems that sort. He could have hired
anyone to do it, though."

Kite's mouth tightened. "What other
ways?"

"Find someone or something strong enough to
burn the curse out," Tol said. "That usually winds up killing the
victim anyway, though, and people with that much power will take
even more time and effort to find than whatever mage cast the
curse. If it really is Laird Fazekas who is responsible for this…
that man is many things, but stupid isn't one of them, especially
when it comes to magic. He's the most feared of the Terekian lairds
for a reason. I cannot begin to guess why he'd curse his own
fucking son, but he did the job well, or paid well, at any rate.
That curse isn't coming off."

"Bloodstone," said a raspy voice, and Kite
and the others snapped their gazes toward it.

Lysyken stared back at them, pale and
shaking, eyes glazed with pain, but he licked his lips and said, "A
bloodstone could break it. That's why I ran…" he collapsed again,
and with a soft sigh, Wishta rose to tend him, muttering about
stupid, stubborn men.

"Bloodstone? There are no bloodstones, not
anymore, not that aren't heavily secreted away," Kite said. The
last time anyone had seen a bloodstone, it was the twenty of them
used by the Kuluris family to cast a spell that had failed
miserably and taken most of the surrounding ocean with it. Twenty
bloodstones, twenty dead mages, thousands of leagues of dead sea.
Only the fact that branch of the family had not been the ruling
family and declared traitors had kept the rest of that House
alive.

Much good it had done them, as only one
Kuluris remained alive, and nobody at all wanted Bittersea
procreating.

The realization slammed into Kite like a
crashing wave. "Fuck me, he wasn't trying to get out of the
country—he was trying to get to the old Kuluris lands. What
happened to his forged papers? Have them—" He swore as he realized
there was no one in the room to do his bidding. Pushing to his
feet, Kite stormed over to the door, yanked it open, and gave the
order to a servant waiting patiently in the hall.

Closing the door again, Kite returned to his
seat. "Why would he think there's a bloodstone to be found in the
old Kuluris seat? No one has been there since I was sent to see
what was going on and found the bodies."

The first, but clearly not last, time he'd
walked into a grisly scene of slow and painful death. Where the
royal family had been poisoned, though, the Bittersea family—well,
the parents, brother, an aunt, and two uncles—had been tortured
slowly for hours before finally dying, likely from shock and pain.
A handful of servants had suffered the same fate. The only other
child in the house had been Bittersea's little sister, but she'd
been killed by a blow to the head. From what little he'd been able
to piece together from what remained in the house, she'd fallen
down the stairs and struck her head on one of the ornate,
decorative pillars that lined the winding staircase of the entry
hall.

Unfortunately, that was all he knew. Whether
it had been done by Bittersea or someone else, they'd probably
never know. Likely the fucking bastard's one soft spot was his
sister, so he'd been kinder in his method of killing her. Everyone
else…

Well, Kite really hoped he was done being the
unlucky bastard who found the bodies. "So do I have this right? Our
only chances of saving him are to: find the caster, find an
extremely powerful burner, or find a bloodstone."

"Correct," Sobeki replied grimly.

"Then of those three options, I would say the
bloodstone is our best bet."

"No! Absolutely not!" Sobeki snarled,
standing and slamming his hands on the desk. "You will not say what
I know you're about to, you stupid, stubborn bastard. You're needed
here."

Kite turned to the other two, who were
politely looking everywhere else in the room and striving to go
suddenly deaf. "Would you excuse us, please? Linger, though, by
your pleasure, for I may require your skills again shortly."

"Of course, Your Highness," Wishta replied,
and followed Tol out of the room.

Once the door was closed, Kite finally turned
to face Sobeki. "No one else can go. That estate is sealed to all
but me."

"You're the fucking Regent!" Sobeki bellowed.
"You're needed here!"

"So what? I should let him die? Bring war
down on our heads once and for all?"

Sobeki for a moment looked very close to
pitching his precious books across the room, a shocking display of
temper he'd only ever done twice in their lives: when a careless
hunter had killed his favorite caribou, and when Oskia had refused
his request to court her.

"You're Regent," Sobeki repeated with
a hiss.

"You can keep things level while I'm gone.
I'm not a very good Regent, and everybody knows it. You'll do fine.
Probably better, Bek."

"Oh, fuck you," Sobeki said, gathering up his
books with ominous force. "Do whatever the fuck you want, then. You
always do. You and Cohea and Oskia. No matter how obedient you can
act, at the end of the day the lot of you do as you please. I'll
have the office draw up the necessary papers. Go get to your
precious packing."

"Bek—"

The door slammed behind him, and Kite sighed,
dragging a hand through his hair, and then scrubbing at his face.
What a wonderful fucking day this was proving to be.

A soft, weak laugh came from the bed. "Well
done, Your Highness."

Kite shot him a dirty look. "I don't need
sass from the source of this problem."

"I didn't ask for your help. I didn't ask for
anyone's help, except that of the woman who dampened the curse the
first time," Lysyken replied. "All you had to do was leave me
alone." He whimpered and curled up in bed as though trying to
escape the pain cutting across his back. "Fuck it hurts."

Kite recalled Wishta and Tol and left them to
tend to him. His bodyguards followed him to his own chambers, where
servants were already packing for him. Sobeki really was alarmingly
efficient, even when he was furious. Maybe especially when he was
furious, which was a concern Kite didn't feel like lingering
on.

"This isn't a good idea, Your Highness,
respectfully."

Kite turned to face the speaker—Captain
Hargden, head of his security forces, which were separate from the
rest of the palace guards. "It's probably the worst idea in the
kingdom, but we don't have a choice. If we don't save Lord Lysyken,
we won't survive the war that erupts, and Cremisio will be reduced
to life as a Terekian colony. The Kuluris estate is sealed with my
blood. This is literally the only way we'll be able to find any
potential bloodstone left in the place and save his life."

"We're coming with you." Hargden followed his
arms across his chest.

"Not more than three."

"Fine," Hargden said. "I'm one of the three,
and you're not fucking arguing with me."

"Am I or am I not Regent?" Kite muttered, and
didn't bother to argue, just went to get his weapons and armor out
of storage while the servants focused on everything else.

How strange that he hadn't really needed them
since the last time he'd been to Kuluris. Lord Bittersea had failed
to show to an important council meeting, and then had not answered
a royal summons. His Majesty had sent Kite to see what was going
on.

Shoving the horrifying memory aside, right
beside the one of finding the bodies of the royal family, he opened
the weapons case in the corner of his room. Four staff resided
within, each one slightly different, all of them gifts. Oskia had
always preferred swords, Sobeki did best with bow and arrow, Cohea
generally used a mace, and everyone knew Bittersea preferred his
precious knives, of which he seldom carried fewer than six. Even
when they were young, the bastard always had something sharp and
pointy on him.

Kite lifted out the staff that Sobeki had
given him years ago. It was on the heavy side for a staff, though
still light enough to use in a fight without tiring too quickly,
the ends weighted to add extra force to blows, the wood smooth, an
almost shimmery gray-brown, with metal bands at regular intervals
for additional strength, grip, and decoration. Setting it aside, he
pulled out the harness for it and threw that on his bed before
going to change into more practical clothes.

Once he was dressed and geared up, Kite
headed out to the front room again—and drew up short to see Sobeki
standing in the middle of the room, very much still a thundercloud.
"Bek—"

"Don't, Kite, just don't. I love you, and I
want you to come back home safe and in one piece, but right now I
still want to break your stupid nose, so get going."

Despite the orders, Kite hugged him tightly,
and didn't let go until Sobeki hugged him back with a muttered,
"You're a jerk and I hate you."

"Love you, too, little brother. I'll be back,
and I'll do this as quickly as possible. Be well and be
waiting."

"Shatar bless your journey."

Kite tore away and headed off, heart heavy.
He and Sobeki had always been close, brothers by fate rather than
by blood, and with their friends scattered to the winds, they
needed each other more than ever.

Now they were being pulled apart, and thought
Kite would move quickly, there was no telling when he would
actually return to Cremin.

Outside in the private yard used almost
exclusively by the royal family, a small group awaited him: Hargden
and two other bodyguards; Tol and Wishta; and of course Lysyken,
barely able to stand on his feet, dressed in borrowed clothes and
furs, looking about one breath away from falling over.

"Mount up, and we ride as quickly as Lord
Lysyken—"

"Lysa is fine." Shifting awkwardly when they
all stared at him, he added, "I hate my father, and I hate my name.
The few people in my life that I actually like all call me Lysa.
You can drop the lord too. Seems kind of pointless, given the
circumstances."

Kite nodded. "That brings up a good point: no
titles while we're traveling. No formality at all. We travel as
discreetly as a group of seven people clearly in a hurry can. We'll
sort out our story when we make camp for the night. Final
destination is the Kuluris Estate on Sharktooth Island. Today,
we're making for Crescent Point. Any questions?"

Hargden stepped forward. "Should we expect
pursuers?"

"I don't know," Kite said. "Given the curse
involved, the lengths to which Fazekas must have gone to put it in
place, we must assume he can track Lysa as well."

Lysa swore softly, and from the expression on
his face, that hadn't occurred to him. Surprising, but a matter for
another time.

"Understood," Hargden replied.

"Let's move out, then. We don't break except
for the caribous." Swinging up into the saddle of his own caribou,
Kite waited while everyone else did the same, then wheeled around
and led the way out of the yard and away from Cremin Palace.
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Like always, Faldisio smelled overwhelmingly
of fish. Since it wasn't along the coast of the dead sea like half
of the major cities in Cremisio, the country relied heavily on
Faldisio's ability to get literally anything out of the ocean. Most
of it was preserved via magic to stay fresh and sent onward to the
rest of the country, the rest frozen or preserved to be sold both
in country and abroad.

Thankfully, after a few minutes, his nose
stopped noticing the smell.

The first order of business was food, which
also helped with walking around a bit to ease muscles sore from
hard travel in a rickety carriage. Bidding the man who'd given him
the ride farewell, Bittersea headed off.

He stopped at a street cart serving ramen,
the scent of the broth a promising sign the vendor knew what they
were about.

The woman operating the cart gave him a
considering look as he pushed through the flaps around the cart and
took a seat. "What'll it be?"

"Whatever you recommend. I'll pay to have
plenty of it."

"One kenat, and you won't leave hungry."

He flipped her the coin, and after catching
and tucking it away, the woman set to work briskly fixing him a
large bowl of red miso ramen, the perfectly cooked noodles piled
with soft-boiled egg, bamboo shoots, mushrooms, and crispy, still
hot pork cutlets.

Thanking her, Bittersea ate at a leisurely
pace, enjoying the moment of calm before he must return to
work.

When not a drop of broth remained, he thanked
the woman again and went on his way, pausing at another stall for
some cookies. They were a simple treat, made of little more than
lard and flour, the ones he chose flavored respectively with sweet
potato and green tea. They were the specialty of where he'd grown
up, on the small island off the west coast of Cremisio, right in
the heart of the sea his ancestors had destroyed.

The popularity of the cookie had spread
across Cremisio, and while none of them tasted as good as those
he'd grown up with, they were certainly nothing to complain
about.

An icy wind blew in, making him shiver
slightly.

No meat on you. No fat either. What sort of
Cremision are you?

A bad one. We already established that.

Bittersea frowned and pulled up the collar of
his fur-lined jacket. It would only get colder from here. A couple
more days and the sun would cease to rise for months. Hopefully,
he'd make it to the Lindquist estate before that; everything was a
thousand times more difficult without natural light, even for an
experienced predator like him.

You don't have to take your precious knives
everywhere. What's going to attack you here? The rice wine? The
fermenting bean paste?

What can I say, I need my knives like you
need to be stupid, Lindquist.

His next destination was a temple.
Thankfully, temples were never hard to find, even temples to the
less popular gods. The first one he found, though, looked more like
a drug den, so he passed it by. Drugs of that sort were for the
desperate and foolish.

And while Bittersea might occasionally do
things rightfully described as foolish, it wasn't something he made
a practice of.

He had more luck with the second temple,
though it was old-fashioned to the point of relic. Likely it had
been here before Faldisio, and the city had shaped and grown around
it.

Like all temples, it had been built in the
middle of water, the foundation specially built to withstand
centuries of being submerged. More uniquely, though, this one was
situated in a natural pond, water lilies and lotus scattered across
the surface. During warmer parts of the year, frogs, turtles, and
insects would be all about. Only the koi were visible currently,
swimming lazily around before going back down to where the warmest
waters were at the bottom of the pond.

Modern temples used bridges to get from land
to temple, but this one of course had the traditional method:
steppingstones. They were stupid and borderline cruel, since it
meant that only visitors capable of walking, and with balance and
coordination enough, could visit the temples. Otherwise, they had
to ring for a boat, which depending on the temple, could take mere
minutes or hours, causing problems that didn't even need to exist.
Hence, modern temples just went with the obvious solution of making
a damned bridge.

Bittersea moved deftly across the stones, his
boots made to grip sure on slick ice, and so did not struggle with
mossy stones.

The boots rang hollowly as he hit the wooden
landing in front of the temple. Small bells, hanging on delicate
chains from the doorframe of the entryway, rang softly overhead as
he stepped past them, the scent of incense and woodsmoke washing
over him.

In the antechamber, he stripped down and
pulled on the soft, loose pants that were all anyone was allowed to
wear into the temple, save for those with chests large enough to
need some manner of supportive binding to be comfortable. Sobeki
had worn such bindings, until he'd finally had his breasts removed.
Bittersea's mother had worn them as well.

The temple provided the garments for all
comers, but Bittersea always traveled with his own.

Most temples were decorated with bright
shades of green, blue, yellow, orange, purple, or pink. This
temple, though, all temples devoted to Takar and Tamar, was painted
dark blue, with accents of black, dark red, and silvery-white. In
more expensive areas, costlier black paint was used, with blue for
accents.

Dressed properly, a knife strapped to one
thigh, hidden by the loose folds of the pants, he stepped into the
main sanctuary. The floor was made of wood, smooth and worn, deep
gold in cover, with dips and grooves that showed where people had
walked over the centuries the temple had stood. Candles lined
either side of the stone walls, set in stone bowls atop wooden
tables as old as the floor, and beneath them were black and red
rugs.

Another rug, red as fresh blood in fading
sunlight, ran up the center of the room right to the altar.

On the altar were two snakes, one carved from
black stone, the other from gray stone that had been dyed deepest
blue. The blue snake had a glittering ruby for an eye, the black
snake a pearl. Takar, God of Death; and Tamar, God of Dreaming.
Their lost eyes were the moons in the sky, and they were as dark as
night itself, silent and dangerous, never revealing their presence
until it was too late to save yourself.

At each end of the altar were a trio of tall,
thick blue candles made of dyed beeswax, and fragrant incense that
smelled of jasmine and medicinal herbs.

No priest had come out to greet him, but that
was hardly surprising. Most of these temples didn't have a priest
so much as a caretaker who came by every other day or so.

Approaching the altar, stepping carefully
over the cushions in front of it, he pressed his hands flat against
each other, bowed his head, and recited the opening prayers. When
he'd finished, he picked up the knife set to the right of the
silver bowl placed in front of the entwined snakes. Pricking two of
his fingertips, he let the blood drip into the bowl until the
bottom was just barely covered.

To the left of the bowl was a silver pitcher
and a small silver cup. Filling the cup with salted water from the
pitcher, he dipped his wounded fingers in it to clean them, then
added the water to the bowl.

Finished with that part, he knelt on the
rightmost cushion, pressed his hands together again, and resisted
further prayers. Bittersea did not care much for most gods, but he
identified strongly with the Gods of Death and Dreaming, for Death
was his way of life and sleep was not so far removed from
death.

The coming days would bring a great deal of
bloodshed, and he would much rather shed it with Takar and Tamar on
his side—as much as gods were ever on any human's side.

When he'd finished his prayers, Bittersea
rose, took a handful of white sand from the wooden bin beneath the
altar, and poured it in a trickling stream into the bowl, where it
absorbed the bloody water. Into that, he stuck a small candle, lit
from the larger candles framing each end of the table, before
finally stepping back. Bowing low, he recited one last, brief
prayer before turning to head back the way he'd come.

He drew up short at the figure standing in
the doorway, but relaxed slightly as he registered the blue,
red-trimmed robes of a priest. "Good afternoon."

"Good afternoon." The priest stroked his
beard as he stared intently at Bittersea's tattoos. "Beautiful
work. Must have been done by a master."

"Yes, I had that honor," Bittersea replied.
The tattoos had been payment for getting rid of a few problems
around the borough, mostly abusive parents, but also one man who
didn't like to be told no, and a woman who made her living
blackmailing people. It was the kind of work so pleasurable he was
almost willing to do it for free. The tattoos were much better.
"You keep a beautiful temple, Priest, though it lacks a proper
bridge."

The man's mouth flattened. "I lack the funds,
and the city will not grant them. More important things to pay for
than easier access to a temple of death."

"I see. May the tides shift in your
favor."

"Thank you, and their Favor be upon you. Walk
carefully in Endless Night."

"And you, Priest."

Back in the antechamber, he dressed quickly
and headed out.

So early in the evening, there were plenty of
people still about, but no boats that would agree to take him to
Tilika, the fishing village that had always lived in the shadow of
the House of Lindquist.

That meant he would have to find somewhere to
sleep for the night, and sort out travel in the morning, when the
boats had to go out anyway, and one wouldn't mind going all the way
to Tilika Island. Once, the Lindquist family had retained a ferry
that went regularly between islands, but that had faded alongside
the family itself.

Faldisio was, thankfully, a large enough city
to find suitable accommodations, so Bittersea headed off into the
depths of the city, choosing a hot spring inn, paying extra for a
room all the way at the back where he'd be less bothered by other
guests and would more easily be able to tell if someone was paying
an uninvited visit.

He'd only just set down his belongings when
he felt a familiar, unwelcome chill across his neck, like someone
had stroked it with ice cold fingers.

In the very next breath, a soundless voice
whispered Bittersea.

"What now?" Bittersea muttered.

Extinguishing all the lights in the room, he
drew a knife, slit his wrist, and let the blood splash on the
floor. It wasn't strictly necessary, but it served as an anchor
point and made everything easier.

Impatiently tending the wound, he cleaned and
sheathed his knife and said, "Let's get this over with then, you
creepy bastard."

Voices seemed to fill the room, along with a
wind that came from nowhere, like the prelude to a storm that would
never come.

Then, in the center of the room, right where
Bittersea had let his blood fall, a soft blue glow appeared, the
size of a raindrop at first but rapidly growing, spreading, until
it had the shape of a familiar figure, translucent and glowing.

"Lord Sobeki," Bittersea greeted. "What did I
do to earn this pleasure?"

Sobeki laughed, the sound echoing like the
rustle of cloth in an empty cave. "Bittersea, it took a while to
find you."

"Good."

"Matters are dire. Cohea is missing, likely
kidnapped by Terek. Oskia is missing, and we've no idea why, though
she seems to have left of her own volition. Kite has left for your
old residence seeking a bloodstone."

"Why in the world is he doing that?"

"Take too long to explain. Any chance of
success?"

Bittersea lifted one shoulder. "I've no clue.
Father used to mumble about us still possessing one, but he never
said where it was stashed, never took me to see it, and my brief
searches of the place turned up nothing. There's said to be secret
tunnels and caves beneath the estate. If a bloodstone exists it's
there, but again, I never found the entrance—if there was one to
find at all. Also, Cohea isn't missing. He was kidnapped by Laird
Fazekas, and I assume is still being beaten and tortured."

"Why didn't you get him out of there?"

"Because Lindquist is a stubborn ass whose
honor will get him killed, probably very soon. So stubborn that,
upon noticing the ring that proves the depths of his
stupidity, Fazekas immediately hired me to seek out his Bonded and
bring them back, so they can torture them to get Lindquist to
cooperate."

Sobeki blinked. Blinked again. "I see. So
what are you really doing?"

"Lindquist would have left clues at his
estate as to who this bloody heir is. I am headed there. Tell
Quinta's people to leave me the fuck alone. I assume you're in
charge, anyway, since Kite has hied off to Kuluris lands. Once I
have answers, I'll head for Cremin. Now go away, before you
collapse from the strain and cause even more problems."

Sobeki laughed. "I'll send you a message
with details. The usual name and place. Should I send forces after
Lindquist?"

"Leave him. He'll either be safest there, or
more likely, he'll get himself out and head for Cremin all on his
own."

"Understood."

Sobeki faded away, and Bittersea relit the
lights around the room before stripping down and shrugging into the
robe hanging on the back of the door. With knives in the pockets,
he went off to relax in the hot spring.

One of the staff brought him cool yuzu juice
to drink while he soaked. Hot springs were yet another thing he
probably shouldn't enjoy so much, with all the vulnerabilities and
risks it came with, but his pleasures were few, and so he enjoyed
them whenever he could.

When he'd soaked as long as he could,
Bittersea returned to his room and dressed, then called for a meal
and pot of tea.

Once he'd finished eating, he brought out his
sharpening stone and set to work on his knives, starting with the
smallest and working up to the largest ones that were his primary
weapons and rarely left his person.

By the time he finished that, it was time for
bed, the city bells tolling the hour of final prayer for those who
cared about such things.

After his knives were stashed around the
room, he put out all lights but one and finally crawled into bed,
sighing at the unexpected softness of it, when inn beds were
usually so hard, the warmth of the duvet and sheets specifically
made to fight back the particular chill of Endless Night.

As relaxed as he ever got, Bittersea
slept.
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He woke early, as the callers went around
waking people up. Dressing quickly, he retrieved all his knives,
packed his bag, and headed out.

Snow had fallen in the night, and the air
hurt to breathe. Looked increasingly like winter was going to be
especially bitter this year. Seemed like all those people and their
aching joints were right for once.

He headed across the city first, to the great
library that all cities of a certain population or greater were
required to have in Cremisio, a law passed several generations ago
and ruthlessly upheld, since every generation some noble or another
decided peasants didn't really need free access to
literature.

For various reasons, the new library system
had merged with the postal system not long after its inception,
meaning that where you found one, you nearly always found the
other.

So up the steps and into the library he went,
to the messages desk, where same-day and overnight deliveries could
be sent and retrieved. Usually such messages were delivered by
birds or people, but for a much greater cost they could also be
delivered magically. Such magic was rare and difficult, and so the
price was commiserate. All cities and towns could receive such
deliveries, but only the major cities could send them.

When it was finally his turn at the desk,
already busy, despite the miserably early hour, Bittersea said,
"Message for Misenki Paal. Should have arrived in the past few
hours."

The woman turned to search through the array
of cubbies and slots behind her and pulled down an envelope of dark
green waxed paper closed with a black wax seal. She slid it across
the desk with a brisk, "Already paid for."

"My thanks."

Back outside, he found a street cart where he
could sit and enjoy breakfast, which was miso soup, fluffy eggs
filled with cheese, and pickled vegetables. Breaking the seal on
the envelope, he read the lengthy contents while he ate.

So Fazekas's heir had run away from home.
Intriguing. Did Fazekas realize he was missing? That must be
mucking with his plans to continue beating Lindquist almost to
death. If only Bittersea could see his face. Ah, well, work first,
pleasure later.

Finishing his meal, Bittersea laid coin on
the counter for it and returned to the bustling streets. In fishing
country, the day started early and ended late, depending on how
good or bad of a haul was brought in.

He paused at one of the flickering lamplights
lining the streets and fed the letter into it until nothing
remained but ashes in the wind. Then he carried on to the docks,
sweeping his gaze over the fishing boats, weighing his options.

Eventually, he settled on an old man who
looked like he could handle himself and the mercurial sea, but
likely wouldn't mind an easy day that finished early—and knew
better than to ask questions.

The man looked up as he heard Bittersea's
footsteps and gave him a critical once over. His skin was heavily
lined, toughened by years of hard work on the unforgiving sea,
subject to treacherous waters, scorching sunlight, freezing cold,
and fish that did not succumb quietly to their grim fate. "What
would you be wanting then, soft skin?"

Ignoring the dull insult, Bittersea flicked
his hand, a gleaming senar appearing in his fingers, because
sleight of hand was child's play. "Take me to Tilika. I'll find my
own way back."

"Done."

Bittersea tossed him the coin and climbed
into the boat, and minutes later they were riding off across the
waves. The sky was heavy with clouds, promising the snow was far
from over, and the waves choppy. As he'd hoped, though, the
fisherman handled everything with ease, and didn't seem inclined to
run his mouth the whole time. They were always one or the other:
never shut up, or never said a word.

Other than the choppy waves, the trip was
thankfully uneventful. "Thank you," Bittersea said as he climbed
out of the bed. "Fair winds and full nets."

"Be careful, whatever you're about."

Bittersea laughed as he walked away. Everyone
always thought he was the one who needed to watch for danger. So
few ever realized he was the danger everyone else should be
watching for.

Once upon a time, Tilika had been bright and
thriving, a place of constant activity and frequent celebration.
They were the closest sign of civilization to the remote Lindquist
estate and had thrived because of it.

That also meant that as the family died, so
too did the town.

Now Tilika was as dull as the sludgy gray
water of the docks, as desolate as the rocky landscape they'd built
on, with fewer and fewer people around every year. Lindquist loved
to natter endlessly about restoring it, restoring everything,
making his family and estates as glorious and good as they'd once
been.

Bittersea, on the other hand, was perfectly
happy to see the Kuluris lands lie as dead as the worthless family
he'd murdered. After his father had beaten him half to death in a
drunken rage. Pushed his baby sister down the stairs, killing her
quickly, but not so quickly she didn't scream first.

After finding her dead, Bittersea didn't
remember much. Just the blood. The satisfaction of slitting his
mother's throat, stabbing his brother so viciously he cut his own
hand, a careless mistake that he'd never let happen again.

Then had come his father. That
Bittersea remembered. He'd killed him with agonizing slowness,
forced him to suffer every last second of it, until the pain and
fear finally broke his mind and torturing him was no longer
satisfying.

After his father was dead and in pieces, he'd
taken care of the rest of the family as they trickled home, every
last damn one of them, and a few of the servants, those who'd
always sided with his parents, his aunt, and uncles, perpetuating
the cruelty.

If he could do it all over again, he'd do it
with relish.

Given the four-hour journey to Tilika, there
were no boats left to take him to Lindquist that day. He'd have to
wait until evening or, more likely, morning, though there was
already so little sunlight now that there was little way to discern
night from day.

As ever, traveling involved far more waiting
than moving, and unfortunately, Tilika was too small and remote to
bother having an inn. The best he'd find was room in the stable of
the local tavern, or permission to bed down in front of the fire
once the place closed down for the night.

Walking through town, ignoring the stares of
curious villagers, he headed for the tavern, which stood out from
the rest of the dreary buildings only by way of a creaky, rusted
sign above the door that simply said Tilika Fishing Hole.
Somebody probably prided themselves on their cleverness for that
one.

Inside, it looked and smelled much the same
as last time, with the same collection of grizzled old men in the
corner, gossiping and drinking. A smattering of other people were
finishing up breakfasts, and a couple of them ate faster as they
saw him, either out of fear or eagerness to spread gossip; it could
be hard to tell which sometimes.

The barkeep grunted as Bittersea reached him.
"Didn't think to see your face again."

"You and me both," Bittersea replied. "Can I
get the same deal as last time?'

"Ayuh," the barkeep replied. "Wanting lunch?
That's additional."

"Whatever soup you have for the day, and
plenty of bread and beer." Bittersea set the coins on the bar. "Any
boats that can take me out tonight or tomorrow?"

The barkeep tucked the coins away and poured
him a cup of dark beer. "Ayuh, if the weather holds, but they say
we'll be getting a storm tonight, possibly even a blizzard, so
could be ain't nobody going anywhere for a few days."

Bittersea swore softly. "Thanks." Taking the
beer, he settled in a corner seat facing the entrance and anyone
who tried to approach him. A few would, seeking gossip, but they'd
leave disappointed.

A few minutes later the barkeep brought over
a bowl of creamy fish chowder, a platter of still-steaming bread,
nutty and dark, and a pitcher of beer. "Let me know if you need
anything else."

"My thanks."

He ate in relative solitude, bothered only by
a couple of people who quickly decided they had somewhere else to
be, his mind mostly on all that was ahead of him, and all that
Sobeki had told him.

All the bloodshed likely to come before this
mess was set to rights, one way or another.
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Oskia crossed into Terek in the midst of a
blizzard. She'd made most of the longitudinal journey in Cremisio,
but now there was no avoiding entering Terek. No avoiding the
attention she would draw if the wrong people saw her eyes and knew
them for what they were. While that was unlikely, given the rarity
of Witch Eyes, it was still a risk.

On the other hand, now that Endless Night had
fallen, she didn't need to wear protective glasses wherever she
went. This was always her favorite time of year, simply for that
one small thing. Everyone else struggled in the dark, but she could
see perfectly. In clear weather, she'd take long walks along the
beach, enjoying the moon, the stars, Holy Shatar's lights. The best
festivals took place during this time of year, to help drive off
the oppressiveness that Endless Night could bring.

If only her greatest concern was having
enough food for the Moon Festival. Instead, she was traveling
through a blizzard to commit murder and treason.

Thankfully, the blizzard was exactly what she
needed. It allowed her to cling to one of the merchant carts
passing through the gates, one more faceless person in the
wind-whipped chaos. Once through, she slipped away again, lost in
the crowd of people eager to be anywhere that wasn't outside.

The first order of business was clothes: she
could not stay in her Cremision garments much longer without
drawing that attention she was working so hard to avoid. While
border towns like this cared little about the wars of politicians,
soldiers paid to care would be out in droves until the latest war
did or didn't happen.

Hastening into the first promising alleyway,
mostly hidden by the sharp turn it took at the end, she swapped her
current clothes for Terekian dress: thick tights, sturdy boots with
teeth affixed to walk through the snow and ice more easily,
additional knitted wool legwarmers that went up to the thighs, made
of myriad bands of bright colors. A skirt that stopped just above
the knees, trimmed in fur, embroidered with colorful geometric
patterns, a linen undershirt, wool shirt, and short jacket to match
the skirt, with a brilliant scarlet sash at the waist. Finally she
pulled up the hood of the jacket, lined and trimmed in the same
dark fur as the rest of the outfit, and pulled up the face
coverings that would protect her face from abuse.

Her Cremision clothes were not so different,
save that they were meant to contend with the ocean as much as with
the land.

Slinging the bag with her abandoned clothes
over her shoulder, she resumed her journey, this time to a place
she could safely wait out the storm.

She picked the first tavern she saw that was:
open, not a place guards were likely to trawl, and wasn't too
brightly lit. Heaving a sigh, she took a seat where she could watch
the rest of the room and ordered tea and a bowl of something
hot.

Something hot proved to be beef stew, made in
a way that was a combination of Terek and Cremin styles, made with
daikon and scallions, rice wine, soy sauce and oyster sauce, and
various spices more common to Cremin than Terek. The tea was the
rich, fermented black tea favored by Terek, sweetened with honey as
was common in cold months.

The storm had not remotely abated by the time
she finished her meal, so she secured a bed for the night, though
the sudden storm meant many other people were doing the same.
Thankfully, she was able to secure a spot there in the dining room,
and her bedroll would more than suffice to protect her from the
cold floor. The fireplace would take care of the rest.

She slipped out to relieve herself in an
outhouse, then returned and sipped on tea until the tables were
cleared away for the night.

How long would this damned storm keep her
here? Leaving aside she had no time to waste, the longer she held
still, the likelier the chance that Sobeki would find her, and that
was the very last thing she needed. She'd rather face Terekian
guards than Sobeki right now.

Despite everything, the decision she'd made
and the time that had passed, the familiar ache rose in her heart.
She'd turned Sobeki down, rejected his suit, and she'd done so for
good and necessary reasons.

Every now and then, though, she still wished
she could have made a different choice. She was now Matriarch of
Beltres, and she couldn't disregard her duties, her legacy, her
family, to take up as the wife of an entirely different house.

Holy Shatar, she shuddered to think of how
much more of a mess she would be in right now if she had accepted
Sobeki's suit, if she was even now his betrothed, his wife…

Sighing, she sat up and scrubbed at her face,
careful not to make so much noise in her restlessness that she
disturbed the people around her. Standing, she went to the window
and pulled back the drapes. Outside, the snow was already piled up
to the sill and still falling. By morning, it would nearly cover
the window, if not pass it.

Fuck. This was the very last thing she
needed. Leaving aside the urgency of her quest, if she had to stay
locked up in a random tavern with a bunch of equally restless and
cranky strangers, somebody was going to die.

Beyond the window, the world was white,
bathed in moonglow, smoke just visible to her eyes, along with the
shadows of people beyond closed drapes. Here and there was a
glimpse of people braving the snow, guards by their movements and
bulk. Even more rarely was a glimpse of the hardy cats that thrived
in this weather, their eyes shining, coats either blending into the
snow or into the surrounding darkness. They hunted when precious
little else bothered, at least within the city. Out in the rural
areas, where the inexperienced couldn't tell when they walked on
ground and when they walked on ice, many dangers lurked.

It was a treacherous area she'd have to cross
in order to reach Kenten, an area she'd vastly prefer to travel
with heavy guard. That wasn't an option, however, not when she was
committing treason.

Sighing softly, pushing away a thousand aches
and useless wishes, Oskia turned to head back to her bedroll—and
stopped as a familiar prickle rubbed at the back of her neck, like
icy fingers gently stroking. Shatar damn that infuriating brat.

Oskia… The voice whispered in her ear,
through her mind, plea and summon.

Walking quickly but quietly through the room,
Oskia picked the lock on the door to the kitchen and slipped
through it. Going to the largest clear space she could find, she
slit her wrist just enough to make a tiny pool of blood on the
floor, then wrapped the wound with a kerchief.

She'd barely done so when the room filled
with soft, whispery rainbow light. She'd been told everyone else
saw Sobeki's spirit form as blue light, but to her such things
always came in a rainbow of colors, pale and delicate, shimmering
in and out of brightness.

"Oskia, finally," Sobeki said.
"I've been so worried about you. What are you doing all the way
in Terek?"

"Searching for the heir."

Sobeki scowled. "You couldn't send us
word? Stop to say goodbye? First Cohea went missing, and then you,
and now Kite has run off to Kuluris—you could have said
something!"

"I don't report to you," Oskia replied
curtly.

Hurt filled Sobeki's face for a moment, and
then was replaced by a stern, even commanding, look that she'd
never seen before. "You answer to Kite as long as he's Regent,
and you answer to me while I am Acting Regent in his absence. Why
are you in Terek, Lady Oskia?"

Oskia would die before she admitted how much
it hurt to be treated so formally, so coldly, by a man who most
often looked at her with love in his eyes. She'd just done the same
thing to him for crying out loud, of course he'd do the same,
stupid to be upset about it. Yet here she was upset anyway, because
Sobeki turned her into a hopeless halfwit every time. "I received
an urgent letter from my mother that she was dying. Hours after my
arrival she passed away."

Sobeki's eyes snapped wide.
"Oskia—"

"I learned in the aftermath of her death of a
matter that was left unresolved, and which I intend to
complete."

"What matter?" Sobeki asked.

"That is not your concern, Your Grace," Oskia
replied. "I am in Terek, headed west on a personal matter that also
involves locating the heir."

Sobeki's mouth tightened, but he said,
"Have it your way then, Your Grace. I hope you know what you're
doing."

"I am serving Cremisio, as I always have,"
Oskia hissed. "You of all people I'd think would trust that."

"I trusted you'd never just vanish without a
word and leave us worried sick. I cannot locate Cohea, I barely
found Bittersea—"

"Oh, well thank Shatar you found that
little cretin. We can all rest easy knowing he's still around
slicing and dicing." She reached reflexively to the scar across her
abdomen, where a long, nasty knife had sliced her open. She'd
barely kept her guts from spilling from her body. Every now and
then she still woke from a nightmare filled with terror and pain.
Worse still was the memory of Bittersea—

She broke the thought off with a snarl and
dropped her hand.

Sobeki gave her an admonishing look.

Ignoring it, Oskia said, "What do you mean
you can't locate Cohea?"

"According to Bittersea, he was captured by
Laird Fazekas and is being held somewhere by them. Fazekas noticed
his ring and ordered Bittersea to find his Bonded."

Oskia laughed. She had no idea who
Lindquist's Bonded was, only the king seemed to know that, but she
knew just enough about His Majesty's bizarre arrangement with
Bittersea to know he wouldn't do something to endanger Lindquist's
life. "What is Bittersea really doing?"

"Seeking out the heir."

"How interesting, I wonder which of us will
figure it out first. I hope I beat him; he could do with a taste of
defeat and humiliation." And when she found them, she was going to
kill them, but Sobeki didn't need to know that. Not until too late.
"What about Kite? Why has he dumped regent duties on you?"

"That is a longer story. Suffice to say, if
his mission doesn't succeed, we are most definitely going to war,
heir or no heir. Where are you headed? I'll leave a letter for
you."

"Don't bother. Now go, you're starting to
sway, which means you've overtaxed yourself."

"I love everyone thinks they need to tell me
when I've overtaxed myself, like I'm not the one in screaming pain
and on the verge of throwing up. Don't do anything stupid, Oskia.
Whatever worm your mother slipped in your ear, yank it out, don't
listen to it."

"Goodbye, Bek," Oskia said, turning away from
the hurt, angry look on his face, until he'd faded away. Searching
out a rag, she cleaned up the blood as best she could and then
returned to her bedroll.

Try as she might, though, sleep wouldn't
come, her mind unable to calm.

Find the heir. Kill the heir. Return home,
likely to be executed for treason. At least Cremisio wouldn't be
sold out to fucking Kenten.

As everyone around her finally began to stir,
Oskia packed up her bedroll, gathered her belongings, and went to
wash up and dress for the day. By the time she returned to the
dining room, the tables and chairs were back, and the place was
bustling. She paid for breakfast and reclaimed the table she'd used
the night before.

This time, she was joined by a couple of
women, peddlers by their dress. "Hear anything about the weather?"
she asked, pouring them all tea.

The older of the two women, likely the mother
of the other one, clucked her tongue and said, "There's some talk
about fire mages coming around to clear away the snow, but I don't
know how true that is. Don't get that kind of magic around here
very often, not sure they'd waste them on something that a good
shovel can handle just fine."

"Mama, you heard those men from before!" the
younger said in a poor attempt at a whisper, as though she was
sharing a state secret rather than gossip. "They're looking for
someone."

Scoffing, the first woman drank a deep
swallow of her tea before replying, "All they're looking for is an
excuse to get out of the cold, though good luck with that this time
of year. Can't wait to get south of Boltane."

"That's another good month of travel if
you're lucky, and more likely two," Oskia said, sipping more slowly
at her own tea. "What has you traveling so hard this time of
year?"

"We're spice peddlers," the older woman
replied. "Tekta, my daughter Lia. Came up to gather winter spices,
especially broken heart and frostbane."

"I see," Oskia said, and indeed she did.
Those were rare, difficult to find, and even more difficult to
harvest herbs desperately sought by many professions, but
especially healers. True healers, those who were born with true
healing magic, were precious; they weren't rare, but neither were
they common. Non-magical healers were therefore vital and in high
demand, and the supplies of their trade in even greater demand.
"Good luck on your journey south. May Holy Shatar watch over
you."

"Thank you. What brings you out in this
weather?"

"My mother passed recently, and I am carrying
out her final request."

"My condolences on your loss," Tekta
replied.

"Thank you," Oskia said, and then thankfully
the food came and they focused on that, speaking only of the
weather and the travails of Endless Night between bites. Breakfast
was rice from the night before, vegetable soup made from other
leftovers, with a poached egg and spicy pepper sauce over all of
it.

They'd just finished eating, and ordered a
fresh pot of tea since there really wasn't anywhere to go, when the
door banged open and snow came flying in, quickly covering the
hallway floor. The innkeeper flew across the room already shouting
and cursing—and then went silent, backing up nearly as quickly as
he'd charged forward.

Oskia swore inwardly, and in the next breath
her worst fears were confirmed: Terekian guards, seven in total,
every last one of them wearing Fazekas colors. She doubted they
were looking for her, but they would certainly know her Witch Eyes
on sight, and from there easily guess her identity. Not good.

The guards fanned out and prowled, hands at
their sides, ready to draw weapons in a moment. All the easy joy in
the room, of people relishing a chance to take a break because they
literally had no choice, was gone. Terek had no one single army
that served the whole country, but instead had one to each clan.
This wasn't Fazekas territory, though, and the fact they were
permitted to prowl about was far from good.

Who were they looking for? Cohea? It would be
like him to have found a way to escape. Looking for him so brazenly
like this was risky, if anyone figured out Cohea's identity and
word spread. Still, Cohea would be heading south, and these nitwits
had to know that. This was the very last place Cohea would be. So
who else could they be seeking?

Damn it, she should have had Sobeki send that
letter after all, instead of being so fucking stubborn.

Problem for later. Right now, she needed to
get out of here before she was identified and snatched up right
alongside Cohea.

Cohea missing. Bittersea off at Lindquist.
Kite headed for Kuluris. She was buried in Terek, bound for Kenten.
The Great Houses were scattered to the winds when they were most
needed at the palace. She had to keep the heir from taking the
throne, though. Keep the deal with Kenten from coming to pass.
Cremisio would not become the fucking territory of Kenten—or
anyone else.

She sipped her tea, eyes down, forcing
herself to keep her posture relaxed, though not so relaxed that she
appeared unconcerned by all the skulking guards. A heavy silence
had fallen, exactly nobody thrilled by the intrusion.

The guards moved along the tables one by one,
occasionally manhandling people, mostly men, to get a better look
at their faces.

It took every scrap of focus and fortitude
Oskia possessed not to tense or otherwise show dismay as a guard
finally reached their table. She nodded politely along with the
other two women, but unfortunately the guard lingered.

Just as Oskia thought the bastard was moving
on, he stopped, grabbed the back of her head, pulling painfully at
her hair, and yanked her head back. "Spirit eyes!" the man gasped,
loud enough that everyone in the room turned toward them.

"Hold them!" the lieutenant supervising from
the doorway bellowed.

"Fuck," Oskia snarled, and threw her tea in
the guard's face, then slammed a fist into his groin, which got him
to let go of her hair.

Shoving him out of the way, she snatched up
her bag, jumped onto the nearest table, and leapt table to table
through the room before throwing herself at the lieutenant, sending
them both crashing to the hallways floor, the piles of snow that
had drifted in mitigating the rough landing somewhat.

She scrambled to her feet and threw herself
out of the still-gaping main door, sending a silent thank you to
whatever asshole couldn't be bothered to show basic consideration
or sense.

Outside, several giant caribou milled about,
the soldiers having not even bothered to tether them. Oskia stole
the one that seemed hardiest at a glance, swinging into the saddle,
and racing off through snow that had indeed been cleared by fire
mages as gossip had claimed.

There was shouting and bellowing behind her,
emergency whistles cutting through the frigid winds.

High above, the half moon was hidden by
clouds, meaning Endless Night was well and truly Endless
Night. If she could get clear of the city, away from all the
light, she would have an advantage the guards could not match.

Oskia urged the giant caribou to an even
faster pace, throwing all caution to the wind because caution was
not going to get her away, was not going to keep her free.

The western gate came into view a few minutes
later—but so did many other guards. Fuck.

Drawing her sword, Oskia kept going, holding
on tightly to the reins of the caribou as she charged dead straight
at the man wearing the vivid blue hat of a captain.

Thankfully, her sword was a cutlass, a huge
advantage while riding saddle. Better still, her challengers would
have orders to take her alive. She suffered no such burden.

Still one against… well, a whole lot… was
insurmountable odds. Her only chance was to break the line and get
through the portcullis before it closed. Thankfully, in weather
like this, opening and closing it was not a simple matter.

Oskia brought her sword up, readying for
attack, and screamed as she drew close—and stopped screaming,
overcome by shock, as right before her eyes the snow turned into
crashing water, like a stormy tidal wave slamming into the wall of
guards, knocking them from their caribou, sending soldiers flying,
scattering, like toys swept up in a rip current.

In her hand, the sword seemed suddenly
hot.

She saved her shock to deal with later,
urging the caribou on, charging for the gate, slicing down the
handful of guards that managed to regather and come after her.

The portcullis shook, chains rattling—but she
made it through right before it slammed down with a shuddering
creak, the frozen metal shattering in her wake. Whoever had made
the gate was going to lose their heads for that.

Not her problem.

She raced on, the great caribou taking the
snow with little effort for some time. By the time exhaustion
forced it to slow, and then stop, they were well away from the
city.

She'd eschewed her own caribou before because
they weren't cheap, and having a personal one would draw attention,
but now she had one she certainly was not going to complain. Still
be wiser to hire a sled once she reached the border with Kenten,
but this would make travel a good deal easier.

Especially now that Clan Fazekas would be
after her.

She dismounted as they came to a clearing
beneath a copse of trees. Much further north and there'd be no more
trees, the frozen ground too impenetrable for them to grow.

Once the poor, overworked Caribou was
attended, she set to building a fire and then to making her bed so
she could rest in relative comfort for a few hours.

Though she was exhausted from the tumultuous
day and hours of running, she made herself fix some food, an easy
camp soup, adding jerky to soften it up to make it easier to eat.
As the soup cooked, she finally drew her sword from its sheath and
laid it across her lap.

Before, back in the manor, it had shimmered
as though with pearl dust. Now the beautiful etchings sparkled like
diamonds caught in the light. Whatever magic had slept in the sword
was now fully awakened, though only Holy Shatar knew what had woken
it.

Waves. The snow all around her had turned
into rushing, crushing waves. Despite the cold. Despite the
distance from the sea. The smell of the sea had been strong, the
biting wind so much like the wind that came off the water as she
walked along the beach near the manor.

The family stories had said the sword held
the magic of the sea, but all the family she'd ever known had
laughed it off as overblown myth. Talismans were uncommon, and
talismans as powerful as this were as rare as her Witch Eyes.
Spirit eyes, Terekians called them, though her magic had little to
do with Sobeki's spirit walking.

Seemed the family legend had more truth to it
than any of them ever realized. Still didn't explain where it had
come from after so many decades missing, but that must have
something to do with her mother. Something she'd never know
now.

Sighing, Oskia sheathed the sword and set it
aside, and fussed with the soup some more before making a cup of
tea. She would eat, rest for a few hours, and then push on. If she
recalled correctly, there was a town not too far from here, another
day's travel or so. Another day after that she'd reach the border
into Kenten, where she'd be relatively safe and could travel much
faster straight on to the royal capital, where she would at last
find all the answers she sought.

Oskia pinched her eyes shut, ignoring the
waves of guilt, the look of disappointment and utter heartbreak on
Sobeki's face in the moment he learned what she'd done. The rest of
her friends would be bad enough, devastatingly so. It was hurting
Sobeki, though, that was going to break her.

How could she abandon Cremisio like that,
though? How could she let them be taken by Kenten? Because that was
what would happen. An alliance was how it would start, and
subjugation was how it would end. Their beautiful country, the land
of Holy Shatar herself, would be crushed, buried, forgotten, and an
extension of Kenten would take its place. That was how it always
went when a big country faced off against a small one. Cremisio was
too perfect and powerful a location to be ever left in peace.

But she would fight for their independence as
long as she had breath in her body.

Even if that meant betraying everyone she
cared about and breaking the heart of the man she loved.
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The fucking weather had kept Cohea trapped in
the village for days. If there'd been any sort of decent light at
all, he might have risked it and pushed onward, but heavy snow
combined with Endless Night guaranteed only death.

So he'd waited. And waited.

Now there were guards in the city, bearing
Fazekas colors and crest, according to his hostess, and it was only
a matter of time until one of them found him. Until the woman
lending him use of her stable had an idle conversation with the
wrong person and they came hunting, and then he would be well and
truly fucked.

He could fight his way out of much, even out
of that damned tower, but pinned down in a small village in the
midst of a blizzard in the midst of Endless Night?

Cohea had little faith or interest in gods,
but if they existed, they were laughing at him.

He looked up at the sky, huffing in
frustration at the unending stretch of dark, heavy clouds. The
impeding white they dumped relentlessly. Sighing, he went back to
work cleaning the stable he was calling home for the foreseeable
future. As his coin had been limited, he was now trading board for
work. Thankfully, it was work he knew well, as his parents had not
been the type of nobility to think their status made them better
than everyone else and had seen to it their children learned the
same. Mucking stables had been a frequent punishment for him,
followed closely by washing dishes and cleaning the entire kitchen.
In addition to all his training and lessons, the expectations
placed upon him as the Lindquist heir…

Well, it was little wonder he struggled to
find his pleasures, let alone the time to enjoy them.

"Not what I would have guessed for you.
Don't you have enough power?"

"Do I?"

"Poor baby, forced into a life of cozy
comfort and tiresome responsibility."

"I've never once complained about it."

"No, you smile and obey and uphold that
infuriating honor, then come here and indulge in a highly
intriguing past time."

"What difference does it make to you?"

"That is the question, isn't it?"

Cohea paused his work, gripping the shaft of
the shovel tightly, eyes closed as he breathed heavily through his
nose. The stench of the mucking certainly wasn't conducive to
heated thoughts, but they tried to rise up anyway. Too long, far
too long, since they'd last been together. His body ached with a
need only one person could sate, and his heart ached for the only
person who'd ever understood him in ways no one even bothered to
look for.

He stared at his hands, but the work gloves
he'd borrowed hid his ring from sight.

Heaving a long sigh, Cohea got back to work,
finishing one stall and moving on to the next. If he got his work
done in reasonable time, he would use the long stretch of boring
night ahead of him to indulge in a few fantasies.

"Three days," was the low, husky reply in
his ear. "Starting now.”

Gritting his teeth against his stupid brain
and even stupider libido, Cohea focused on the stench of his work
and the complaints of his back and shoulders, until he was sweaty,
filthy, and too exhausted to think about much of anything.

Once the mucking and cleaning were done, he
filled the stalls with clean straw, made certain the horses had
plenty of hay and water, then went to get himself scrubbed
clean.

Clean, dressed in freshly laundered clothes,
he sat down to enjoy the lunch waiting for him.

He was just eating the last of it when he
heard a commotion out in the street—including enough words that
smacked of soldiers. Damn it. Hopefully, they had nothing to do
with him. Shoving the last bit of biscuit in his mouth, he pulled
on his jacket, hat, and gloves, and ventured out of the stable and
across the yard to the fence, peering through the gap in the gate
to see what was going on.

Soldiers, in Fazekas colors, bright and easy
to mark out even in the snow. They were arguing about something,
but between their unfamiliar accent and the wind, Cohea could make
none of it out. Four of them, two against two. If the weather was
more hospitable, there'd probably be a crowd gathering.

Something about the snow caught his ear, so
likely they were arguing about the weather. When he caught a few
more words about the dark and cold, that seemed to clinch that this
was an argument between doing as they were told and quitting for
now because of the weather. Quitting was by far the smarter choice,
the kind of decision that Cohea would never blame his own people
for making, whatever his initial orders, but if Fazekas was that
good a leader, none of them would be in this predicament.

Finally one of the guards lost their temper
entirely and slammed a fist right into the face of one of his
dissenters, sending the man flying back a rather impressive
distance into the snow, leaving a trail of red that instantly
froze.

The other dissenter snarled angrily at the
violent man and went to help his friend.

Clearly unbothered by his own violent
decision, the man gestured sharply at the house Cohea was staying
in, seemingly giving orders to get back to work and search it. So
this must be the sergeant in charge of this little scouting team.
If only he knew how many were in the village. Surely not more than
twenty. Unless Fazekas had returned to the fortress, which seemed
unlikely, between the urgency with which he'd left and the weather,
then their forces were limited in number, and they'd more likely
send the bulk of them to the cities and other border crossings.

Unless they'd realized this was the likeliest
place he'd go, and gambling that, sent the entirety of their forces
here. Damn it. So he had to assume that all fifty of the remaining
soldiers at the fortress were here combing the village for him.

Which meant getting caught was a matter of
when, not if, and as they'd made it to his hostess's house…

Time to vanish.

Bolting back to the stable door, he then ran
to the back of the fence, so that ideally it would look as though
he'd seen them at the gate and fled out the back. Returning to the
stable, he gathered up his belongings, not that they were really
scattered, left one of the stable doors slightly ajar to make it
look as though he'd left in a hurry, then hastily cleaned and dried
his boots, sloughing snow from his clothes, before he climbed up
into the loft and hid himself in the hay there.

If he could stay hidden long enough, he could
depart once the guards stopped the search.

He'd barely settled into place when he heard
noise, urgent voices, down below.

"He was here!" one of them said. "You were
right."

"And we might have fucking caught him if you
hadn't been insubordinate!" snarled another voice. "I should punch
you again."

A far more garbled voice replied, but fell
silent at an ordered hiss to do so.

"Check it," the sergeant said. "It looks like
he fled, but that could be to mislead us."

Cohea sighed inwardly. So much for that ruse.
He supposed stupid, lazy guards twice in a row was too much to hope
for.

"Check the loft," the sergeant said.

Great. His day was getting better and
better.

Cohea waited, scarcely daring to breathe, as
he listened to the man grunting his way up the ladder, the
scrabbling as he climbed into the loft, clearly unfamiliar with
doing so.

"This is stupid," the man muttered, though
Cohea could only barely understand the words, the accent not one he
was familiar with. Must be from the far north end of Terek; he knew
all the southern dialects.

The sound of him drawing his sword filled the
space, and that was it, Cohea was officially fucked. He'd stay and
pray, but if the stupid, careless ass was using his sword to search
the hay when he knew damned good and well they needed to take Cohea
alive…

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. So much for
escaping.

As the heavy boots drew closer, the man's
muttered complaints filling the dusty air, Cohea drew a deep
breath, sent a silent apology to all those he had failed and was
still failing, and then stood.

The man yelped in surprise, dropping his
sword like the world's stupidest cadet. Cohea lunged, grabbed, and
snapped. Letting the body fall, he grabbed up the man's sword and
headed for the edge of the loft, swinging out over the edge, and
dropping down right on top of one of the other soldiers. The one
with the broken nose, to judge by the way he screamed before Cohea
put him out of his misery.

By the end, the sergeant was on him, and by
the sharp, piercing whistle filling the air, the remaining soldier
was calling for assistance.

Cohea cut the sergeant down and headed out,
but there must have been guards nearby because ten of them surged
into the yard and after that there was nothing Cohea could do.
Especially not when a moment later, mages joined the ranks, one of
them with the tell-tale red marks on his face that signaled his
affinity for fire magic.

They stripped him of everything but his
pants, secured manacles to his wrists, and hauled him off.

Standing in the doorway of the house, the
woman who'd given him shelter watched with wide eyes, hands
clutching the front of her heavy sweater. Cohea bowed in apology as
best he could.

The soldiers dragged him off to an inn, and
from the glaring lack of anyone not in a uniform, save for the
tavern workers, they must have commandeered it as a temporary
garrison. Hopefully they were paying the tavern owner well for
that, but somehow, he doubted it.

In the main room of the tavern, they chained
him up by the fireplace, securing the chains to the wall, and
adding another manacle, on a separate anchor, to his left foot.
Well, at least he wouldn't be cold.

He was getting really tired of being
half-naked, though. There was one person and one person only he was
comfortable being naked around, and it wasn't anyone in this
room.

With nothing else to do, and the soldiers all
ignoring him with the glaring effort of the guilty, Cohea leaned
against the rough, uncomfortable wall and closed his eyes. Let them
think he didn't care, add to their discomfort. He'd escaped these
assholes before; he would do it again.

"Anyone ever tell you that you lack
patience?

"Everyone. Everyone in the world tells me
daily, sometimes twice, that I lack patience."

That throaty laugh he loved so much. "Well,
I suppose you make up for the lack in other ways."

Eventually, the idle chatter washing over him
started to register, reluctantly drawing him from the light doze
he'd been enjoying.

Two things caught his attention.

Fazekas didn't know he'd escaped. The guards
Cohea had snuck out on were trying to cover up their massive
mistake.

Fazekas had run off back to the fortress
because his son was missing. His heir, Lysyken Fazekas.
Cohea didn't know much about him, though he'd seen him a couple of
times in passing. Always a sad-looking boy, as though the weight of
the world rested on his shoulders, and every day more weight was
added. Cohea commiserated. Neither was he surprised; he could not
imagine the burden and torment that came with being Fazekas's
heir.

Especially considering that one of the few
things Cohea did know about Lysyken was that he was a renowned
scholar. Fazekas was nobody's fool, but like many of his people, he
put prowess in the hunt, in the fight, above all else. It wasn't an
entirely unreasonable way of thinking, given the harsh environments
they lived in. Apparently, there were places in the world where it
was always hot, and nobody had to worry about freezing to death
three quarters of the year. Places where the snow only lasted a
quarter of the year, where seasons were distinct and varied. Cohea
couldn't imagine.

So while it made sense that so many of their
cultures focused on things that came back to survival… personally
Cohea thought it was wiser to focus on the scholars, on what they
could see and change that the rest of them would never notice or
think of. It was scholars who would make the difference right now,
not soldiers.

Though first the soldiers had to clear the
path, which Cohea wouldn't be able to do if he didn't stop getting
captured like a fucking fool.

He sighed and opened his eyes, took in his
surroundings. Things had quieted some, which was why he'd caught so
much of the gossip, but there were still far too many people for
him to start mucking with his manacles.

The front door slammed open hard enough to
crack the window on the wall it struck, and several guards hastened
to close it, swearing the whole time. "Fuck this weather," one of
them said. "We'll never get back to Vekshta at this rate. His
Lordship—"

"Is too busy trying to pin down his welp to
give a damn about the rest of us right now," said another soldier.
"Ask me, he should keep that boy on a real lead, not just a magical
one. Ungrateful little shit."

All Cohea felt for the son was sympathy.
Whatever was going on, Cohea hoped he escaped. Bad enough being
Fazekas's enemy. How much worse was life for the people he was
supposed to love? Fazekas should count himself lucky that his son
was the type to run away, rather than the type to slowly torture
him to death.

Though clearly Fazekas admired that quality,
given how often he hired Bittersea to do his dirty work.

"Do you regret any of the deaths you've
meted out?"

"Meted out? Like I'm administering justice?
I don't think that highly of myself, Lindquist. Are you trying to
ask if I ever feel sad about committing murder? No, of course
not."

"Not a single one? There's not one murder
you wish you hadn't committed, one lost life that haunts you?"

"You have to value a life to be sorry about
taking it, and I don't value anyone's life. I value the way it
bleeds out at the edge of my knife. I value the way the light fades
from their eyes, the way some of them beg me not to do it. The rest
is politics, and I don't care about those."

"The rest is people losing loved ones."

"What a joke."

Cohea sighed. It was depressing how often
Bittersea seemed to be right about things. When the man with a
genuine love for pain and murder was most often correct about these
matters, that said nothing good about the state of the world.

Rearranging his hands in his lap, wrists
already red and sore from the bite of the manacles, Cohea rested
his head against the rough wall again and closed his eyes.

He hadn't been resting there for long,
though, when he heard boots draw close. Opening his eyes, he stared
at the man approaching, back of his neck tingling with warning as
he crouched down right in front of Cohea. There was something
greasy about him, far beyond his unwashed hair, and a familiar
glint in his eye as his gaze landed on Cohea's ring.

Reaching out, the man grabbed and lifted
Cohea's hand, running his dirty thumb over the ring exactly as
Fazekas had just days ago. "So this is the famous ring that won't
come off?" He chuckled, low and mean. "Pity, these sapphires are
much to fine to rot with your corpse."

Cohea rolled his eyes. "I don't think I'm
going to be a corpse anytime soon."

The man just chuckled and drew a small knife
from his belt.

"You don't want to do that," Cohea said.
"It's a Ring of Binding, do you really think that nobody involved
in its making took tampering into consideration? Magic as old as
the world is used in Bindings. Your fucking penknife isn't enough
to overcome it."

"Shut up," the man said, eyes entirely on the
ring as he set the tip of the knife beneath one of the gems and
worked to pry it out.

Light shot from the ring, as brilliant and
blinding as lightning, and snaked through the soldier, making him
scream in pain as he jerked back, clutching his chest, clawing and
tearing at it, before he passed out cold.

"What in the fuck is going on over
here?" asked a man with lieutenant stripes on his sleeve as he
stormed across the room. Everyone else had gone as still and quiet
as death.

Cohea drew a breath and let it out on a sigh.
"Your stupid fucking private tried to pry out the gems in my
ring."

"Dumbass," the man muttered. "Get him out of
here, and no one touches the prisoner without talking to me first,
am I understood?" When he got only a few muttered replies, he
bellowed, "AM I UNDERSTOOD!"

That got a much more resounding chorus of
'yes, sir,' and then two soldiers came forward to haul away the
unconscious man.

As they all drifted away again, Cohea drew up
the leg that wasn't manacled and draped his arm across it, lifting
his hand to softly kiss his ring.

"That's illegal! Your Majesty! You can't
demand such a thing of him! It's uncon—"

"I'll do it. I don't care. If that's what it
takes to prove this to you, then I'll do it."

"So will I."

Cohea kissed the ring again, enjoying the
soft tingle of magic against his lips, praying silently the same
was felt on the other end of the bond.

The sooner this nightmare ended, the better.
He was tired of it all. The fighting. The bloodshed. The always
being apart, always waiting, aching, for the day they could be
reunited.

"Will you come home when this is over? Will
you stay with me, once and for all?"

"That's a lot to ask. A lot to expect me to
give up."

"I'll make it worth your while, I vow
it."

"If I didn't already know that, I wouldn't
have agreed to make you my greatest weakness."

"So…"

"So let's focus on surviving before you try
to coax lofty promises out of me."

"As you wish, moon shadow."

An increase in ruckus drew his attention, and
he watched as a group of men blazed into the room, sloughing
depressing amounts of snow. Judging by the cocky walk and the way
everyone else cowered slightly, the man in the middle must be the
man in charge. Too much snow for his rank to be clear, but likely a
captain.

Then the man turned, and every thought in
Cohea's head vanished.

This… this was the fucking bastard
who'd led the attack where he'd first been captured. He'd
slaughtered Cohea's people, taken Cohea prisoner in as brutal and
humiliating a manner as possible, and then taken Cohea's war hammer
for his own.

That hammer had been a gift. Blackened steel
with a silver crescent moon on the head and the base of the grip.
The tip of the punch was red and wickedly sharp, and the head had
four blunt teeth to ensure a brutal impact. It had been crafted
especially for him, heavier than war hammers typically were but
still nothing for his not inconsiderate frame. He was far more
upset about the loss of his people, but losing the hammer had been
a blow.

Now that little fuck had the temerity to walk
around with it strapped to his back? No, no that wasn't going to
stand. Fuck stealth and patience. He'd tried it that way, and now
he was imprisoned again.

He wanted his hammer. He wanted his
freedom.

The first step was getting out of the
manacles, which was actually the easiest step.

"Surely you know how pick a lock,
Lindquist?"

"Why would I know how to pick a lock?"

"Why did I bother asking."

He waited until everyone bedded down for the
night. No one had bothered to feed him, but someone did bring him a
single, worn and heavily patched blanket, which would be useful.
Eventually, finally, there was only him and four soldiers left in
the main room, everyone else having dispersed to other parts of the
'borrowed' inn to get some sleep.

Of the four remaining, two fell asleep and
two were on watch, which they spent drinking and playing cards.
You'd think they'd have learned more about paying attention after
the first time, but their stupidity worked to his benefit.

When it was clear the soldiers had all but
forgotten he existed, Cohea used a sliver of wood pried up from the
old floor to undo his manacles, careful not to let the part of
chain fastened to the wall slide free.

Next, he tossed his blanket just close enough
to the fire that it caught, flames spreading quickly to the old
fabric and from there, across the floor.

That drew attention quickly, frantic cries of
alarm as the men scrambled to put out the flames.

When one made to grab him, get him out of
danger, Cohea used the chain of his manacles to throttle the
bastard. By that point, the two sleeping guards were awake, all
three frantically trying to stop the flames while also calling for
help.

Using the sword of the dead man, Cohea
dispatched two of them and then dragged the remaining one into the
kitchen.

"Why— Why would you—" the man gasped out.
"You're the honorable one."

Cohea spared him a look. "Honorable just
means I'll kill you to your face, instead of while you're sleeping.
You lost any chance at living the moment you slaughtered my people
and dragged me around in chains like a dog."

He snapped the man's neck, then quickly stole
his clothes, one ear on the increasing sounds of panic in the
burning room. Hopefully, there was so much smoke by this point that
they hadn't yet noticed he was gone.

Once he was dressed, he headed out into the
cold night, looping slowly around the building until he reached the
front door, where sure enough, people were spilling out, many while
still pulling on their clothes.

The falling snow had not eased, and beyond
the somewhat cleared space around the inn there were drifts upon
drifts of it. Between that and the smoke, it was impossible to see
well.

To see the fox in the henhouse, as Cohea
worked his way through the soldiers, cutting them down one by one,
sometimes in twos, until he finally found the man he sought: the
captain, who stood with four other men off to the side, well out of
harm's way while they watched other people stop the fire.

Cohea's lip curled. As captain, the man
should be doing something.

He walked up to them, sword out, and used
their frozen surprise to kill the first two, and it didn't take
much more effort to kill the remaining two.

Leaving only the captain.

"Give me my hammer," Cohea said, voice as
cold as the weather around them.

With shaking hands, the man obeyed, removing
the hammer from its sling on his back and holding it out.

Abandoning his sword, Cohea took the hammer,
some of his tumult easing to feel its familiar weight once
again.

"Why… why did you do all this?" the captain
asked, sounding much like the man in the kitchen. "They said you
were…"

"You people have to stop thinking honorable
means nice," Cohea replied, and swung the hammer, crushing the
man's skull, killing him instantly.

Honorable didn't mean nice, or even kind.
Honorable meant he'd do his best to avoid things like violence,
pain, and so forth. It also meant that when those things couldn't
be avoided, he'd deal them out quickly and with little to no fuss.
Because he hated it. All of it. He just wanted a peaceful life
where no one was really hurt.

He would never understand why Bittersea took
so much joy in this. Why he sighed over spilled blood the
way most people sighed over a good meal or a new cloak.

"Some things aren't for us to understand.
They're just for us to accept."

Cohea took back the harness for the harmer
and strapped it into place before taking the man's cloak as well.
After that, he searched the bodies rapidly vanishing beneath the
snow for better fitting boots.

When he was finally done with all that and
had ensured the inn fire had lost to the weather, he trekked off
through the village until he found the stable. Thankfully, the lock
on the gate was easily broken, and his belongings were exactly
where he'd left them.

As much as the weather forbade travel, he
didn't have much choice. Someone would be coming after him, and
sooner rather than later, so it was time to go.

Strapping on snowshoes, he trudged off into
the dark, only a shaky lantern to light his way. Thankfully, he
could follow the sound of the ocean, and from there had his pick of
fishing boats to steal. He didn't like doing such a rotten thing to
people who relied on these boats for their literal existence, but
they wouldn't be needing them anytime soon, and he'd see them
compensated generously once this nightmare ended.

Freeing the boat from the dock, he pushed it
out slightly, jumped in, and went to work on the sails. Being out
on the water in this weather was a fool's game, but he had no
choice.

And he was nothing if not a gods-damned
fool.
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They reached the Kuluris estate in the dead
of night, amidst a howling wind that tossed the snow in a hundred
directions at once. Even Kite was frozen solid, and he had always
been of a hardy nature. Next to him, shivering so hard the
chattering of his teeth echoed through the dead, dark halls, Lysa
was barely able to stand upright.

Holding him close, anger rose up at how
frail Lysa was, when a boy his age, of such privilege and
status, should be stronger, healthier. If Cohea didn't kill Fazekas
first, Kite most definitely would.

"This place feels strange," Lysa said through
his chattering. "Like a tomb."

"It may as well be," Kite replied as he
ushered Lysa into the first room with a fireplace. The guards
flowed in around him, one immediately setting to work lighting a
fire, the others removing all the dust cloths on the furniture.

By some fortune, or rather misfortune, he'd
picked the study, library, whatever it had been called. The room
where he'd found Bittersea's father in literal pieces, and so much
blood he could still smell it, even though it was all long
gone.

There was plenty of room for them all to
sleep here, chairs and tables, the enormous fireplace, and if they
didn't have any luck securing firewood, there were plenty of books
to burn.

Once the fire was going, Kite stripped off
their frozen outer layers and got Lysa settled, staying close and
lending body heat until Lysa stopped shivering. "Better?" he asked
softly.

Instead of replying, Lysa let out a barely
audible sigh and slumped right into Kite, head resting on his
shoulder. Kite froze, started to call for help—and then realized
that Lysa had simply fallen asleep. He swallowed, not liking the
odd surge of protectiveness that rushed through him.

Why shouldn't he feel protective, though?
Because Lysa was 'the enemy'? That was stupid. He was a young man,
barely more than a boy, only just turned twenty-three according to
Sobeki's research. Thirteen years younger than Kite. He was too
small, too frail, for his age and build. He was dying of a terrible
curse put there by his father, and had marks on his face
that most people didn't earn until nearly twice Lysa's age.

Someone should have been protecting him this
whole damned time, and if his family wasn't going to do it, then
Kite would, and Terek could suffer the consequences of their gross
stupidity.

Holy Shatar, he must be more exhausted than
he realized to be so angry and tangled up over this.

Lysa shivered against him, moaning in his
sleep, something that sounded like a sad plea. Kite reached up
slowly and rested a hand in his hair, curling his fingers into it,
and Lysa immediately relaxed again, burrowing further against his
shoulder.

Movement caught the edge of Kite's vision,
and he turned his head slightly to see Hargden crouch down in front
of them. He smiled faintly and offered a steaming mug, setting the
other one close to the fire so it would stay warm until Lysa could
drink it. "Thank you."

"Always a pleasure, Your Highness. We'll get
the beds made up and then you can move him." He chuckled. "Though
it looks to me like he doesn't want to be moved."

"He would if he was awake," Kite muttered,
which just made Hargden laugh harder for some reason.

One arm wrapped around Lysa still, his
breaths warm and soft against Kite's neck, he sipped his tea with
the other, grateful for the edge it took off his exhaustion.

The distraction it gave him from being back
in this nightmare place. He would never understand why His Majesty
had not ordered Bittersea hunted down and killed. Then again,
people had tried to do precisely that all on their own, and to date
only two had survived the encounter and only because Bittersea had
allowed them to. So maybe His Majesty had the right idea. Who the
fuck even knew with that snaky bastard.

When he'd finished his tea and Lysa's, who
clearly would not be drinking it anytime soon, Kite slowly and
carefully shifted, until he could scoop Lysa into his arms.
Standing, he carried Lysa over to the bed waiting for him, tucked
into a corner where he would be out of immediate harm and easily
protected.

Throughout, Lysa did not stir once, except to
murmur a soft, sad 'please don't…' before going quiet again.
Pulling up the blankets, Kite reached out reflexively to brush a
strand of hair from his face.

Catching himself, he drew back with a softly
muttered curse. What was wrong with him, acting so familiar with a
man who might not hate him, but certainly didn't like him. Lysa
might not be the enemy, but his father most definitely was, and
Kite was Regent. The politics at play here would give a god a
headache. He most definitely should not be treating Lysa like a… a
little brother, or whatever he was trying to do.

Stifling a sigh, he rose and went to his own
bed, stripping out of his clothes and changing into relatively
clean ones before settling beneath the blankets. He'd surrender the
entire fucking kingdom for a soft, warm bed, but luxuries would
just have to be his reward when this was over.

He fell into a restless sleep but woke after
only what seemed to be a couple of hours, the howling of the wind
worse than ever. Were they going to be snowed in? That would be the
final touch this mad quest needed.

Scrubbing at his face, Kite crawled out of
bed and rose to go in search of a place to piss. He waved off the
guard on watch who started to stand to escort him. "Who's going to
get us out here? Ghosts? I'd like to see them try."

Anyway, if there had been ghosts, Bittersea
would have tortured and destroyed them too. Nobody had ever accused
the bastard of being unthorough.

Once he'd found the washroom and relieved
himself, splashed some cool water on his face to wake himself up a
bit more since he clearly wouldn't be going back to sleep, Kite
wandered the main hall instead of returning to the library.

It had been this dark and quiet last time,
but now everything smelled of dust instead of blood and rotting
flesh.

At the base of the enormous, curving
staircase he stared at where the first body he'd found had lain.
She'd been a child, a little girl in a pink and teal gown, ribbons
in her curly hair. Well, one ribbon, only barely hanging on. The
other had been lost in the fall, that side of her head caved in
where it had slammed into a pillar with enough force to kill a
grown man, never mind a child.

Footsteps drew his attention. Kite turned—and
scowled. "You shouldn't be out of bed."

"I'm fine," Lysa said, mouth setting into
that mutinous line that Kite already knew well. "I want to stretch
my legs, ease some of the stiffness and soreness. The guards said
you were out here, and as long as I stayed close to you it was
fine. What are you looking at?"

"Nothing." At Lysa's derisive snort, Kite
rolled his eyes and said, "This is where I found one of the
bodies."

"The bodies? So all those rumors about Jethue
Bittersea…"

"I don't know what the rumors are, but he did
slaughter his entire family, yes. I was the one that found… what
was left of them." Kite shuddered at the memory. "It was not a
pleasant sight."

"What happened?" Lysa asked softly. "Unless
recounting it would be too hard for you. I know a bit about
haunting memories." He laughed sourly, shivering slightly.

Kite drew him in, draping his cloak around
both of them, trying not to notice that beneath the layers of sweat
and grime from days of hard travel, Lysa smelled faintly sweet. Why
was he noticing such a thing? Whatever. Nevermind. "I've had to
recount it numerous times, to His Majesty, the council, in official
reports…

"I was sent here to see why Kuluris had been
silent for so long. Why not a single one of them were responding to
missives. Even messengers could not get into the house. His Majesty
finally sent me to deal with the matter. The whole manor smelled of
rotting flesh. It was vile. Even now, all these years later, I
remember that stench." He grimaced. "I found the daughter first.
She was young, maybe eight, not more than ten. Her head had been
smashed. I think she was pushed down the stairs, slammed into one
of the columns, and that was that. I don't know if Bittersea killed
her first, last, somewhere in the middle…

"The others, he wasn't nearly so kind to. I
found the mother in her sitting room, her throat slit. Bittersea's
older brother was in the ballroom, where he'd been practicing his
swordsmanship, I think. He had so many stab wounds I couldn't count
them all. Three servants were dead in the kitchen. He attacked
them, pinned their hands to the counters with knives, then slit
their bellies so they died while watching their own organs spill
out."

"Gods," Lysa said, the words barely more than
a whisper.

"He killed his aunt in her bedroom, another
slit throat. The uncles were stabbed much like the brother, though
they were stabbed in the face. The worst, though, was the father.
He'd been tied down to his desk and tortured for hours. Every time
he was close to death, Bittersea brought him back and started
again."

Lysa frowned. "Brought him back? What do you
mean? Like necromancy?"

Kite grimaced at the idea. "No, thank Shatar.
Did you not know? Bittersea has healing magic."

Lysa's jaw dropped, eyes going as big as
carriage wheels. "Bittersea. My father's pet assassin. The
one with more knives than god. Who laughs as he watches people
bleed to death. Has healing magic. Which fucked up deity
made that decision?"

"Whichever one favors chaos," Kite said with
a sigh. "Most people don't know but given how well Bittersea and
your father get along, I just assumed you did."

"I don't think they 'get along' so much as my
father believes that killing people is the most expedient method of
dealing with his problems—problems he creates, mind you—and he's
happy to pay whatever Bittersea asks because he knows the job will
get done. I don't think Bittersea is loyal to anyone or anything,
except maybe those snake gods of yours."

"Snake gods? You mean Takar and Tamar?"

"Gods of Death and Dreaming," Lysa said with
a slight nod. "He has them tattooed the length of his body, I saw
them once when he was bathing in the courtyard. I only remember
because it was strange he'd bathe in the open like that, where
anyone could have attacked from any angle. Well, and the snakes
were beautiful work. Whoever tattooed them put their whole self
into the work."

"I would imagine so, if their only other
option was death," Kite replied dryly. "Anyway, that's the sordid
tale of Jethue Bittersea. He murdered his entire family, some of
the servants, and then left. I think he must have been roughly
fifteen at the time. Didn't surface again in Cremisio until about
two years ago, when… " He gestured sharply, unable to better
express his lingering frustration. "Something happened at the
Lindquist estate. No one but Lindquist, Bittersea, and His Majesty
know exactly what. All I know is that His Majesty had Bittersea
right there and could have executed the bastard straight
off, but instead merely exiled him. Shatar alone knows what he's up
to now, though we know he's back in Cremisio."

"I've rarely interacted with him, but I'm not
surprised that Bittersea is good at surviving. He would have to be.
Do you know who he killed first? Here, I mean."

Kite shrugged. "No idea. Given how long the
father was tortured, he must have been killed after the others, but
the bodies upstairs were in slightly better condition than the
others, which makes me think they were killed later. If I had to
guess… I'd say sister, then the mother and brother, then the
father, then the rest of the family and servants. Maybe they
weren't in the house at the time the killings started. I probably
could have figured it out, but at the time, my concern was burning
the rotted corpses and sealing the house."

Lysa regarded the stairs thoughtfully,
tapping his chin with the side of his curled index finger. "I don't
think he killed the sister. I would say she was the catalyst."

"Catalyst?" Kite blinked, then followed his
gaze, mind turning. "You think someone else killed her, and that
drove him to kill everyone else. I never thought of it that
way."

"Broadly, there are two types of what we call
dedicated killers. The first is remorseless in every way. They love
to torture, to kill, and they have no caring for who they
kill. Some will develop a taste for a particular look, like only
red-headed women or adolescent boys, but past that, all that
affects them is opportunity. The other kind of dedicated killer,
the kind I think Bittersea is, enjoys killing, but there's more
logic to it. Restraint. A sort of blood code that only they
understand, but which they follow zealously. Taking up as an
assassin would suit that type. For both, though, there's always a
tipping point, a catalyst that finally drives them to it. Sometimes
all it takes is one bad day. Sometimes it's seeing a perfect
opportunity. In dedicated killers like Bittersea, though, usually
it's taking away the one thing that kept them from killing at
all."

"His little sister," Kite said softly. "He
acted normal for her, and when she was killed, by accident or
design, he snapped. That actually makes a lot of sense. Why would
anyone want to hurt a little girl?"

"To punish her or punish Bittersea." Lysa's
mouth twisted, a pained look in his eyes. "Abuse is a common theme
in the early lives of dedicated killers. It does not justify the
choices they make, but… but I also understand why so many of them
break," he finished on a whisper.

Kite moved before he thought, sweeping Lysa
into a tight embrace, burying his face in Lysa's hair. "You
escaped. You won't be going back."

Lysa tensed, and then slowly relaxed, all but
melting into his arms. "You can't make that promise. I'm the son of
your greatest enemy, and you're Regent. You shouldn't even be
here."

"I do what I want, as my brother and friends
will be happy to tell you." Kite withdrew and cupped Lysa's face in
his hands. "Whatever happens, however this fucking feud ends, you
will not be going back to that sadistic bastard. All right?"

Lysa drew a shaky breath, then gave a short,
sharp nod. "All right."

Letting go, Kite stepped back, hating the way
he could still feel Lysa's soft skin beneath his fingers. What in
the world was wrong with him? He should be thinking of Lysa as an
ally, at most as a little brother.

Not noticing how lovely his eyes were, how
pretty he was when he wasn't angry and bitter, or screaming in
agonizing pain.

"Come on," he said, turning away with more
effort than he liked admitting. "We should return before the others
start to worry, even though there's nothing here but dust and bad
memories."

"And hopefully a bloodstone," Lysa replied,
falling into step alongside him.

Back in the study, the rest of their party
had stirred. Two were working on food at the fireplace, and another
guard was packing up the bedding with Tal. Wishta was perusing the
books and turned her head toward them at the sound of their
arrival. "I see nobody was able to sleep for long. Guess we all
just want to get to work."

"Any ideas at all where to start or what
we're looking for?" Lysa asked.

Kite sighed. "Unfortunately not. Everyone
knows the story of the Vekketh family, how they obtained the
bloodstones and cast a spell that was meant to give them power and
protection. Instead, it destroyed leagues of ocean and left
thousands of people dead, and though the main branch of the family
wasn't responsible for it, still they changed their name to
Bittersea to acknowledge what their bloodline, if only a branch
family, had done. If there are further bloodstones, they are
somewhere in or below this house."

"Certainly if I lived here," Tal said as he
sipped at the tea one of the guards was handing out, "I'd make use
of what must be countless tunnels and caverns beneath this
house."

"It would be in keeping with the family to
have smuggler tunnels and forgotten caches, to be sure," Kite said.
"Regretfully, the only surviving Bittersea would just as soon set
the estate and its immediate surroundings on fire, so even if I did
know where he was and could reach him, Bittersea would be of no
use."

"A house like this, as immense as it is,
seems most logical the bloodstone, or access to it, would be
somewhere on the lower floor. Somewhere the owners had easy access
to, but not so much the servants. Tucked away where even thorough
cleaning wasn't likely to stumble across it," Lysa said
thoughtfully. "This study meets all those parameters, though that
feels too easy to me." He frowned. "If it was a branch family
responsible for the destruction, how did they do it here, right
under the noses of the main family?"

"Most of them weren't here at the time;
they'd trusted the branch family to attend the estate in their
absence. I think only a young daughter or something was left
behind, too young to travel to Cremin and who would have been
completely miserable there. I believe she died in the fallout."

Lysa winced. "That's horrible."

"To be fair, the Kuluris motto is Even the
ocean fears us. Hubris, maybe, but no one denies their monster
crest suits them." Especially Bittersea himself, with as many
knives as the Kuluris crest had tentacles.

"Well, I'm not…" He frowned. "I can't
remember how you say it. Not fit to box others."

"My dagger isn't sharp enough," Kite replied
with a smile.

Lysa smiled back. "That's the one." He
wandered over to the bookcases, dragging his fingers softly across
the spines. "Such a beautiful collection. I'm surprised it's just
sitting here languishing. Some of these books are worth
fortunes."

Kite shrugged. "His Majesty ordered the house
closed and sealed. After this is over, and the weather is safer for
such things, you're welcome to come and take what you want. I'll
make sure the promise is held by whoever becomes king or
queen."

That made Lysa stop, turn to stare at him,
surprise and hope and wariness battling on his face. "Why would you
do that?" For me hung unspoken.

"Books may as well go to someone who would
appreciate them, and I'm informed those marks beneath your eye mean
you are quite the scholar. As you said, they're languishing. If we
hadn't been able to secure adequate firewood, I was going to order
the books be used instead."

"You can't burn books! These are priceless!"
Lysa said, not quite shouting, but near enough. "That! That should
be a crime! Knowledge should never be destroyed!"

"Well, lucky for you and the books, we found
firewood aplenty out back," one of the guards said with a
laugh.

Lysa rolled his eyes and dropped his hand
from where he'd reflexively touched the marks that Kite had
mentioned. Huffing, he turned back to the shelves and resumed
examining the books.

Leaving him to it, Kite turned his attention
to Hargden. "How's the weather?"

"Abysmal," Hargden said, mouth set in a grim
line. "Even if we find this bloodstone, we may not be getting back
out any time soon."

Kite sighed. "Well, not much we can do about
that. If we can find the bloodstone, we can save Lysa. Sobeki is
holding the line at the palace. That will have to suffice."
Hopefully Cohea or Oskia would arrive soon to help him. Oskia… of
all the fucking times for her to just take off with neither word
nor warning. He loved her dearly, but he was going to break her
Shatar-damned nose when he saw her again.

Not least of all because on top of all the
other problems she was causing, she was hurting Sobeki by letting
him down when they most needed her.

On the other hand, so was he. So were all of
them. Cohea had been following orders, but he also had likely been
reckless as he so often was. Oskia was missing. Kite was here.
Sobeki was in the palace alone, surrounded by schemers and
backstabbers.

He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly.
Soon. Hopefully this quest wouldn't take long, and by the time they
finished the weather would have eased enough to make travel
possible. "How are we on food?"

"Fine for now, should be good for a couple of
weeks yet. After that, we'll be hunting and foraging, unless there
are stores in the house that have somehow survived all these years
of neglect."

"Send someone to find out."

Hargden nodded and moved off to see the order
carried out, and Kite went to the section of bookcases nobody had
looked over yet. He seemed to have gotten the most boring books:
tax law, farming manuals, animal husbandry, and fishing guides.
Given there was little to no arable land here, why would Lord
Bittersea have needed to know how to farm? Then again, the Dead Sea
didn't exactly provide anything but salt. A lucrative trade,
especially in a place of nigh-eternal cold where preservation of
food was so vital, but nothing like the income that had once come
from fish, seals, kelp, and more.

He pulled the books down, one after the
other, flipping through each one for… he didn't even know. A large
and ominous looking key. A convenient letter explaining everything
they needed to know. A long-lost map that was in perfect condition
and showed exactly how to get to the bloodstone.

Pulling out a book of tax records from the
previous century, because that was definitely something of vital
importance, Kite flipped through the pages same as he had all the
others—and stopped as a piece of paper fell out.

Retrieving it from the floor, Kite set the
book aside and unfolded the single sheet of paper. Frowned. The
letters were right, but the words were gibberish. "What in the
world is this?"

"You found something?" Lysa asked,
practically running across the room to join him. He was entirely
too pale, but seemed so excited that Kite held off telling him he
needed to sit and rest for a bit.

Instead he handed over the piece of paper and
tried not to notice that Lysa was adorable when his brow furrowed
in concentration, lips forming something like a pout.

After a few minutes, Lysa said, "It's written
in cypher. I think… it's a list of crimes. Of the dead people. The
family, I mean."

"It's what." Around them, the rest of
the group wandered close, abandoning their own tasks in favor of
listening raptly.

Lysa stared at them, then focused on the
paper again, cheeks faintly flushed, as though not used to so much
attention. Which made no sense. He was Fazekas's heir; attention
was a part of his life. Clearing his throat, Lysa said, "Lord
Bittersea: abuse, molestation of daughter, murder of daughter.
Abuse of servants."

"Holy Shatar," Hargden muttered. "Is that
true?"

"Catalyst," Lysa said softly, still staring
at the paper. "There's always a catalyst. If his little sister was
the one person he loved enough to ignore his dark urges, and he
learned his father touched her that way, and then the father killed
her… Yes, that would cause someone like Bittersea to snap. He
probably killed the others as being party to the abuse, directly or
indirectly."

"What does it say about the others?" Wishta
asked quietly.

Lysa drew a deep breath. "Lord Bestith, abuse
and molestation of a child. Lord Goranki, knowledge of abuse and
molestation, abuse of servants. Chorin, abuse and rape of servants.
Mother, knowledge of all, abuse of servants, neglect of
children.

"I'm sorry for nothing. Jethue Bittersea,
Year 48 of King Wendeth, 928 CD."

Wishta shook her head. "I wouldn't have
expected Lord Bittersea to leave any sort of account, let alone a
confession."

Hargden grunted. "Murder is not to be
condoned, but I also don't blame him. Guess it's a good thing the
decision of what to do with him was not and never will be up to
me."

Kite's mouth tightened. "No, that was His
Majesty's decision, and he chose exile, and dictated that his heir
was the only one permitted to alter that decision. So until the
heir is found, or a suitable replacement instated, Bittersea gets
to waltz around free and clear for being a professional murderer.
Before you go sympathizing too much with him, remember he tied his
father to that desk right there and tortured him for hours. He
enjoys what he does, and he'll be the first to tell you that.
Vigilante justice is never the way to solve problems."

"I don't agree," Lysa said. "Bittersea went
too far, but the justice systems of multiple kingdoms have left my
father to abuse me and countless others my entire life. If justice
cared about anything but protecting the powerful, I wouldn't
currently be cursed." He handed the letter back to Kite.
"Vigilantes have always stood for those of us the rest of the world
doesn't give a damn about, those of us too far away for those
clustered around the throne to see."

"I—" Kite stopped as Lysa strode off back to
his own bookcases, sighing as he tucked the letter away to take
home. He waved off Hargden's concerned look. "I'm going for a walk.
Keep searching the library."

He strode off, not waiting for replies,
suddenly able to breathe better as he stood alone in the hallway.
Sighing softly, he went off exploring again, this time taking the
stairs up to the second floor, dragging his fingers through the
dust on the ornate, velvet-lined walls.

Upstairs, he walked down the hall and chose a
room at random, revealing a sitting room that still smelled
strongly of tobacco smoke, despite the literal decades it had been
since last used. Everything was leather and dark, severe colors,
dusty and yellowed with time. On a small table sat a cigar box,
though if he were to open it, the remaining cigars would likely
crumble into dust.

Sighing again, what felt like the twentieth
in as many minutes, he removed the dust cloth from what proved to
be a handsome leather chair, and dropped down into it, sinking his
fingers into his hair as he braced his elbows on his spread knees.
He was tired.

Ever since he'd found the royal family dead,
he had been going and going. Now he had no one; he and his oldest,
dearest friends were scattered to the winds, and he was stuck in a
house of violence and bloodshed with someone who clearly still
hated him.

He sat up and settled into the chair, soothed
by the lingering smoky scent of good tobacco, a costly but highly
prized import. His father had enjoyed cigars immensely, though his
smoking room had been an open, airy conservatory instead of a
stuffy, closed up sitting room.

Find the bloodstone. Return home. Find Cohea.
Put the heir on the throne.

So simple in theory; so very complicated in
execution.

The sound of footsteps, the door creaking
open wider, snapped Kite to his feet, hand going automatically for
the staff he wasn't even currently carrying. He relaxed as he saw
Lysa. "Is something wrong? Did you find anything?"

"No and no. Well, arguably something is
wrong, but nothing that requires you return downstairs."

Kite frowned. "What?"

Lysa looked at him, then away, curling one
hand around the opposite upper arm. "I came to apologize."

"For what?" Kite asked, baffled. "Everything
you said made sense, and even if it didn't, you're still entitled
to your opinion. I'm not exactly the most level-headed when it
comes to Bittersea." Not after finding the bodies. Not after seeing
him just get away with it.

Lysa gave him a look that reminded him
strongly of Sobeki when he thought Kite was being especially
stupid. Drawing closer, clasping his hands in front of him, Lysa
said, "I railed about how those in power never help people like me,
but you literally abandoned your throne to help me. However angry I
am at the world, you've done a lot for me and don't deserve that
anger."

"If you'd died in my palace, there would have
been war," Kite said wryly.

"I think you would have helped me
anyway."

"What else should I have done? Let you die
when I had the power to prevent that?"

"You'd be surprised how often people choose
that option," Lysa said.

Kite snorted. "On the contrary, I know all
too well how often people choose death. I took no offense from your
words. There's no need to apologize."

"You left."

"I'm fine."

Lysa gave him a look, folding his arms across
his chest. "Try again."

"What are you, my mother?" When that just got
him an even sterner glare, Kite rolled his eyes and said, "I'm
tired, all right? Ever since I found the bodies of the royal
family, it's been one thing after another. I'm Regent until Cohea
bothers to show up and name the heir, though, so I'll just have to
deal with it."

"Well, I'm sorry for—"

"Oh, shut up," Kite said with a smile.
"Speaking of you, though, that was impressive work just decoding a
cypher without having to write everything down like that. My
brother said it was shocking you earned those marks so young, but I
can see how you did."

Lysa, to his astonishment, flushed. "It's
true I passed all the tests, but even if I'd failed miserably, I
still would have been given my master scholar status because nobody
tells my father no. So did I earn them? Not really. I tried,
though."

"You and Sobeki would be great friends," Kite
said with a smile. "He's also brilliant, the most brilliant person
I know, but always insists he's not." Everyone loved Sobeki, the
younger, sweeter, softly charming brother. Not Kite, older and
sharper and given to brooding. Sobeki and Lysa were also closer in
age. "So do you know what you'll do after we break that curse?
Should you be up here? What if—"

"I'm fine. Wishta and Tal attended it
recently," Lysa broke in with a faint smile. "As to what I'll do… I
have no idea. I've never had the freedom of choice before. Thanks
to you, I do—or will. Another reason I shouldn't have yelled at you
downstairs."

Kite vastly preferred this man who wasn't
snarly and prickly and angry at everyone, even if he completely
understood. This version was far too appealing for his peace of
mind, but he was an adult, at least in theory. He could behave
himself. "As I said, I took no offense. Shall we rejoin the others
before we start getting lectured about always wandering off?" He
offered an arm reflexively, not realizing he'd done so until Lysa
curled his fingers around it with a shy smile.

He could behave himself. He could. Hopefully
this Shatar-damned mission ended before he did something stupid
anyway.
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Bittersea arrived at the Lindquist Estate in
the early evening, the only time a fisherman had been willing to
take him, after the day's work was done.

As ever, the estate was imposing in its
solitude, the way it stubbornly stood against the sea ever trying
to drag it beneath the surf. It was a stately building, all clean,
sharp lines at odds with the rocks and craigs of the island itself.
There was little in the way of trees here, most of it scrub and
grass and beaches of eerily white sand.

The imposing entrance was a duel set of
stairs that led up to looming front doors made entirely of stained
glass. When the sun hit them during the day, the hallway beyond
turned into a glowing rainbow that even Bittersea conceded was
beautiful.

He let himself in, then closed and locked the
door behind him. If someone really wanted to break in, one mere
door would not stop them, but better than simply leaving it open to
invite trouble.

Everything smelled faintly of dust, with a
lingering hint of the cleaning oils that would have been used
before everything was closed up. When all this was over, Lindquist
would send his servants ahead to open the house back up, with even
more staff to buy whatever was necessary to stock it and whatever
whimsy took him. Not that Lindquist was much for whimsy.

As always, Bittersea began with getting
clean. He also did some laundry, since there'd been no time to stay
somewhere long enough he could pay someone else to do it. When his
clothes were hung up to dry, he prepared some food from the limited
pantry and took it with him to the library.

Once he had a space cleared for his food, he
sat behind Lindquist's desk, in a leather chair that smelled of
Lindquist's rich, smoky cologne. He checked the contents of the
desk as he ate, but even the secret drawers contained nothing but
notes telling Bittersea to mind his own damned business. Laughing,
Bittersea replaced them with his own notes, and then focused on
finishing his meal.

When he'd done so, he rose and explored the
rest of the library, removing dust sheets where necessary to
explore all of Lindquist's many nooks and crannies.

Unlike most libraries, say his worthless
father's for example, this was a working personal library.
The only useful items in his father's library were the tax records,
and even then only if you were a particularly boring accountant
being punished with an audit.

Lindquist's library, however, was filled with
books he and others in the household actually used, including the
servants. Everything from histories and personal accounts that
Lindquist relied on, to novels and poetry to keep people trapped on
an island from going insane. He even bound much of his
correspondence to refer back to if he needed it, and of course for
historical purposes, because Lindquist was infuriatingly
responsible that way.

When he'd searched everywhere else in the
library, he went to the last and most interesting of Lindquist's
secret stashes. He hadn't expected to find anything here, but he'd
wanted to clear it as a matter of thoroughness, to see if Lindquist
had left him anything to make his search easier.

Which of course he hadn't, amusing Bittersea
more than he'd ever admit.

Approaching the bookcase that held all the
personal accounts, like journals, albums, and so forth, Bittersea
pulled out a volume on useful herbs and flowers written by some
Lindquist ancestor and pressed the button that he'd found purely by
chance one day when he'd been trapped here by storm and injury.

The injury had not kept him idle long, but
the storm had raged for days, and there was such significant
flooding afterward that they'd been trapped for several days after
that.

The catch released, and he swung the shelf
out and up on soundless hinges, revealing an entire secret shelf
built into the wall. On it were seventeen books. Smirking,
Bittersea fetched his bag and pulled three books from it.

Returning to the shelf, he slotted the three
brand new books into place.

Lindquist walked into the library, eyes on
whatever letter he was reading.

"I know your secret," Bittersea said.

Unlike most people, Lindquist didn't bluster
or evade or otherwise attempt to lie. Instead he simply smiled,
that tiny little quirk of a smile that made him look both little
boy and wise old man at the same time. "I have a lot of secrets,
Bittersea. You're going to have to narrow it down before you start
in on the blackmailing."

"Blackmail," Bittersea scoffed. "I would
never engage in anything so boring."

"Boring, yes, that is precisely how normal
people describe blackmail." Lindquist set his letter on his ink
blotter and then leaned against the desk, arms folding across his
broad chest. "Which of my secrets have you discovered, then?"

Bittersea laughed, not missing the way
Lindquist stared at his mouth before catching himself and looking
away. "All of them here in your library, but I'm only talking about
this one." He pushed up the shelf he hadn't quite closed entirely,
watching Lindquist's face.

It twitched ever so slightly, a crack in
that smooth, unaffected façade. Delightful.

Lindquist sighed and rose to his feet.
"That's the one you want to trouble me with?"

Bittersea stared as Lindquist drew into his
space, something very few people were brave or stupid enough to do.
"Not what I would have guessed for you. Don't you have enough
power?"

"Do I?" Lindquist asked softly, not really
looking at Bittersea as he did so.

"Poor baby, forced into a life of cozy
comfort and tiresome responsibility."

Lindquist's gaze snapped back to him, brown
sugar eyes full of fire. "I've never once complained about it."

Bittersea laughed. "No, you smile and obey
and uphold that infuriating honor, then come in here and indulge in
a highly intriguing past time."

"What difference does it make to you?"

"That is the question, isn't it?" Bittersea
walked his fingers up Lindquist's chest, then shoved him back a
couple of steps before turning slightly to pull out random volumes.
"The Desperate Hostage. The King's Unwilling Bride. Imprisoned by
the Enemy. Dark stuff, Lindquist. I'm actually rather
impressed."

Lindquist's beautiful skin flushed rose.
"I've never hurt anyone. I don't want to hurt anyone.
They're just fantasies. Why do you care? Why are you doing this?
I've given you a place of safety, Bittersea, and I'm still not
certain you weren't paid to come here and kill me. You could muster
up manners enough not to mock me for something that isn't hurting
anyone."

"Mocking?" Bittersea laughed and stepped
into Lindquist's space again, breathing in that strangely appealing
cologne he wore, like sandalwood and smoke wafting through
fresh-fallen snow. Even here, when it was just the two of them, not
even the worm he was here to kill around, Lindquist dressed like he
might be summoned to an important audience at any moment. It was
stupid and absurd and strangely appealing. "When I'm mocking you,
Lindquist, you'll know it."

"What do you call this, then?"

"A conversation," Bittersea replied—then
grabbed Lindquist and turned them, slamming him into the bookcase
and pinning him there. Lindquist was taller than him, but only by a
hair. "An offer."

"I thought blackmail was beneath you."

"It is," Bittersea replied, not quite
snapping the words out. "There is nothing interesting about
blackmail. It's dull, unless you drag it on long enough to finally
kill your victim, and that is not how I prefer to play with my
toys. Don't pretend it wouldn't be effective, though. You can't
kill me, and it won't go well for you if people know what kind of
dark and twisted erotica gets you hard."

"What exactly are you doing, if not
blackmail, then?" Lindquist bit out. "Because this is sounding more
and more like blackmail."

Bittersea laughed and didn't miss the
delicate shivers that ran through Lindquist. "The storm still
rages. Even if it clears today, we'll be stuck here for days yet
because of the flooding. I'm bored and your little secret amuses
me. So I have an offer for you."

Lindquist went still as a rock, eyes
narrowing slightly. "Offer? From you? That's like saying yes when
the snake asks to bite me."

"That was almost clever, Lindquist, I'm
impressed."

"Oh, shut up."

Bittersea bit him, quick and hard, on the
jaw, making Lindquist swear and jerk back, only to knock his head
into the bookshelves. "Here's my offer." He leaned in so his mouth
was next to Lindquist's ear. "Three days, Lindquist. From now until
dawn on Telday. You can do whatever you want to me, every dirty
little fantasy in your books. Whatever. You. Want. I give you full
permission to make me your helpless prisoner."

He swore that for a moment Lindquist stopped
breathing. Then it caught, hitched, and Lindquist said, "Have you
lost your mind?"

"I'll leave that question to historians,"
Bittersea said. "I'm sure they'll say I was born wrong in the head.
What will they say about you?"

"I don't want to know." Lindquist eyed him
warily. "What happens when the three days are up?"

"The game ends."

Lindquist drew a deep breath, let it out
slowly, then muttered something about his own stupidity before
saying, "Fine. I accept. If you change your mind at any point…"

"I'll say 'mercy.'"

"All right."

Bittersea smiled, anticipation tingling
along his skin and racing through his body as warm and delightful
as the rush before a kill. "Three days. Starting now.”

He closed the secret shelf with a smirk,
memories tingling along his spine and pooling low in his gut.

Leaving the library, he attended to his
dishes in the kitchen before heading upstairs to Lindquist's
secondary office, where he worked at odd hours, since the smaller
room was easier to heat and was across the hall from his
bedroom.

There were fewer hiding spots here, as
Lindquist didn't really use the office much, mostly to catch up on
correspondence after everyone else had gone to sleep.

He did find a key, though, the kind
meant for a door—but no door in the house that he'd ever seen,
because he already had a master key for those, and it wouldn't work
on whatever door went with the mystery key.

That little brat had managed to keep a secret
of his house back after all. Bittersea laughed, pleased, and
shifted tactics from looking for useful papers to seeking out a
hidden door. Given that Lindquist had made the key almost painfully
easy to find, he was intended to find the door, so it must not be
too difficult.

He started upstairs, since he was already
there, going room to room, marking the size of each on a notepad
filched from Lindquist's office. The first few bedrooms were
unremarkable, as were the storage closets he examined.

When he got to the fourth bedroom, though, he
didn't need his notes to see it was slightly smaller than the
others he'd inspected. How had he missed that before? Distracted by
Lindquist, no doubt. He was usually the one to blame for
Bittersea's moments of weakness.

The next room also proved to be smaller than
expected, and on the opposite side. There was a secret space
between the two. How fun.

Were they having this much fun looking for a
bloodstone at the Kuluris Estate? Probably not. Kite had very
little sense of adventure and a very strong sense of work himself
to death. Even as a child he'd been more focused on schoolwork and
duty than having fun for ten minutes.

Setting his notes aside, Bittersea started
exploring the room. Given the space was between the two, that
limited where the entrance could be. The wall proved to have no
seams, though, not that he could find, and the few pieces of
furniture against that wall moved without a problem.

All right, time to try the other room.

Unfortunately, he ran into the same problem
there. Nothing at all seemed to give way to a secret door. Not the
lamp, the bookcase, the wall itself. Nothing.

Fine. What was left?

The hallway. Hmm.

Stepping into the hallway, Bittersea studied
the wall between the rooms. Two sconces, a bare table that would
usually have flowers or candles or other nonsense on it. A painting
above the table, of a man caught out in a snowstorm, holding a
lantern aloft as though that would somehow show him how not to
freeze to death.

Interestingly, on either side of the table
were strips of wood, dividing the section of wall into even threes,
where the rest of the hallway was in ones or twos. Well, well,
well.

He was getting increasingly annoyed he'd
missed this on his previous visit, though to be fair, he'd been
more focused on all the different surfaces Lindquist had pushed him
against or over.

Bittersea moved the table out of his way,
then ran his fingers along the strips of wood. No seam, but
suspicious give on the right one. Shifting closer to it, he ran his
fingernails beneath the strip, pulling gently.

Something gave but didn't budge. Bittersea
pulled more firmly, and with a muted creak the secret panel gave
way, swinging outward and nearly smacking him in the face. Pushing
it all the way open, so it rested against the wall, the hidden
hinges working soundlessly, he stared in satisfaction at the
revealed door, slightly recessed, its lock inviting the key in
Bittersea's pocket.

Opening the door, he pushed it inward. The
smell of dust and cold struck him, but the room wasn't nearly as
bare bones as he'd been expecting. The walls had been properly
finished, and while the floor hadn't, there were old rugs covering
it. It wasn't very wide, just enough for two of him to stand side
by side. At the farthest end was a small writing desk, and beneath
it was an old safe, the kind meant to slot into a wall to be hidden
by a painting or something. Interesting.

On the writing desk, right in the center, was
a single small envelope in the cream paper that Lindquist
preferred. Across the front, in Lindquist's brisk but elegant hand,
were two words: Moon Shadow.

"Why are you staring at me like that?"

Lindquist's brows rose in that imperious,
explain yourself to me servant way of his. Somehow, what was
infuriating in Bittersea's father and uncles was just one more
thing that made Lindquist unfairly attractive. If this what was
people felt all the time, it was no wonder they were all such a
mess. Bittersea's life had been much easier before he'd started
seeing Lindquist as something other than one more irritating
bastard best avoided. "Like what?"

"Like a concubine eyes the new jewelry her
lover is bringing her."

Lindquist gave sharp bark of laughter. "Is
that really how I look? No, I was lost in thought, mostly. You're
beautiful. Even when I hated you, there was no denying that.
Beautiful like moonlight… or perhaps the shadows cast by moonlight,
somehow nothing like the shadows cast by the sun. Only visible in
the dark, where they should blend in and yet don't. Found in
darkness but not quite part of it."

Bittersea rolled his eyes. "It's a good
thing you're a lord and not a poet."

Instead of being offended, Lindquist just
chuckled and abandoned his book, standing up and striding over to
the window where Bittersea sat staring out at the slowly receding
flood waters.

Lowering the leg he had on the seat, bent to
rest his arm on his knee, Bittersea turned to face him, ignoring
the thrill that slid through him at having Lindquist between his
thighs. This whole venture was meant to be simple: kill the woman
His Majesty had hired him to get rid of, leave. Somehow that had
turned into a wrecked boat, and him and Lindquist alone here
playing dark, twisted sexual games. Still it should have been
simple.

He was a killer. He enjoyed it.
Lindquist was made of honor and integrity. They had absolutely
nothing in common. This whatever they had, or were building, was
going to end in disaster. Probably at the tip of his knife or the
end of Lindquist's infamous hammer.

If only he could get that through his own
stupid head.

Lindquist cupped his chin between finger and
thumb in a way that Bittersea would have tolerated for no one else.
Fingers would have been removed. Instead, he felt another piece of
common sense wither. "Stop being rude every time I give you a
compliment."

"Stop sounding like an insipid
fourteen-year-old with their first—" Bittersea let Lindquist cut
him off, though he wasn't certain what to do with a kiss that
wasn't part of their games. It was softer, almost sweet, not the
kind of kiss even the stupidest, most reckless person gave to
someone like him.

At least, it seemed that way. Bittersea had
enjoyed plenty of fucks over the years, but he never let anyone
kiss him.

He did not remotely like the bereft feeling
that hung in his chest when Lindquist drew back. "What was
that?"

"I can't kiss you just because I want
to?"

"Wasn't aware we had that kind of
relationship."

Lindquist's brows rose. "You're not stupid,
Bittersea. You know things have shifted. If they hadn't, you
wouldn't be here in this room with me for no reason at all. It's
not like you to bluster and prevaricate." He tilted Bittersea's
chin up more, nearly to the point of pain. "You're my Moon Shadow,
just admit it."

"I admit nothing," Bittersea hissed. "Just
because I let you play out your twisted fantasies for a few days
doesn't mean—"

Lindquist kissed him again. Bittersea
braced his hands on the seat cushion so he wouldn't do something
stupid. Something else stupid. He bit Lindquist's lip,
drawing blood, but all he got was a husky laugh before Lindquist
kissed him harder, deeper. Staked a claim that nobody else would
ever fucking dare to.

Bittersea couldn't deny, at least quietly at
the bottom of his black, rotted heart, that he liked it.

Unfortunately, it was making him possessive
in turn. The kind of possessive that would lead to the same rage
that had driven him to murder his family. After his sister had been
killed, he'd been attached to nothing and no one. He hadn't thought
he'd ever again be capable of it.

Of fucking course it was Lindquist who
proved him wrong.

Bittersea shoved him back, stood, and then
pushed Lindquist up against the wall. "Is this really what you
want, Lindquist? To tangle yourself up with a murderer? How long
before your conscious catches up to you and you realize you're
tarnishing your precious honor to fuck a professional killer?"

Lindquist huffed a laugh. "We're all
professional killers, really. If His Majesty tells me to kill
someone, I do it. If he tells me to capture, I do it. Honor is
often a matter of perspective. Not to say I'm not concerned. You're
a notorious criminal. You could get sick of me at any moment, slit
my throat, and walk away without giving much of a damn."

The worst part was that Bittersea would
give a lot of damn. He suspected he was pressed against the
only person in the world he would not be able to bring himself to
kill. The most gruesome torture in the world would not be able to
drag that out of him, though.

"If you're mine then you're mine,
Lindquist. Cross me once, in just any way, and I'll kill the person
you betrayed me with and then you."

"I would have it no other way. You are mine.
I am yours. Anyone who tries to interfere with that…" Bittersea
initiated the kiss that time, biting and sucking and tasting until
Lindquist dragged him back by his hair and forced him to his knees.
"Show me your adoration, Bittersea."

"And if I don't?" Bittersea asked.

"You'll never know, because we both know you
want my cock like a whore trying to make rent," Lindquist retorted,
the words a thousand times filthier coming from him than they would
be from anyone else.

Bittersea laughed and obeyed, getting
Lindquist's pants open and his cock out. Lindquist wasn't slow or
gentle; he fucked Bittersea's mouth with selfish abandon, pushing
his cock so deep that Bittersea could only breathe through his
nose. When Lindquist finally finished using him, his face was a
mess of spit and come, and his throat so raw he'd be speaking
hoarsely the rest of the night. Well, he could heal it easily
enough, but when did a little pain from pleasure ever trouble
him?

Lindquist hauled him to his feet and threw
him facedown on the window seat before yanking his pants and
drawers out of the way. He pushed two fingers inside, swearing
softly at what he found. "All ready for me, Bittersea? Even though
the three days are over?"

Bittersea just laughed.

Lindquist sank a hand into his hair and
pulled him up, letting go only to get rid of the last of
Bittersea's clothes. Grabbing him by the hair again, he dragged
Bittersea to his desk and threw him over it before reclaiming his
seat and yanking open the bottom drawer of his desk.

After Bittersea had issued his little
challenge and Lindquist had fucked him over the desk just moments
later, he'd taken to keeping all sorts of fun little things in that
drawer.

Bittersea groaned, body jerking, as
Lindquist shoved a plug into him with neither warning nor care.

Then the stupid bastard let go of him and
simply leaned back in his chair. "Now stay right there, just like
that, until I'm ready to fuck you."

"Or what?" Bittersea asked.

Soft, smug chuckles rolled through the air,
and then Lindquist was moving again, this time binding Bittersea's
arms behind his back.

"Or you'll find out, won't you?" Lindquist
retorted before sitting again and picking up the book he'd set
aside when Bittersea had first spoken.

Bittersea laughed.

Breaking the wax seal, Bittersea drew out the
single piece of paper inside and unfolded it.

The message was simple, no salutation or
closing, just three lines of writing:

The day you arrived

The sum of my collection

Our favorite number

Bittersea laughed and crumpled the paper up
to burn later, though it wouldn't really be necessary. Kneeling, he
swiftly turned the dial on the safe, right, left, right: 11, 17,
and 3.

Inside the safe was a stack of papers and a
small book, the kind meant to be tucked into a jacket pocket.
Bittersea started with the papers, which proved to be everything
from a birth certificate to the formal papers declaring
inheritance.

The name on them was not the one he'd
expected, but he couldn't say he was all that surprised, either.
Setting those aside, he turned his attention to the little book,
which proved to be a journal of sorts, the king's personal account
of all that had transpired to lead to this point.

How very entertaining. Bittersea tucked all
of it away inside his jacket, where a secret pocket would keep the
papers safe, even if he fell into the ocean. Leaving the little
room, he put everything back exactly the way it had been and
scuffed his feet across the rugs to be certain no hints of
furniture moving remained.

He'd just reached the stairs when the banging
started. That was coming from the front doors. Fazekas must have
sent goons here to get the information he hadn't been able to beat
out of Lindquist. Or possibly to look for him, if Lindquist had
managed to escape, which was likely.

He was going to get a chance to play, how
delightful.

Bittersea crept down the stairs, keeping
close to the wall, drawing two of his knives. At the landing, he
knelt so he was mostly out of sight, and watched as the door
finally gave way.

Five…six…seven. Bittersea waited, but no one
else entered. So seven total. Hardly a challenge. He remained
still, keeping watch, as they drew closer. Shock, followed by fury,
rippled through him as he recognized the two men who'd held
Lindquist's arms in the hall of Fazekas's castle. Two of the three
men who'd been most responsible for beating him.

This just got better and better.

No longer really interested in the other five
men, Bittersea sheathed his long knives and drew out the leather
roll that held his throwing knives. Below, the group was distracted
and talking, still completely oblivious to the snake in their
midst.

Drawing the knives he would need, he held
four in his left hand and one in his right, then crept in the
barest increments to the banister. Still they hadn't noticed, more
interested in removing layers and complaining about the assignment.
Bittersea rose to his feet in slow, measured increments. When he
was in place, he drew back his arm and threw. Then the next, and
the third. By the second one they realized there was a problem and
scattered, so the third was as much luck as anything.

The last two of his immediate targets did him
the favor of coming up the stairs. He got one with a throw and drew
one of his long knives to gut the fifth.

Stepping over the bodies, he finished going
down the stairs and drew out a second long knife.

The two remaining men were frozen, either
because they were too terrified to run, or because they had just
enough sense to know running would be futile. "You're supposed to
be on our side!" the one on the left said.

Bittersea laughed. "When did I ever say
that?" He surged forward, kicking one out of the way and shoving
the other one into a wall, where Bittersea pinned him in place with
a knife through the shoulder.

The second one came at him, but it took no
effort to best him either, and in only moments Bittersea had him
pinned to the wall as well. Pretty, pretty, pretty. He tapped two
fingers against his chin as he pondered his options.

The first man he'd pinned stared, shock
filtering through the pain contorting his face. "Your ring. It
looks just like… but the stones aren't the same color."

Bittersea laughed and turned his hand to
admire the ring on his hand. Gold, cut with nickel, set with five
glittering stones. Not rubies, though, or sapphires, or amethysts,
the three gems they were often mistaken for. "Distance. When we're
far apart, the gems turn blue. When we're close, but still some
measure apart, they turn purple. When we're together, they turn
red. When we die, they'll turn green.

"If any of you stupid, arrogant fools had
ever taken the time to learn a culture other than your own, you'd
have known that Bindings in Cremisio are done with mermaid
diamonds, which hold magic exceptionally well and are famous for
changing colors according to that magic. You'd have known that
Lindquist's Bonded was right there." He laughed and drew
another knife, this one meant for carving. "Instead Fazekas paid me
to find myself and let me walk out."

Neither man replied, and both looked as
though they wished fervently that the blood loss would get to them
before Bittersea did.

"Now you're going to tell me each and every
injury you caused my Bonded. If you lie or leave anything out,
you'll be punished."

"Please don't," the second man whispered. "It
wasn't— We were just doing our job."

"Men just doing their jobs don't laugh as
they beat a man nearly to death," Bittersea said, and cut their
clothes away. "Now begin, and if you're honest, you'll be dead
before dinner. If you piss me off, I can make this last the whole
night."


 


 


[image: ]

 


Twelve

 


 


Oskia reached Starlen, the royal capital of
Kenten, at dusk. She was exhausted, bruised, and battered, with a
trail of bodies behind her that she didn't want to think about too
much. Fazekas had been relentless in their pursuit, and it was dumb
luck more than skill that had gotten her to her destination.

Luck, and her new fancy sword that she still
didn't entirely understand.

Though every part of her body ached, and she
hadn't eaten in at least a full day, Oskia didn't bother to stop to
rest and clean up. She made directly for the royal palace, which
sat in the middle of a body of water that was either a large pond
or a small lake, she wasn't certain which, with two enormous
bridges spanning the gap.

She'd never understood why they built the
palace in such a showy, impractical place, especially since it was
so cold most of the year that the water froze anyway, meaning any
attempts at protecting the palace from attack were pointless.

Thankfully, it wasn't and would never be her
problem.

Making her way through the crowded city was
nearly another battle of its own. Despite the late hour everything
was still busy, typical of that time of year when nobody was yet
sick and tired of Eternal Night yet.

Oskia pulled her hood low to keep anyone from
noticing her eyes and pushed onward until she finally reached the
damn bridges, where she milled in with everyone else headed for the
castle. The crowd here was lighter, but not by much, mostly staff
headed for the night shift, the other bridge filled with people
leaving their day shifts.

When she reached the gates of the palace,
Oskia went to the line for guests. If this visit were official,
she'd be let through the special guest gate with no fuss, but she
didn't dare draw that kind of attention.

It took the better part of an hour for it to
be her turn. Her body ached, her feet felt like they were on fire,
and it was all she could do to keep her eyes open. The guard behind
the admittance counter eyed her warily.

Oskia presented her signet and the papers
she'd brought with her to prove her status and her mother's
passing. "I am Lady Oskia Pakier, Duchess of Beltres, loyal vassal
to His Late Majesty King Wendeth of Cremisio, and loyal vassal
still to His Royal Highness the Regent Kite Myre, appointed in the
wake of His Majesty's unexpected demise. I come on private, urgent
business to speak with His Majesty the King."

The guard, eyes wide, took the papers and
read them over. Swearing softly, he turned to one of the guards
behind and barked out orders. Returning the papers, he jerked his
head at the gate. "Be welcome, Your Grace."

"Thank you."

As she stepped through, another guard came up
to escort her into the palace, where an imperious-looking servant
took over and led her up the stairs and down a narrow hallway to
what looked to be a private parlor. Not an area of the palace she'd
seen in previous visits, so this must be part of the private living
quarters.

The servant departed, and Oskia sat down
before she fell over on her face, only barely remembering to strip
out of all the outer layers the servant should have thought to take
from her. She left them by the door so as not to track anything
further into the room, then took a seat on the sofa set next to the
handsome fireplace that was the focal point of the room.

Despite her best efforts to stay awake, she
must have drifted off because the next thing she knew was the sound
of the door banging open and several sets of footsteps striding
into the room.

Servants with a tea service, the smell of the
food setting her stomach growling and her head spinning. Behind
them was a beautiful, elegant woman in court finery, including a
tiara, so she must have been pulled from an important event.

Oskia forced herself to her feet. She didn't
know who this woman was, but she must be important if she'd been
sent when Oskia had specifically requested to talk to the king
himself.

"Sit, sit, girl, you look like you'll topple
over. So you are the famous Lady Oskia? The circumstances are
wretched, but it is a genuine pleasure to at last make your
acquaintance."

What in the world was happening? Oskia bowed
her head. "Thank you…my lady? Your Grace? That is extremely kind to
hear."

The woman gave a soft laugh as she dismissed
the servants and took a seat on one of the two chairs opposite the
couch. "Drink. Eat. I feel you need to be as awake as possible for
this conversation, so let's get some of your strength back."

"Thank you," Oskia said, meaning it to her
bones. She poured tea, loaded it with cream and sugar, and filled a
plate with nearly a little bit of everything.

Only after two cups of tea and a significant
amount of food did the woman say, "I am Lady Ralidya Skye, Duchess
of Remardane. We married last year. Sooner than people approved of,
given his first wife's passing the year before, but you know how it
is."

"I was sorry to hear of her passing, but
congratulations on your marriage. Skye is a good man."

"He is," Ralidya said softly, folding her
hands in her lap. "Before I met him, though, I had no ambitions to
settle down. I was quite content to enjoy court life as an
unattached woman."

That was the subtle way of saying she'd been
a mistress to at least one, but probably a few, if not several,
nobles. A not uncommon pursuit for women who were somewhere in the
middle of the power spectrum. Must have been quite the scandal she
snared the Duke of Remardane. Oskia had been even more preoccupied
than she'd realized to miss so much intriguing gossip about their
only close ally.

Ralidya took a deep breath and let it out
slowly, as though bracing herself to say something unpleasant. "One
of the men—"

"Mother!" A voice said as the door flew open.
"Pashi said you were called away— Oh!" The girl stared wide-eyed at
Oskia.

Oskia's sandwich slipped from her fingers,
splashing into her teacup, ruining them both. Her stomach heaved
with the sudden dismay and panic consuming her.

Because the beautiful girl standing in the
open doorway bore an unmistakable resemblance to Sobeki.

All the pieces came crashing together in
Oskia's head.

Ralidya had once had an affair with the late
king. She'd born a child that the king had given to a friend of his
to adopt and raise.

Sobeki was the secret heir she needed to kill
to save Cremisio.

The woman's smile, so much like Sobeki's,
faded.

"Come in and close the door," Ralidya said
sharply. "Damn it, this was why I wanted to speak with you
alone."

"Sorry," the girl mumbled. "I was worried
about you." She closed the door and shuffled across the room to sit
in the empty chair, taking up the spare teacup on the tray.

"This is my daughter Corinta," Ralidya said.
"I can see from your face that you've figured out everything I was
going to tell you."

"Yes," Oskia said quietly. Sobeki was half
Kenten, son of a woman who was now a powerful duchess. The Skye
line also had ties to the royal throne. "Does your husband…"

Ralidya nodded. "Yes, he knows everything.
There was no way I could keep such a secret from him, even if I'd
wanted to. Corinta is his daughter, born while we were having a
quiet affair when his late wife was still alive." So same mother
different fathers. Given how alike they looked, they'd clearly
inherited much from their mother, though Oskia had not seen Sobeki
in her at all. Now she was paying attention, though, she didn't
know how in Shatar she had missed it.

"His Majesty also knows, of course. We did
not expect everything to happen this way. Sobeki was meant to be
told next year and brought here to meet me, meet everyone, discuss
if he wanted to take up the role of Crown Prince of Cremisio.
Wendeth always insisted he not grow up forced into the position."
Her mouth twisted, hands tightening in her lap. "I did not agree,
but I gave him all rights to the boy, so it was not my decision to
make. The way Wendeth died, the chaos that has followed, I assume
that he never got to leave word to any of you that Sobeki is his
heir, or about any of his plans involving Kenten. How did you know
to come here, though, without knowing about Sobeki?"

"My mother," Oskia said. "Some notes she left
me before she died." After she'd murdered the entire fucking royal
family before she could learn of and kill Sobeki herself.

Oskia wanted to cry. Scream. Laugh
hysterically. She pressed fingertips to her forehead. "I'm sorry,
all the travel and the news is catching up to me. I'm not feeling
well. I think I need to lie down."

"Of course, darling," Ralidya said, and
called for servants. "We'll get you settled and speak more when
you're properly rested."

"Thank you," Oskia said, and rose as the door
opened—and promptly blacked out.
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She stirred as she was being settled in a
room that smelled of spruce and lavender, an odd combination but
not unpleasant. "I'm so sorry," she said groggily to whoever was
helping her. "I guess I was more exhausted than I thought."

A familiar voice, young and cheerful,
giggled. "I'd imagine having a bit of shock there at the end didn't
help either."

"No, I suppose not," Oskia said with a faint
smile, and sighed as she was finally settled in the bed. The strike
and smell of a match being lit filled the room, and then a servant
was lighting lamps around the room. Oil lamps, common in this part
of the world, because oil from various ocean catches was abundant
and cheap.

When the lamps had been lit, and a tray of
soup and bread had been set on a bed tray over Oskia's lap, Corinta
pulled a chair close and sat with her hands folded in her lap. "I
am sorry I was so careless. It never occurred to me who my mother
would be speaking with when I went to see what she was doing. I
thought it was that wretched ass from Tuluth again."

Oskia wrinkled her nose, because she had a
good guess who 'that wretched ass from Tuluth' was, as he had a
reputation for being forward and grossly persistent with anyone
young and pretty. Mostly those with ample breasts, but Oskia had
put up with him in her younger days.

Corinta chuckled at her face, and they shared
a look of understanding. "Mother said she will come see you soon,
after you've rested. She was called away to see His Majesty, and
she needs to inform him of your arrival anyway."

"Of course. If I'd known what exactly I was
walking into, I would have arrived differently." Oskia sighed and
picked up the spoon on her tray. The soup was actually chowder,
thick with potatoes and clam. A treat in a place where things like
cream were not easily come by. Even for the wealthy, dairy cows
were uncommon.

When she'd eaten about half of it, Oskia
said, "So you are Sobeki's half-sister, by Lady Ralidya and… I
assume."

"I am," Corinta replied. "I've been eager to
meet all of you for years. Mother promised that when the time came
I could travel to Cremisio and even stay there should I desire.
I've been training for a long time. I know the language, a couple
of dialects even, the history of the throne and Houses, foreign
relations, trade, economy… I want to be an asset to my brother and
his home, should he have need of me." She smiled faintly, a little
shyly, "Though I don't know what I can offer that the famous Great
Houses do not already provide."

"You're already contributing more than
Kuluris," Oskia said dryly, reflexively reaching to touch the lurid
scar across her stomach where a serrated blade had torn it open.
She should have died. It would have been preferable to owing that
sly, blood-soaked, black-hearted bastard her life.

She dropped her hand and resumed eating,
refusing to let such good chowder go to waste.

"Is it really true he murdered his whole
family?" Corinta asked, voice dropping to a whisper, as if she was
half-afraid Bittersea himself might hear and come for her.

Oskia grunted as she dipped the bread in the
remains of the soup. "Yes, and he wasn't kind about it. Tell me
more about your mother and my king."

Sighing in the way of the young being forced
to relate something boring for the hundredth time, Corinta said,
"They met when King Wendeth came here to discuss revisions to the
Hareth Trade Agreement. He met my mother, and they had a brief
affair. When she learned she was with child despite all the
precautions they'd both taken, he requested she keep the child.
Another encounter when they were both visiting Terek resulted in
me. Again, despite all precautions." Corinta rolled her eyes.
"You'd think they'd have learned the first time, but I guess kings
do what kings want."

She waved one of her hands in the air.
"Anyway, eventually, I don't know exactly when, they and His
Majesty here decided that a marriage between the king's bastard son
and one of his nobles here would not only secure his son's place on
the throne, but solidify a relationship between our two countries
once and for all, make us strong allies, give Cremisio real support
against all encroachers."

"Eventually to take us over themselves, no
doubt," Oskia said bitterly. The whole reason she'd come. Only to
learn it was Sobeki, fucking Sobeki, whom she loved more than
anyone else in the world, was the secret heir she needed to kill.
It wasn't fair.

Corinta frowned. "Nobody here wants to
subjugate Cremisio."

"For now. Just because His Majesty doesn't
want to take us over now doesn't mean he won't eventually, or that
he won't be replaced by somebody who thinks we're ripe for the
plucking. These alliances all end the same way: with the weaker
under the boot of the stronger."

"That's not what anyone here wants," Corinta
said softly, staring at her hands. "I vow it. We want an alliance.
To stand together against Terek and the others. It's written into
all the drafted contracts and other papers that subjugation—"

"Papers don't meant a damn thing when people
are greedy enough and powerful enough to sate that greed," Oskia
said flatly.

Corinta seemed to wither and crumple in her
seat. "Surely you would not have come all this way if you really
believed we were only out to hurt Cremisio. That's never been
anyone's ambition, I vow on my life, on my mother's life, and there
is no one in this world I love more than her."

Oskia pushed her empty tray away. "I think I
would like to rest."

"As you wish," Corinta said stiffly, and took
the tray before all but storming from the room, the door closing
sharply behind her.

Leaving Oskia alone in the weak lamplight,
the wind howling at the windows, and nothing but her own miserable
thoughts for company. Sighing, she settled down in the blankets and
closed her eyes.

Thankfully, sleep came quickly, her body so
overtaxed, even her tumultuous thoughts could not keep her
awake.

When she woke some hours later, it was to
soft sunlight and the murmur of voices trying to be quiet. Neither
familiar, and from the noises accompanying them, servants. Oskia
pushed back the blankets and sat up, yawning as she looked around
the room.

The two women, servants as expected, stopped
their work to bow. "Good morning, Lady Beltres," the taller of the
two greeted. "We've brought you breakfast, and the clothes Lady
Ralidya had prepared for you."

"Thank you. I don't suppose a bath would be
possible? At least a wash up?"

The shorter of the two smiled. "Your bath is
here, milady, just behind the screen. Shall I assist you?'

"I would appreciate it."

In short order Oskia felt better than she had
since setting out on this horrible journey. The gown provided her
was a beautiful dusky gold, trimmed in fur dyed the same, with a
wool lining for additional warmth. It was slit up either side to
ease movement, with wool leggings and a dark green underskirt. They
swept her hair up with jeweled pins, and there was even a
chatelaine made of whalebone, intricately carved into a filagree
design. Likely borrowed from Ralidya or Corinta.

When she was ready, the taller maid said,
"Her Grace said you could find her in the reading room at this
hour. Shall I escort you?"

"I would appreciate it."

A few minutes later she was led into a
beautiful, elegant room of green, brown, and gold, a strange match
for her gown. A fire crackled in the center of the room, a common
practice in Kenten, where Cremisio more often had fireplaces
against one wall.

Already in the room were Ralidya, Corinta,
and two men, who by their appearance and markings must be the duke
and the king. Oskia bowed low. "Your Majesty, thank you for your
graciousness with my abrupt arrival."

"This has been a tumultuous time for all of
us," His Majesty said. King Gorell was young for a king, only
thirty-eight, when most didn't take the throne before fifty or so.
He was handsome, with dark skin and hair hanging in braids to his
chin, and he wore a simple diadem rather than a full crown.

Almost as if in perfect contrast, His Grace
had extremely pale brown skin and silvery white hair and beard
shorn close. He looked at Ralidya with unmistakable fondness,
kissing the back of her hand for seemingly no reason at all.

The tender moment reminded Oskia painfully of
Sobeki, of the suit she'd refused because she could not abandon her
family to take up as his wife, not when it would have shunted her
duties off onto one of her siblings, ruined their dreams and
ambitions. Also she liked being the matriarch.

Everyone had loved to remind her that Sobeki
would have been more than happy to marry into her family, leaving
her exactly where she was… but everyone had been ignoring that Kite
was meant for bigger, grander things, and eventually Sobeki would
take up as head of House of Havenstrite. Everything would have been
a mess. It never would have worked.

It would work even less now, when Sobeki was
actually crown prince—king—and would have to marry someone
from Kenten.

Fuck, she had come all this way to save her
kingdom from becoming a plaything of Kenten, and now she was just
going to throw it away because the person she needed to kill was
Sobeki?

Cohea wouldn't be so weak. Bittersea
certainly wouldn't be, but she didn't give a damn about him. Kite
would be soft. Sobeki…

Sobeki, damn him, would understand entirely,
even as his heart broke that it was her doing the betraying.

Oskia wanted to throw herself off a cliff and
let the ocean decide her fate, but that would be too easy, and the
House of Beltres did not trust easy.

"It's an honor to make your acquaintance,"
Lord Skye said. "The House of Beltres is highly regarded, of
course, but I've always personally admired your progress in fish
farming, and of course Beltres ice wine is second to nothing."

"I'm honored, Your Grace," Oskia replied.
"You'll have to come visit the Beltres estate sometime and enjoy
the wines we keep all to ourselves."

Skye grinned. "I would enjoy that
greatly."

Ralidya rolled her eyes, but her smile was
full of deep affection. "The real reason you're so excited she's
here."

Skye didn't even pretend to look abashed. "A
perk, darling. Now shall we to business before I lead us further
astray?"

Gorell smiled faintly, but he turned somber
as he gave his full attention to Oskia. "I assumed you came here
because something led you to believe you would find the identity of
Wendeth's heir here."

"My mother's papers," Oskia said, stomach
churning. "Lord Cohea knows the truth, but he was captured by Laird
Fazekas several days ago, and I don't know if that has changed. I
was concerned we would lose him before he could share his secret. I
don't know why His Majesty…" She pinched her lips together, annoyed
she'd speak so rudely, so faithlessly, of King Wendeth. He'd
planned to sell them out, to sacrifice them to the man sitting
before her now. She didn't owe him further loyalty.

"I hope Lord Cohea will be all right,"
Ralidya said, brow furrowing deeply. "He's a good man, as honorable
as they say."

"And twice as wily," Skye said dryly. "Never
heard of an honorable fox, but there he is all the same.
Negotiating with that man is the most exhausting thing I've ever
done, and His Majesty could not pay me enough to do it a second
time."

Gorell laughed. "The only thing more
dangerous than his negotiating acumen is his skill with that hammer
he hauls around like it weighs no more than a couple of feathers.
Peculiar weapon to master, I'd think, but…" He shrugged. "I'm sure
we've strange practices here as well that are perfectly normal if
you ask us."

"It's an extremely old tradition of House
Lindquist," Oskia replied. "Originally, before the family was
raised up to the nobility, they were the royal executioners. Nobody
knew for certain until after the fact, but it was rumored for
years. In most places, execution is done by blade or rope or even
drowning, but Cremisio's oldest tradition was by hammer."

"Gruesome."

"Essential in a place where the cold was so
deep that even the strongest metals grew brittle, and even things
like rope could freeze and snap. Drowning seems even crueler if you
ask me. Cremisio drugged the victims and ensured the matter by,
well, hammer. Grisly but effective, and does the method really
matter when the result is the same? When execution should not be so
common a practice to begin with?"

"Fair enough," Skye said.

Giving them both a look, Gorell said, "So
your mother's papers compelled you. What precisely?"

"They didn't say much, only spoke of some
arrangement with Kenten. I was grasping at straws more than
anything. I just wanted to understand what was going on," Oskia
said, scarcely daring to draw a deep breath as the lie fell easily.
I came here to figure out who to kill.

"Sobeki is so lucky to have you," Corinta
said, reaching out to clasp Oskia's hand with her own. "I can't
wait to meet him."

Oskia bit off a hysterical laugh. "He and
Kite will be delighted to know they have a sister." She covered
Corinta's hand with her free one, then gently withdrew. "I don't
suppose I could know the details of this alliance?"

"Of course," Gorell replied. "If the rest of
you will excuse us briefly?"

Ralidya and Skye frowned, but followed an
oblivious Corinta from the room, leaving Oskia alone with
Gorell.

He smiled like a tolerant father. "So did you
come to finish what I suspect your mother started?"

Oskia didn't startle, but it took everything
she had to manage it. "My pardon, Your Majesty?"

"Wendeth took your mother in as his sole
confidant on this matter, believing she would support him. He was
wrong, unfortunately. Dangerously, horribly wrong. I'm not eager to
criticize a dead man, but I feel he should have known better. The
House of Beltres has always been more deeply entrenched in the wars
that affect your borders, perhaps because you are so close to the
most tumultuous of those borders. Beltres has always been
vehemently against opening yourselves to anything perceived as even
the barest weakness. That being said, I did not expect the extreme
actions that were taken. You are very much your mother in many
ways, so I must assume that you are following her path."

Well, there seemed little point in continuing
to play oblivious. "Even if I believed you had no ambitions to put
us beneath your boot, Your Majesty, there's no saying that your
heir won't, or their heir won't. I will not be the person who opens
the door to Cremisio's ruin."

"Even if means murdering the man who, I
believe, loves you dearly?"

Oskia looked away, jaw clenching so tight
she'd give herself a headache.

"Perhaps you'd like to see the full extent of
the arrangement before you draw your sword?" Gorell asked. When
Oskia turned back to him, he extended a thick stack of papers.
"This is only the latest draft, drawn up a couple of months ago. We
were going to finalize it soon, when we'd arranged a meeting…" He
sighed. "If only everything had gone according to plan, so many
things might have been avoided. So many deaths."

Oskia didn't reply. Given her mother's
action, and her own plans, there didn't seem to be an appropriate
reply she could make. So she focused on the papers, which contained
a marriage contract, a revision of the trade agreements already in
place, and something called a 'contract of peace' that laid out all
the things that neither country would do to the other while the
alliance stood. That included movement of troops, making certain
agreements with enemy countries without the approval of the other,
and many other checks and balances. All intended to prevent exactly
what Oskia and her mother had feared all this time.

"You're several times our size," Oskia said
as she looked up and set the papers aside. "You could renege on all
of this, disregard it entirely and do as you please, and nobody
else would stop you. They'd just appeal to you to give them what
they want from us, one way or another."

Gorell didn't seem troubled by her words.
"Lady Beltres, sometimes these things must be taken on faith. I am
sending one of my own children to marry Prince Sobeki, who is the
son of one of my oldest and dearest friends. I stand to gain far
more from a free and equal Cremisio than I do a subjugated
Cremisio. It's true I cannot promise what future generations will
do, but neither can you. We can only do the best we can here in the
present and leave future generations to do what they think best.
War is tiresome and expensive, and worst of all, it costs
lives—many, many lives. We struggle enough here in the north with
the elements. Terek and their warmongering grows less popular every
day. I strongly believe this alliance will have a positive rippling
effect, and Wendeth agreed with me."

Oskia sighed, turning her head to stare at
the window to her left, where snow was falling heavily again, the
sky a dark void. They probably wouldn't be able to see the stars
for more than a handful of days until Endless Night came to an
end.

What choice did she really have, now that she
was here, her motives uncovered? If she continued protesting the
alliance, Gorell would have her locked up to ensure she could not
interfere. It would be the right thing to do from his position, she
couldn't even resent him for it.

She couldn't kill Sobeki. No matter how weak
and pathetic that made her, she could not kill the one person she
loved most in the world. Even if it meant sacrificing her kingdom
to the whims of fate. May Shatar forgive her weak heart.

"So be it," she finally said, turning back to
Gorell. "If you or yours betray us, however, you will suffer the
wrath of the Great Sharks."

"I understand, Your Grace," Gorell replied,
and he seemed in earnest. "As the Lady Beltres, you have the
authority to sign these preliminary drafts, as agreement that
Cremisio intends to proceed with the arrangement, though nothing
will be final until a marriage is arranged and the new king signs
the papers himself."

"Then I will sign."

Gorell smiled, and summoned a servant, whom
he immediately sent to fetch a clerk and the necessary supplies. He
also had the others brought back in, along with a lunch
service.

Corinta immediately launched into a torrent
of questions, interspersed with her hopes and ideas for her journey
to Cremisio, how much she couldn't wait to meet the brother she'd
only ever heard about her entire life.

Holy Shatar, let this decision not be the
mistake Oskia feared.
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Thirteen

 


 


Cohea landed further away from Cremins than
he would have liked, but there was no help for it when snow was
falling heavily, in the midst of Endless Night, and the wind
further obscured visibility. The only reason he knew where the fuck
he was going was the mage lights that lined every major road for
precisely this reason. Even those weren't going to help him much
longer.

Thankfully, between lulls in the wind, he
could spy the towering palace at the heart of Cremins. Soon he
would finally be somewhere safe and warm, where nobody wanted to
kill him, and he could really, truly rest.

He trudged onward, one laborious step at a
time, fighting against snow and wind, the cold rapidly draining his
strength.

By the time he reached the city gate, he
could have wept with relief. He collapsed right in front of it,
abruptly depleted, the worst possible fucking time for his body to
give up on him.

Voices. Frantic. Shouting. Cohea was hauled
to his feet, arms draped over the shoulders of two people who
hauled him off somewhere.

Then everything went still. Quiet. The wind
was gone. The snow was gone. Cohea blinked to get flakes out of his
eyes, then reached up stiffly with frozen hands to do the job
faster. "Where—" he croaked out, though he had a pretty good
idea.

"The gatehouse, sir," one of the men who'd
hauled him inside said. "Saw you collapse. Don't know how you
didn't die in this storm."

Had it gotten so bad as to be a storm? Cohea
was having trouble remembering anything but putting one foot in
front of the other.

"Let's get these damp clothes off, sir," the
other guard said, setting briskly to work, hanging his clothes on
the wall near the large woodstove that kept the small gatehouse
warm. Thankfully, all his outer layers had done their job, and when
he was finally free of them, Cohea was actually relatively dry, if
still so cold he'd be impressed if his balls ever thawed.

"Your Grace!" the second guard said, dropping
the gloves she still held. "I didn't realize!"

Cohea laughed. "How in the world could you? I
was covered in enough snow to be mistaken for a drift. Thank you
for rescuing me. I'm not entirely certain how I made it this far,
but I'm glad you were here at the end because otherwise I would
have died right at my goal."

"Come, Your Grace, get warm by the stove,"
said the first guard, dragging a chair over. "I'll get some tea
fixed up for you, thaw you from the inside and out."

"I appreciate it." Cohea gratefully took the
chair, though it took some effort to move on his frozen legs.

The heat was the best thing he'd felt in
hours. Days. He'd lost track of time since risking everything to
travel via ocean at the absolute worst and most dangerous time of
year. He'd survived that decision, barely. If Bittersea was here,
he'd be ruthless in mocking Cohea for being brash and reckless.

Cohea swallowed, turning his right-hand palm
down so he could see his ring. The brilliant blue of the mermaid
diamonds glittered in the weak light of the stove and torches,
looking nearly black. For a brief moment during his travels, they'd
turned purple, but then had slipped back into blue.

He ached for the day they turned red again.
When he fully intended to make Bittersea pay for being an absolute
bastard when Fazekas had summoned him to help get information. Yes,
Bittersea had also healed him, but he hadn't need to be such an ass
about it.

Smiling faintly, Cohea let his hands drop.
Soon. If he knew Bittersea, which he most definitely did, he was at
or close to reaching the Lindquist manor, where he'd find the truth
about Sobeki. What he'd do from there, not even Cohea could
say.

The female guard approached with the promised
cup of tea, and Cohea smiled as he took it. "Thank you."

"Where are you headed, Your Grace? The
palace?"

"Yes, and I need to get there quickly, once
I've thawed enough to safely do so." As safe as it got in these
temperatures.

"We have a caribou waiting whenever you're
ready. We'd get the carriage, but it would never make it in this
weather."

Cohea smiled again. "I would never dream of
demanding a carriage this time of year." It would be the height of
selfish entitlement to dangerously endanger people and animals that
way. "Anyone of note come through recently? Anything interesting
happen?"

The male soldier pursed his lips. "Some
guards from the northern border arrived yesterday, looking frantic
and scared. They rushed immediately for the palace. Haven't heard
anything since, which I'm taking as good news for now. Nothing else
of note since."

"Thank you. Much as I'd love to linger here
to warm up more, I think I must be on my way. Thank you again for
helping me. You quite literally saved my life."

"It's our duty to guard the gate and help
those who need it," the woman said.

"Send your names and addresses to my offices
at the royal palace, and you'll be thanked properly all the same.
I'd get them now, but I don't trust me not to lose them in the
chaos sure to come."

"Here, take these, your clothes are still
soaked through." The man offered up spares of the jackets and
cloaks worn by the guards, and Cohea pulled them on gratefully
before taking the hat and gloves he offered next. "Be well, both of
you."

Outside, he mounted the caribou waiting
patiently in a sheltered corner and rode off as the gates opened
for him. Travel through the city was slow, but thankfully he only
had to fight weather, not weather and crowds, as even the hardiest
individuals would not venture out in this without good cause.

Even riding a Cremisio caribou, specially
bred and raised for the brutal climate, it took him ages to reach
the palace. Impossible to tell how long exactly, but if it were
less than an hour, he would be truly shocked.

Frozen clear through again, he handed off the
caribou to the hands that came out to greet him, then stumbled his
way into the palace. Servants appeared to help him, ready with
towels, tea, and more. When he'd been dried, stripped, and
redressed in a soft, warm dressing robe, and his teeth had finally
stopped chattering, Cohea said, "I need to speak with Regent Kite
immediately."

The servants stared at him, clearly taken
aback, before one of them said, "Regent Kite isn't here, Your
Grace. He had to leave on an emergency and has given authority to
Acting Regent Sobeki in his absence."

Well, there was a fitting twist if ever he'd
heard one. "Then take me to him immediately, please."

One of the servants bowed before handing off
the tray she held. "I just delivered lunch to him about an hour
ago. I'll take you to him."

"I'm grateful." He followed the woman through
the palace to Sobeki. To Cohea's surprise, it wasn't the office,
the library, or any of Sobeki's other usual haunts.

Instead, she led him to the conservatory,
which had been the domain of the late queen, forever creating and
improving upon various potions, tonics, and more. If she had not
been a noble, and later a queen, she would have made a fine
healer.

Sobeki sat at a table near the back, looking
over papers and muttering to himself. He looked up as he heard
footsteps, then leaped to his feet so quickly that his chair tipped
over. "Cohea! I've been trying to find you for ages! Bittersea said
you'd been captured and that you'd probably escape, but—"

The servant bowed off and left them, and
Cohea crossed the room to sweep Sobeki up into a tight hug. "I'm
sorry to have worried you so much. Why is Kite not here? What did
the border guards come to see you about?"

"Sit down, Cohea, you look ready to fall
over. Let me have something hot brought for you and we'll talk.
There's a lot to say. I don't even know where to start." Sobeki
sighed, righted his seat, and sat down. He shuffled and stacked the
papers he'd been going over, setting them aside with a crystal
paperweight on top, an ornate green and gold pencase that Cohea had
given him as a solstice gift a couple of years ago set next to
them. "Are you all right, not counting the toll the weather has
taken?"

"Been better, been worse," Cohea replied. "If
not for Bittersea, I'd probably still be recovering from my wounds
in that shitty tower. Have you heard from him?"

"I spoke with him briefly." Sobeki circled
his hand in the air, his way of saying he'd done so by way of
spirit walking. "He was headed to your estate and couldn't offer
any useful information to pass on to Kite." He fell silent as
footsteps approached, and three servants came into view. One
bearing a tray of food, one a tray of drinks, and the last Cohea's
requested clothes. "Thank you."

"Your Highness, Your Grace," the servants
murmured, bowing before fading off again.

"Tell me," Cohea said.

"They're coming," Sobeki said quietly, his
hand resting on the table curling into a fist, the rings on his
fingers scraping along the glass. "The border guards that made it
here are all that's left of a goddamn slaughter. Fazekas and other
clans are marching toward us. The army is preparing to move out,
and I've sent runners out in every direction to warn people. My
only hope right now is that this weather might slow the Terekians
down, give us a bit more time." He opened his hand and rested his
forehead in it. "Part of this is my fault. Mine and Kite's."

"What do you mean?"

"We have his son. Fazekas's, I mean," Sobeki
said. "He was captured by soldiers while trying to leave from our
harbor. We thought to keep him as a negotiating piece, but…" He
closed his eyes and dropped his hand into his lap to join the
other, both of them clenching his robes tightly. When he opened his
eyes, they were filled with rage, and Cohea only realized then that
it was anger that had him clenching his hands into fists, not fear
or anguish. "Fazekas cursed him, Cohea. He paid someone to put a
fucking castle curse on his son."

"That… sounds bad," Cohea said slowly.
"Unfortunately, I don't know what a castle curse is."

Sobeki stared a moment, then relaxed and
huffed out a soft laugh before explaining all that had transpired,
from the moment the guards had brought Lysa to the palace up until
he, Kite, and the others had departed.

"What a mess." Cohea poured himself a cup of
tea and didn't bother to add anything, just threw it back before
pouring another that he took the time to add cream and sugar
to.

"Was Bittersea being honest when he said he
didn't know anything about his family having bloodstones?"

"Yes." Cohea wolfed down some of the
ridiculous dainty tea sandwiches that'd been brought. Must be left
over from something else. Of all the foreign customs to be
imported, it had to be these silly, delicate things.

"What makes you so certain?"

"Believe it or not, Bittersea really isn't
much for lying. Too easy, not nearly as upsetting and
problem-causing as the truth tends to be. He may evade the truth,
or not mention something if it suits his purposes, but you'll
almost never hear him flat out lie. If he said he didn't know, then
he didn't."

Sobeki nodded. "Oskia has vanished. I managed
to contact her briefly, but she was… hostile. Not what everyone
calls her being hostile when she's really just being assertive and
such. I mean like she was planning on spilling blood
hostile."

"No idea what set her off?"

"Not really. She's seeking the identity of
the heir. Her mother is dead, and she said she learned of some
'matter' she had to finish. It was all very strange."

Only if you didn't have all the pieces of the
puzzle. Cohea did have them, though, and a sneaking
suspicion he knew what the matter was and confirmation of something
he'd suspected.

"Why do you look like you're going to a
funeral?"

Cohea heaved a sigh. "I know what she's
doing, or at least I can make a very good guess."

Sobeki abruptly looked like he was the
one attending a funeral. "Cohea…"

Pushing to his feet, Cohea stood formally at
attention. "His Majesty the King, before his death, entrusted to me
the identity of his son and heir, and the hopes and ambitions he
had for that son. Bittersea will by now have in hand the formal
papers I hid at my home and is on his way here with them, but for
your ears only, Acting Regent, I give you the identity of the
missing heir to the throne: Lord Sobeki Myre, son of King Wendeth
of Cremisio and Lady Ralidya Skye, Duchess of Remardane, noble of
Kenten." He sighed. "I'm sorry."

Sobeki stared wide-eyed, the silence
stretching on for seconds that felt like hours. His hands shook as
he took a sip of tea before he finally said, "You can't be serious.
Me?"

"You. His Majesty wanted to speak with you
soon, but… well, plans went astray. Badly astray, obviously."

Sobeki gave a sour, shaky laugh. "What does
all this have to do with Oskia?"

"There are plans that His Majesty tentatively
made regarding an alliance between Cremisio and Kenten. The kind of
alliance Cremisio has avoided its entire existence. The late Lady
Pakier was deeply opposed to the matter. She considered it a
betrayal, a way for Kenten to overrun us. I wasn't meant to know of
them, and I don't know much at all, but I found out when I
overheard part of another conversation."

The color drained from Sobeki's face. "You
can't be saying what I think you're saying."

"I have no proof, not yet, but I would still
put my entire fortune on it: Lady Pakier was responsible for the
assassination of the royal family."

"Fuck," Sobeki said sharply, before resting
his forehead in his hands and staring at the table, fingers buried
in his hair. "This situation just went from complicated to a
gods-damned nightmare. And Terek is marching on us. I must
deal with that problem first. Everything else will just have to
wait." Another laugh, sad and tired. "Including Oskia probably
planning on killing me. She's always shared her mother's views, and
she said there was unfinished business. I can only assume that
business was go to Kenten, learn from them who the heir is, and
kill them. Kill me." He stood up, setting his shoulders, mask
falling over his face. "Go get some rest, Cohea. Don't argue with
me. I'm going to need your help with the influx of people from the
villages and towns being evacuated. Hopefully evacuated. Why
couldn't they fucking wait until spring to do this? No, they had to
pick the dead of Endless Night."

Cohea stepped in and hugged him tightly.
"We'll get through this, and if I have to sit on Oskia until she
sees reason, I will do so. She's always had a soft spot for you, so
don't worry too much."

"Don't worry too much, he says, like I didn't
just find out my father was the king and my mother is a
powerful duchess of a tentative ally and the love of my life
intends to assassinate me. Go away, Cohea, before I dump the last
of the tea on your head."

Cohea laughed, hugged him again, then took
the plate of ridiculous sandwiches with him, eating as he walked
through the halls to his chambers.

He hadn't seen the rooms in weeks, possibly
months. He was rarely in the palace for longer than it took to
deliver one thing, retrieve another, and be off again. The last
time he'd been here for any length of time had been in the
aftermath of the storm named Jethue Bittersea.

Who'd appeared at the Lindquist estate on the
heels of a sudden storm, all but drowned, with a leg broken in
three places, and thoroughly pissed off about it. They'd been
trapped by a storm that had raged for days, and flooding that had
lasted days more, leaving them trapped for just over a week.

A week of reckless, intoxicating delight. A
week of falling entirely too enamored of a complicated,
bloodthirsty man who would be just as happy to burn the world down
as continue existing in it. Who had killed Cohea's caretaker and
oldest friend right in front of him. Revealed the woman to be an
Everian traitor.

And that the king himself had hired Bittersea
to take her out.

Cohea set the empty plate on a table, then
went to sit on the sofa by the windows. A luxury, glass windows
like this, in a place where heat could not afford to be wasted so
indulgently. It was thick glass, two layers of it rather than one,
keeping heat in better than most, but at a price precious few could
afford.

The sofa still smelled ever so faintly of
Bittersea's cologne, so very much like his name, with a sweet
undertone that made the bitter notes work. He rarely wore it,
preferring to draw as little attention as possible, but when he
did, it turned Cohea ravenous and greedy.

Like he had the last time they'd been in this
room. On this sofa, where he'd bound Bittersea's arms and forced
his legs to remain splayed before doing and taking every last thing
he wanted. Left Bittersea sweaty and bruised and covered in come.
Pleading so sweetly in that way he only did for Cohea, because for
some strange reason, Bittersea liked all the dark fantasies Cohea
spun and acted out on him.

They were a strange and complicated pair, no
mistake. Bittersea was everything Cohea should hate, but instead he
loved the bastard more than anyone else in the world. The ring on
his finger was proof of that.

Cohea grabbed Bittersea's chin between thumb
and finger and yanked him roughly forward before kissing him hard
and biting. Drawing back, licking blood from Bittersea's lips, he
said, "You were gone when I woke up."

"I had matters to attend, Your Grace. Can't
wait around for you to feel like waking up."

"As long as you understand I'll be punishing
you for it tonight."

Bittersea didn't reply, but his dark blue
eyes were nearly black, endless pools of dark that Cohea had lost
himself in weeks ago.

Only weeks, but it felt more like months.
Years.

Cohea slid his arms around Bittersea's waist
and kissed him more gently, mindful of his split, slightly swollen
bottom lip. As ever, he tasted shockingly sweet and faintly of the
blood that was Cohea's fault. Bittersea didn't cling to him in
turn, simply rested his hands lightly on Cohea's arms, but neither
of them needed him to cling. Bittersea was right where he wanted to
be, a snake strangely content to play the mouse to Cohea's fox.

"What in the name—"

Bittersea drew back with a noise that would
alarm most people, but Wendeth only continued to scowl at them.
"When you said you two wanted to speak with me, Cohea, I thought it
was about… well, what I had him do. I didn't expect to see you
fondling each other in my private solar."

"Kissing isn't fondling," Cohea said, rare
annoyance sparking. "I'm allowed to kiss my lover, especially when
we've been waiting more than an hour. Your Majesty."

Wendeth huffed and took his seat,
practically throwing himself into it, as though to somehow spite
them. Behind him came Sobeki, somber and studious looking as ever.
Odd choice for assistant or witness or whatever reason Wendeth had
brought him along, but it wasn't Cohea's concern. "What did you
want to discuss, Lindquist?"

"I wanted to thank you. You knew Tashiana
was never what she claimed, what I thought. Ordering her killed,
knowing it would deeply upset me, could not have been easy."

"I am sorry she did indeed prove to be a
traitor. I knew, but I still hoped Bittersea would uncover
something that cleared her."

"She was a scheming, backstabbing liar,"
Cohea said flatly. "Good riddance. I'd say I'm sorry Bittersea had
to be the one to do it—"

Bittersea laughed.

"—but we all know how he feels about the
work he does," Cohea finished dryly.

Wendeth grunted. "I don't recall you two
ever being on such friendly terms. You should have mentioned that
Bittersea."

"We weren't before he came to my estate.
Things… happened."

Bittersea laughed again.

Cohea shot him a warning look.

"I don't trust it," Wendeth said flatly.
"I don't trust you." He glared at Bittersea. "You do what
you're told when the money and the blood are good enough. Or at
least suitably entertaining. How long until you grow bored with
whatever game you're playing with Lindquist and slit his throat
while he sleeps."

"I never kill anyone while they're sleeping;
that takes the fun out of it," Bittersea said, almost sounding
truly offended. Behind Wendeth, Sobeki made a noise that could have
been dismay or amusement or both. "Lindquist is mine."

Wendeth's brows vanished into his hairline.
"Yours? To what? Toy with, torment? What have you convinced him of,
you nasty little snake—"

"Enough!" Lindquist bellowed, startling even
Bittersea. "It's not your place to control my love life, Your
Majesty. Bittersea and I were trapped in my home. We learned more
about each other than either of us ever expected to and were
surprised by what we found. We're lovers. I love him. I don't care
if you like it or not."

"I have a right to be concerned about
his motives," Wendeth said, sparing Bittersea another hostile
glance. "He's manipulating you, using you for something—"

"I'm not," Bittersea said, voice soft but
thunderous. "He's mine. Lindquist belongs to me and only me.
If you take him away from me, you won't enjoy what happens to
you."

Wendeth's jaw dropped, and behind him Sobeki
covered his face with his hands.

Lindquist lifted his eyes to the ceiling
before turning to face Bittersea, arms folding across his chest. "I
told you not to threaten him."

"It's funny you think I'll just do whatever
you tell me," Bittersea said, eyes glittering with challenge.

Lindquist answered the challenge with a
smirk.

"I see," Wendeth said, making them both look
at him again. "Fine, if you really feel that way, Bittersea, I want
you to prove it. A Binding. Tie your life to his, literally. Then
I'll at least know you won't kill him or let him die."

Bittersea laughed, the sound completely
genuine, as though Wendeth had taken him by surprise and he reveled
in it.

Sobeki stepped forward to face Wendeth. "A
Binding? That's illegal! Your Majesty! You can't demand such a
thing of him! It's uncon—"

"I'll do it. I don't care," Bittersea cut
in. "If that's what it takes to prove this to you, then I'll do
it." At the king's stunned look, he added, "Did you think I'd
refuse? I told you; Lindquist is mine. If I can't have him, nobody
can have him. I was going to take him with me when I died
anyway."

"So will I," Cohea said, heart racing. Not
with fear, like it should, but with hot satisfaction, with the
dangerous, seductive thrill of Bittersea's blood-soaked obsession.
"Have the rings made. We'll do it the moment they're ready."

On his finger, the stones were still blue.
Like the sky, like the sea, like all the distance between n
them.

Sighing, he hauled to his feet and trudged
off to get clean and finally put on clothes that did not smell of
fish and body odor.

When he was finally clean, properly and
thoroughly clean for the first time in far too long, he crawled
into bed. He'd slept alone for years without issue. Then Bittersea
had come along and filled the extra space, and his absence now left
a hole. If he were here right now, Cohea would put him on his hands
and knees and fuck him through the mattress or bind Bittersea's
hands and make him ride Cohea's cock, enjoy his frustration when
the lack of leverage made it difficult to find satisfaction. Grip
his hips tightly enough to leave faint bruises, wrap his fingers
around Bittersea's throat and squeeze just the way he liked. Once
they were finished, they'd lie on their sides, Bittersea pulled
back flush against him, so when Cohea woke in the dead of night as
he so often did, Bittersea was right there to use as he pleased.
Cohea loved the way Bittersea always jerked awake mid-fucking,
moaning his name, nails biting into his arm.

He was too exhausted for his cock to rise to
all the delightful images filling his head, unfortunately, so Cohea
rolled over to lie on his stomach and finally let sleep have
him.
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Kite stood in the ugly red salon yet again,
determined to figure out what about it bothered him. Not the size,
he'd measured that zealously four times already. Not the height.
Neither the bookcases nor either of the giant paintings hid
doorways.

Still something nagged him. For one, the room
was unbearably red. There was so much of it, in such a
vibrant shade, that it was like sitting in a pool of blood. The
only accents were black and gold, which helped not at all. It felt
like someone had set out to make the room as appalling as
possible.

The layers of dust somehow made it creepier.
He'd hired servants to properly close up the house, but they had
obviously skipped this room. Kite couldn't blame them.

Something nagged him. Whatever they were
looking for, it was here. He just had to find it.

Leaving the doorway, he stepped into the
center of the room. There wasn't really much to it. The walls were
covered in wide stripes of red and darker red, the ceiling painted
black to make everything feel even smaller. Against the far wall,
framing the window that looked out on the ocean-facing side of the
manor, were two large, heavy bookcases. On the left wall were two
large paintings that formed a diptych of a giant sea monster, black
and green with too many glowing eyes, dragging an enormous ship
down into the depths. The details were stunning—and brutal.

Opposite them was a single large painting as
big as the first two combined. Too big and awkward to hide a secret
passage, though he'd checked all the same. This painting was even
more violent than the diptych, showing a dark cavern lit by strange
glowing plants that cast light on corpses, skeletons, chests of
gold, and all manor of detritus left by the explorers who'd
ventured too far and died.

Kite was starting to think Bittersea had
nothing on his relatives.

He turned away from the creepy paintings.
Below the cave painting was a small table, set with a rather
ostentatious candelabra in the middle and black and gold figurines
on either side, each of some creature he didn't recognize. More
made-up monsters, probably. The one certainly had enough damn
needle teeth.

Next to the door was a small sofa, black with
dark red detailing, and an ebony table in front of it, the dust
across it undisturbed, like a wispy tablecloth. Between the
bookcases, right in front of the window, was a plush reading chair
that would have been fantastic to sit or sprawl in for hours, feet
propped up on the ottoman shoved beneath it out of the way. If the
room weren't so ugly and creepy, it would make the ideal reading
room.

From the ceiling hung a surprisingly plain
chandelier intended for mage lights, a showy expense typical of all
four Houses.

Damn it, he wanted to stamp his foot in
frustration.

"I had a feeling I'd find you here."

Kite snapped around, maybe startling a bit,
and huffed as Lysa stepped into the room. As always seemed to be
the case, he was utterly distracting, even in the face of creepy,
mysterious rooms. His auburn hair had grown just a bit in their
travels, hinting at the curls it would have if allowed to lengthen.
Strangely, the cuts through his eyebrows were still razor perfect.
Beneath his right eye, those three blue lines drew attention,
making him want to move closer, touch them, even though Kite knew
they'd feel no different than the rest of his skin.

He couldn't deny he'd love to know how soft
Lysa's skin was, how warm.

Shatar, he was out of his damned mind,
lusting after a cursed, abused man thirteen years his junior. While
they were trying to save his fucking life. Kite scrubbed a hand
down his face. "I don't think I'll sleep until I figure out why
this room bothers me."

Lysa's brows lifted.

"Beyond the obvious," Kite added.

Smiling faintly, Lysa joined him in the
middle of the room. They'd scrounged up wash basins, soap and more
a couple of days ago, and he still smelled faintly of orange
blossoms and honeysuckle. Kite turned slightly away before he did
or said something stupid.

They were running out of time. The spells
keeping Lysa's curse at bay were burning away with increasing
rapidity. Who knew what kind of problems were occurring back home.
Sobeki could handle them, but he shouldn't have to handle them
alone.

"What do you think?" he asked. "Am I losing
my mind?"

"I think if something is calling to you this
hard, we should trust that instinct. The subconscious mind
frequently sees things the conscious mind doesn't. It's finding the
detail that will allow the two parts to come together."

"What is the point of a subconscious mind,"
Kite muttered. "That's not at all useful."

"There is more information in the world than
we can handle at once, so much of it is filtered. Sometimes that
causes disconnects. So is the latest and most popular theory,
anyway."

Kite grunted and turned in a circle to look
the room over again. "Well, I wish they would reconnect so I could
at least get some damned sleep."

Lysa laughed. "A good night's sleep would be
wonderful."

Kite winced inwardly at how selfish he must
sound, complaining about his restless mind when Lysa was dealing
with actual crippling pain and fear of an agonizing death if they
failed.

"That wasn't a reprimand or anything," Lysa
said, seeming to follow his thoughts. "I think all of us would like
to be home." Sadness fell over his face, probably at remembering he
didn't have a home anymore.

"You're welcome to remain in Cremisio—at
Cremin, if you want. If there's somewhere you want to go, I'll
ensure you have all you need for a comfortable journey." He licked
his lips. "You and Sobeki seem like you would get along, both being
such ardent scholars."

Lysa flushed. "Whatever my scholar marks, I
am leagues behind someone as accomplished as Lord Myre." He laughed
self-deprecatingly, looking away to stare unseeing at the ugly
diptych. "Unlike me, he earned his skills and acclaim. I would
never dare inconvenience him with my presence."

Anger coursed through Kite, as hot and sharp
as a heated blade. He moved without thought, cupping Lysa's face
between his hands, forcing him to look up, the scent of honeysuckle
and orange blossoms washing over him, as sweet the man who wore it.
"You could never be an inconvenience. Whatever you say, I believe
with all of me that you earned those marks you wear. You clearly
would accept nothing less from yourself. I'm sorry to speak ill of
your father—" not even a little bit "—but he's an abusive bastard
who does not deserve the son gifted to him. Getting away from an
abuser is one of the scariest and most difficult things a person
can do. Not only did you do that, but while enduring an agonizing,
deadly curse. And you did it by fleeing into enemy territory. Do
not disparage yourself."

Lysa's teeth sank into his bottom lip, and
Kite realized abruptly just how much he was encroaching. He let go
and stepped hastily back. "My apologies, I'm no better than your
father."

"No better—" Lysa laughed, a genuine, joyful,
and amused sound. He was absolutely beautiful that way. Fuck, Kite
was a fool. "Your Highness, you took care of me even when I was a
prisoner, saved my life, and are quite literally risking your
entire kingdom to help me. In the midst of trying to do that, you
still find time to comfort me, for no real reason at all. You could
not be more the opposite of my father if you tried." His laughter
calmed into a soft, rueful smile. "Standing in the world's ugliest
room being cheered up by my father's greatest enemy is not how I
thought my escape would go."

Kite scoffed. "I'm not even on your father's
list of enemies. At best, I'm the last on the list. I'm fairly
certain the first ten entries are all Lindquist."

"You're not wrong," Lysa replied, lips
twitching. "I—"

"Wait," Kite said sharply, lifting a hand as
a familiar sensation washed over him. "Sobeki?"

Kite…

Drawing a knife, Kite opened a wound on his
hand, crouching to let the blood drip into the carpet in the shape
of a crude circle. Any splash of blood would help to connect, but
in magic circles were never a bad thing.

"What…" Lysa's eyes widened as Sobeki's
spirit faded slowly into view. "Spirit walking! I've only ever read
about it."

Sobeki smiled briefly, but it was clear
something weighed on his mind. "Kite…"

"What's wrong?"

"Cohea has returned. He has named me
Wendeth's heir. Terek marches on Cremisio with Laird Fazekas
leading the armies. Oskia is probably headed here to kill me, and
Bittersea is still journeying here." His breath hitched.
"Stay where you are. If things— If things go terribly wrong,
Cremisio will need you more than ever."

"I'm not abandoning you!" Kite bellowed. "You
are not going to make me stay here while you prepare to die. Fuck
you, Bek."

Sobeki laughed. "Fuck you, too, Kite. If
you wanted to be part of the fun, you should have stayed, not run
off with your pretty new beau. Stay there, stay safe. I love you."
He looked past them, staring at the wall where the bookcases were.
"That false wall is beautiful spell work. Well, done finding
it."

Then he was gone. Kite dropped to the floor
as though the strength had been drained from his limbs. All of
Sobeki's words rolled through his head.

Sobeki was king. All this time… his little
brother was the mysterious heir. What? How?

He was alone. Well, no, he had Cohea and an
entire army, but asking Kite to stay here so he could go back to
being in charge if his brother the king died?

No, he'd sooner fuck Takar and Tamar than
wait here for his brother to die.

"I can't believe I didn't notice!" Lysa
snarled, grabbing the reading chair, and yanking it away, not quite
throwing it across the room. Then he strode back across the room,
snatched up the candelabra, and proceeded to hammer the wall with
it, over and over, flakes of blue and white going everywhere like
embers flying from a disturbed fire.

The wall cracked like glass. The whole wall,
not just the window that… didn't seem to be a window at all now.
Kite's eyes and brain hurt watching it all.

Everything shattered into shards of light
that winked out in the next moment, revealing an entirely different
wall. Smooth, bare stone, no window, and a dark wooden door right
in the middle where the window had been. Should have been.
Whatever.

"What. In the fuck." Kite pushed to his feet,
fear and grief crashing into curiosity and trepidation in his head,
leaving his emotions a tangled mess, his eyes stinging with the
effort not to cry. "How did we not…"

Lysa glared at the wall like he had a
personal vendetta. Which he probably did, at that. "This
is—was—exceptional magic. It must be as old as the house itself. So
woven into the fabric of the house the magic doesn't stand out. I
don't know how Lord Myre…"

"Sobeki—" Kite's words caught in his throat.
He cleared it and tried again, "Sobeki's spirit walking also makes
him more sensitive to magic, the same way Oskia's spirit eyes let
her see more than the rest of us. He probably realized we didn't
see it, astute as he is, and tried to be nice about telling us what
seems so obvious to him." He laughed softly.

Lysa took his hand in both of his, squeezing
gently. "We'll get back in time to help. All we have to do is find
the bloodstone, and then we'll leave no matter what the time or
weather. Or you can leave now, and I'll catch up later. That
actually makes far more sense."

"No, I promised to help you, and whatever
happens, we won't arrive in time to help anyway, so we may as well
do all the good we can here." He twisted his hand free, then
tangled it with one of Lysa's and squeezed back in silent thanks
before grasping the handle of the door and yanking it open.

The loud, painful shrieking of old hinges
made him wince, as did the smell of old, dead things that wafted
out of the door, as if stored up, just waiting to escape.

A couple of paces beyond the door were
stairs. The old, tightly spiraling kind that always made him kind
of dizzy if he used them long enough. They were barely discernable
in the absolute dark beyond the reach of the light coming from the
sitting room.

The sound of footsteps drew his attention,
and a moment later one of the guards appeared. "Is everything all
right?"

"Fine," Kite replied. "We've discovered
something."

"Shall I—"

"No," Kite said. "Let them rest. We may have
to leave soon, no matter the weather, so I want everyone as rested
as possible. Stay here, though, if you please, so that someone is
nearby should we call for help."

The guard saluted. "Of course, Your
Highness."

"Thank you." Going back to get Wishta or one
of the others to provide them with mage lights was the smart thing,
but Kite took a step forward anyway—and nearly jumped out of his
skin when lights flared to life along the wall, eerily green,
spaced so there was one roughly every four steps.

He gave another consideration to going back,
but in the end, impatience and curiosity won out. If this all wound
up being nothing, what was the point in waking everyone up only to
massively disappoint them? "Stay close," he said, "or wait up here
if—"

"Not a chance," Lysa cut in.

Kite grinned over his shoulder and then, with
one hand on the wall, slowly descended the spiraling staircase to
find whatever awaited them below.

Not much, as it turned out. A dingy gray room
that had the feel of an antechamber. They were definitely well
below the manor; he could hear water crashing against rocks, so
there was probably a cave that was too difficult to reach by boat,
and it wasn't far off.

Which meant there must be more to this
antechamber than it seemed. "What's with all the stupid hidden
doors?" he muttered as he looked around. More of those creepy green
lights lit up along the walls—and ah, there it was, the door, with
four lights on either side and three of them along the top.

No handle, though. Was it meant to be pushed
or something?

"I really hope this isn't sealed with the
blood of a Bittersea or something," Lysa said with a sigh. "It
would be our luck to come this far and be stopped by this one
stupid thing."

Kite ran his hand over the stone, frowning.
"I… do not think that will be the case. Half the family betrayed
the other half, once upon a time, so that doesn't seem like
something they would do." He stepped away and turned to Lysa. "Come
on, pretty scholar, put that mind to work." He closed his eyes in
annoyance as his own words washed over him. "I apologize, I
shouldn't be saying things like that."

He stepped back, giving Lysa plenty of
space.

"I…" Lysa looked hurt for a moment, but
before Kite could figure out why, turned away to focus on the door.
He ran his fingers all over it, then shifted to the lights—and made
a soft, pleased noise that made Kite's skin tingle with the need to
hear it in an entirely different setting.

He touched each diamond shaped light, as
though testing something. He had to push up on his toes to reach
the ones near the corner of the door frame, then huffed and dropped
back down. "I think I need the ones over the door.

"Use me as a step stool," Kite said, kneeling
and then bracing on his hands and knees before Lysa could argue
with him.

Lysa gave a soft huff but braced his hand on
the doorframe and stepped onto his back, wobbling slightly as Kite
wasn't exactly the most stable of stools.

This day got stranger and stranger.

Swearing and muttering to himself, Lysa did
something Kite couldn't see, more cursing, then did something
else—and there was a click. "Yes!" Lysa braced himself again and
neatly jumped down, beaming as he offered his hands to help Kite
up. "I did it!" he said, throwing his arms around Kite, hugging him
tightly before letting go and returning his attention to the door.
He pushed against it, huffing when it didn't budge. "I know it can
move, damn it, I can feel it."

Kite chuckled and looped an arm around his
waist, dragging him back, maybe holding on just a breath longer
than necessary before taking his place. "Let me put my muscles to
work, little scholar." He set his shoulder to the door, which was
now set back slightly rather than perfectly flush with the wall.
With a grunt he shoved. The door groaned, stone scraping against
stone in a way that set his teeth on edge—and then it swung,
sending him nearly face first to the floor. Ground. Whatever.

"Amazing!" Lysa said breathlessly, the way
most people might say about an extravagant gift, or a lover's
assets, or literally anything but a stupid door in a stupid hidden
chamber in a stupid old house. "I wonder how it works. There must
be hinges or something, it would have—"

"Focus on the mission." Kite drew him back
before he could start investigating. "I suppose I'll go first. Age
before beauty and all that."

Lysa laughed, the sound almost more of a
giggle that was absolutely charming and also a reminder of how much
younger he was.

"Secret passages and rooms are stupid," Kite
muttered as he passed through a cobweb ridden hallway, pretending
they were the kind where the spiders were long dead. He shuddered
as he made it through them, wiping off his clothes in the desperate
hope no spider would surprise him later.

"Are you…scared of spiders?"

"No!" Kite said, not looking at him—then they
both forgot all about spiders as more green mage lights flickered
to life and they took in the room they'd entered.

Mostly, the far wall, where an enormous
deep-sea monster had been carved into the stones, its tentacles
spanning the width and height of the entire wall. It had been
painted in mottled greens and grays and black, a sinister predator
that would blend into its lightless world.

That wasn't the disturbing part.

It had seven tentacles—arms, technically, but
Kite didn't care—that were bigger than the rest, and at the end of
each of those a sword had been slotted into the stone. From each
sword hung a skeleton, held together by little more than cobwebs
and rotted fabric. Judging by clothes alone, a dubious metric,
three women and four men had been murdered here.

It didn't take an accomplished scholar to
determine this was likely the branch of the Vekketh family that had
destroyed the ocean and condemned the rest of the family to become
Bittersea.

Seemed like the current Bittersea came by his
bloodlust honestly, whatever that was worth.

"Mercy of the Gods," Lysa said. "This is…
vicious."

"So is destroying the portion of the ocean
that was the lifeblood of hundreds of thousands of people. It seems
this family has a propensity for taking justice into their own
hands."

There was also something that looked far too
much like an altar off to one side, with tall candelabra made from
iron on either side and a small table against the cave wall that
held forgotten tools and rotted components of whatever… rites… had
been performed here.

On the side of the cave opposite the altar
was a sort of alcove or hollow that had been turned into a
bedchamber of sorts, with a bed, a trunk that probably held
additional blankets, and a small table with a lamp and forgotten
book on it.

The bedroom was stranger somehow than the
monster holding corpses aloft.

Lysa had already approached the wall,
studiously examining each skeleton, the swords that held them in
place. "These slots were made with the rest of the monster; they're
carved to blend in perfectly. Was the whole of it made when the
seven were killed? They were definitely killed at the same time,
not more than hours apart, more likely minutes. They're all adults,
for what that's worth."

"Hmm," Kite muttered absently, still focused
on the bedroom. Bed area? He threw open the trunk and rifled
through it, but as he'd expected, it contained nothing but
additional blankets, along with a couple more books and a spare
lamp. "Strange, to say the least."

"I'll say. These swords are crafted to match
the monster as well, even etched with octopus arms and squid
tentacles and arms along the metal, and the etching turns into
silver that wraps around the green hilts. That is a ridiculous
amount of effort for swords that were used to murder traitors and
subsequently be left to rot in a forgotten chamber."

Kite snorted as he gave up on the trunk. "The
Great Houses of Cremisio are nothing if not showy and ostentatious
for no reason except to be showy and ostentatious."

Lysa cast him a sly little grin before
turning back to the bodies. Kite had never seen anyone stare at
rotting skeletons so avidly, but if anyone would, it was a scholar.
Sobeki would be right there with him.

Sobeki. Fear and self-loathing washed over
him anew, along with the clawing worry that he would not be able to
save his brother. Shoving the unhelpful thoughts aside, he turned
his attention to the bed. "Who in the hell would sleep down
here."

"Bloodstone sacrifices, I'd imagine," Lysa
said idly, clearly not remotely interested in the bedroom. "I mean,
they did use twenty of the damned things. That's twenty people who
had to die to create them, and another twenty died using them."

Kite grimaced, both at the obvious answer he
should have figured out for himself, but mostly for all the
pointless death. Forty people. At least. There was no guarantee
every sacrifice would succeed in a bloodstone. Forty was the
best-case scenario.

As Lysa turned his attention back to the
grisly display, though, faint amusement rose up. "You do remember
we're here to find a bloodstone to save your life, right?"

Lysa flushed. "I know. Sorry, I'm just
fascinated by what the significance of such a sacrifice could be.
Simple vengeance? Restoring family honor? Sacrifice to some god?
All of the above tied up in a horrifying bundle? I would need more
light to be certain, but I think two of these large tentacles hide
carvings of Takar and Tamar, and I'd be willing to bet the other
tentacles hide either the lesser gods bound to them or other major
gods. Even both."

"Save your life, save my brother and the
kingdom, and then I will bring you back here myself to analyze and
study to your heart's content. Focus, little scholar."

"I liked 'pretty' better," Lysa retorted
before striding off to the altar, carefully avoiding his gaze.

Kite stifled a sigh. He liked 'pretty' better
too, and that was the problem.

Lysa was kneeling on the far side of the
altar, the table of miscellany a few paces behind him. He trailed
his fingers over every carved dip and swirl, some abstract design
that appeared to have no particular meaning, though Kite had faith
Lysa would shortly tell him he was mistaken.

To his surprise, Lysa said nothing, just
continued to trace his fingers along all those delicate whorls,
muttering to himself, what almost sounded like counting—in
Terekian, which he seldom used, save for when he occasionally
muttered in his sleep.

Sometimes, most times really, it was easy to
forget he was the son of the man currently on his way to kill
Sobeki and take Cremisio by force. How such a despicable man
produced a son so pure of heart and generous of mind, only Shatar
would ever know.

"Aha!" Lysa said, sending Kite's thought
scattering. "I think I found all the switches. Now it's merely a
matter of figuring out if they must be pressed simultaneously or in
a particular order. So much beautiful work! I would love to have
met the person or people who managed all the clever work in this
place."

Scholars. "I hope it's simultaneously,
because if we have to figure out a certain order, that means we
have to try as many as twenty-four combinations. I hope you have
pen and paper."

"I'm good at memorizing, but I think it's
more likely they have to be pressed all together, as that would be
far more difficult for a random interloper…" he grinned, "…or two
to manage." These are the hidden switches." He went around the
altar, pointing to something vaguely flower like, something almost
a circle, a bit that resembled a wing if you squinted, and
something that approached a square. It really was the oddest, and
frankly ugliest, pattern he'd ever seen.

Kite wasn't certain it even qualified as a
pattern, but he also did not care. "So we have to anchor two of
them in place, then press the other two, and hope that's close
enough to 'all at the same time' for this to work. Hmm…" He prowled
around the room, looking for anything that would serve to hold down
two buttons. Switches? Whatever.

He could just stop and go get Wishta and the
others, but he really didn't want to have to go up and down those
stairs more than strictly necessary, and that would also waste time
they didn't have, not really. Lysa wasn't saying anything, but at
least an hour had passed since he'd found Kite in the ugly parlor,
and probably more like two hours, which meant his protections were
already starting to degrade.

This needed to be done.

He turned away from the bed area he'd already
explored twice—and accidentally kicked a stone, sending it
tumbling-rattling across the ground.

Of course. Why hadn't he thought of them from
the start? He was overcomplicating things like always. On a mission
now, Kite went around the chamber gathering up rocks of slightly
varying sizes, until his hands were too full to carry more.

Returning to the altar, he crouched beside
the square-ish button and dumped his finds in a little pile.
Pushing the button in until he heard the muted click, he then
started experimenting with cramming in stones until he found one
that wedged in just right, locking the compressed button in
place.

"That's brilliant!" Lysa said, and laughed.
"So simple and obvious."

Kite grinned briefly in shared ruefulness,
and then went to work on the next button. When the two on the front
of the altar were anchored, he and Lysa knelt in front of the
remaining two.

Together they pressed, and Kite slumped in
relief when there was a pair of loud clicks that echoed through the
chamber.

"It opened!" Lysa said, standing and pushing
at where, sure enough, the top portion of the altar had opened like
the lid of a chest. He grunted when it wouldn't move. "Why is it so
heavy?"

Chuckling, Kite rose and helped him, lifting
it up until he spied bars that were meant to hold the lid open,
slotting his in place quickly before Lysa did his end.

They stood there, arms just barely touching,
staring at the revealed contents.

Money, a lot of it. More than enough for
several people to start all new lives wherever in the world they
wanted. Security stash, no doubt. There were books that looked
older than time, and a wooden box about the size of a jewel case,
but with far less depth.

Something about that box turned his stomach,
but Kite reached for it all the same. There was, surprisingly, no
lock. He undid the clasps and threw the lid back—and then almost
threw it across the room.

Bloodstones. Twelve of the creepy things, in
four rows of three, each one of a size to be easily cupped in the
hand with fingers wrapped almost completely around it. They were a
dull, rusty brown in color, which matched with everything he'd ever
read. According to those same accounts, they would turn a brilliant
red when in use.

"I thought we'd be lucky to find one,"
Lysa said. "How many people had to die to make these? I can't
believe…" He shook his head and fell silent.

Kite snapped the lid shut again. "Nothing we
can do about that now. Let's get these and you back to our mages
and get you fixed once and for all."

"And then home."

Kite smiled and squeezed his hand. "And then
home."
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When Bittersea returned to the mainland, it
was to find the world had been reduced to chaos.

It didn't take long to pin someone down and
learn that Cremisio was being invaded by Terek. Apparently, the
border lands had been overtaken, and the army was marching with
relative swiftness south. Marvelous.

Bittersea went to see about securing a ride
out of town, easier said than done when everyone was trying
to get out of town. A dangerous and stupid thing to do this time of
year, especially when the clouds were fat with the snow and ice
they'd start releasing any moment.

Inside his clothes, pressed to his chest,
were the papers he needed to get to Cremin. Retrieve and deliver
missions had none of the fun of killing people. After all this
stupid nonsense best left to people who gave a damn, Lindquist had
better repay him thoroughly.

A delighted shiver ran down his spine at the
thought of all the darkly creative things Lindquist would do. There
were very few times in life when Bittersea felt anything. When he
was killing. When he was praying to Takar and Tamar. And when Cohea
possessed him, mind, body, and soul.

His little sister had brought him to life as
well, but Bittersea rarely lingered on those memories. All the good
ones had been driven out by the sound of her scream, the ominous
crunch that had come just as he'd reached the stairs. The weight of
her limp body in his arms.

If he could torture and kill his father all
over again, he would. Alas, that would have to wait until Bittersea
found him in the darkest, dankest pits of the afterlife.

He tried seven stables, but none of them had
a caribou to spare, not at any price. None of the merchants and
other travelers he tried had room for him. If he had to walk the
entire fucking way…

Except he wouldn't. The army would reach him
long before he reached Cremin.

His only remaining option now was to get a
boat, but the harbor had precious few of those remaining, and none
with space.

Bittersea found a bar that was still open for
the moment, ordered a beer, and sulked. He could go the unethical
route, but Lindquist would not be pleased with him, and as much as
Bittersea hated it, he disliked when Lindquist was upset with
him.

If he couldn't leave, he would have to stay
until means of departure presented themselves—or the Terekian
vanguard appeared. That could be fun. He'd never faced a vanguard
before, such a challenging fight… He shivered at the fun of such
hard-won kills.

Terekian vanguards were generally about fifty
people strong, but in cold weather like this, the expense of
supplying and transporting a group that large was enough to make
even Lindquist flinch. Not to mention that their goal wasn't to
annihilate, but to capture. Hopefully. Bittersea had no way to
confirm that, not when all he had to work with right now was
rumors.

Still, it would be the epitome of stupid for
Terek to come in slaughtering everyone when subjugation was much
more efficient in the long term. Not that there would be any term,
short or long.

He dropped money on the counter for the beer
and left, heading for the north end of the city, where hopefully
the city guards had not yet run off. Snow had begun to fall, a
particular bite to it that would make breathing feel like his lungs
were on fire if he were out in it too long.

Yet Terek had decided to start a war in this?
Endless Night and particularly nasty weather? Then again, it wasn't
like they had a whole lot of time. Once the heir was found and
established, everything would stabilize again, and Cremisio would
not be as vulnerable. They were always vulnerable, but countries
that might tolerate Terek overrunning a kingdom in tumult would not
be as willing to do so for a kingdom that was firmly settled once
more. For all that possessing Cremisio would be a boon to any
kingdom, for the most part they were content to simply to be allies
and maintain lucrative treaties.

Hmm. Maybe some of this urgency had to do
with Fazekas wanting his precious heir back. It seemed stupid to
risk so much on such a minor thing as backstabbing family, but
Bittersea was hardly an expert on what loving families would do for
each other. Not that he'd ever seen any indication that Fazekas saw
his son as anything except another tool, but he also had never paid
close attention.

When he reached the city wall, it was to find
soldiers flopping around like recently caught fish. Bittersea
snagged one by the collar of his coat, forcing him to stop. "Who's
in charge here?"

The man opened his mouth to clearly tell
Bittersea to fuck off, or something along those lines, then
abruptly snapped it. After a pause he said, "Captain Macker, he's
in the gatehouse."

Bittersea threw the little fishy back and
headed for the gatehouse. People cleared out of his way, despite
the fact that in this weather and all his layers, they wouldn't be
able to see much. Nor would they likely recognize him. Prey was
good at sensing a lurking predator, though.

Inside, he removed the wrappings from his
head and face. "Where is Captain Macker?"

"Who in Shatar's cunt are you?" the man in
the middle of the fracas demanded.

Bittersea smiled, causing those nearest him
to recoil sharply. "I am Jethue Bittersea, spy and knife for His
Majesty the Late King Wendeth, and charged with delivering
knowledge and proof of his heir into the hands of Regent Myre. If
you do not believe me, contact Cremin, and Acting Regent Sobeki
Myre will speak for me. I'd say my fiancé would also speak for me,
but I'm afraid I've no idea where he is."

"Your fiancé?" Macker asked warily. At
hearing his name, the soldiers had retreated even further from him,
idle chatter falling away to dead silence. Bittersea did so enjoy
how easy it was to instill fear without doing any more than giving
his name. Even if he hated his name, especially the given one he
shared with his worthless fucking father.

Bittersea removed his gloves and presented
his right hand, where the jewels in his ring gleamed a rich, dark
blue not quite turning purple. Soon, though. "I am betrothed to
Lord Cohea Szelis, the Duke of Lindquist."

"That's a Ring of Binding," a soldier
blurted, some poor private who quailed when Bittersea looked at
him. "Those aren't legal."

"Neither is killing people," someone else
muttered, making Bittersea genuinely laugh.

"I wear it on order of His Late Majesty, to
prove my devotion. Now if we are done wasting time, I want to know
everything you do, and I need transportation to Cremin. I have
papers vital to the survival of the kingdom that must be delivered,
and I'd prefer not to spill blood to secure a way there, delightful
though that would be."

Macker and those around him clearly couldn't
tell if he was joking or not. Eventually, Macker said, "There's
none left. We gave everything we had to the civilians so they could
get out of here. We're hoping to fight off the vanguard, buy a bit
more time for escape. That's all we really can do."

That was so nauseatingly honorable, he could
practically hear Lindquist crooning his approval. "How noble of
you. What information do you have on the vanguard?"

"Twenty strong, according to the scouts that
reached us."

Twenty? It must have been more than that to
start with. Well done to those who'd trimmed the numbers. "What are
your numbers?"

"I've retained fifty soldiers; the rest are
going with the fleeing civilians."

That was adorable. Lindquist would be beside
himself over the saccharine stupidity of these loyal soldiers. What
a pity they were all going to die before Lindquist could coo at
them in approval. "When are they expected to arrive?"

"Soon," Macker said grimly. "Even in this
weather, they'll likely arrive within the next half hour. We're
evacuating people as quickly as we can, but the rest of the royal
army hasn't made it this far yet, and they probably won't for a few
more days."

If at all, given the weather, but nobody
needed to say that aloud.

Bittersea moved to the rickety table in the
corner. "I'll take whatever tea and food you have around this
place." When Macker's pasty face went apple red, he added, "I am
going to be using a great deal of magic in the fight coming our
way."

That stopped Macker short. "I didn't know you
had magic, uh, my lord?"

Bittersea laughed. "I'm no lord. They
stripped my title from me after I murdered my entire family,
remember? Food and tea, now."

Two of the younger soldiers nearly fell over
each other scrambling to obey, and everyone suddenly realized they
had somewhere else to be, leaving Bittersea and Macker alone.

"You're a murderer, self-admitted," Macker
spat into the silence. "Why did His Majesty just let you flit about
doing as you like? There's no way you're actually betrothed to His
Grace."

Bittersea laughed again, but this laugh was
soft and sharp and sibilant. "You're a murderer too, Captain."

Macker bristled. "I am nothing like you!"

"No, you're not, but that doesn't mean you're
not a murderer. How many people have you killed over the years?
Nobody makes it up the ranks by keeping their hands clean, and if
you're here in such a pivotal town along the conquering road, yours
are probably very dirty. Murder is murder, Captain. You
don't give a single damn that I've killed. You're simply bitter
that it doesn't bother me, that I'm not suffering nightmares and
overdrinking and a guilty conscience like the rest of you." He
smiled, sharp as his blades. "Do you really want to continue this
discussion?"

Instead of replying, Macker stormed
out—nearly crashing into the cadets bringing in the requested food.
One of them called after him, but Macker ignored it, vanishing into
the whirling snow.

The two men approached, looking equal parts
terrified and fascinated as they set down a tray of food and a pot
of tea, the kind where the pot set on top of the cup, the poor
thing battered and bruised from a life serving soldiers. "Thank
you."

Instead of leaving, the men lingered, until
one of them finally worked up the courage to ask the predictable
question. "Did you really murder your entire family?"

"Yes."

"Why?" asked the second one.

"They deserved it." He warned them off with a
look not to ask the next predictable question.

"Are you really going to help us fight?" one
of them asked instead.

Bittersea finished the absolutely appalling
fish and moved on to the soup and stale bread, using the first to
soften the second. "Of course. I need transportation, and I'm more
than happy to kill Terekians to get it." Hopefully the vanguard
would be an interesting fight, and there was the bonus that
Lindquist couldn't be mad at him for slaying the enemy.

Looking at his little observers, he said, "Go
to the nearest temple of death and dreaming and wait there for
further orders. Go now," he snapped when they started to question
and protest.

When they were gone, he finished off the sad
excuse for food and drained the tea. The unreliability of finding
good food was the only thing he hated about traveling.

He'd just finished taking a piss and readying
himself for a fight when the warning bells clanged. Tingles ran
down his spine in anticipation. Hot blood on a cold day? There were
few things better.

Outside, he joined the soldiers at the gate,
though he slid through the cluster to stand at the front with
Macker. "Captain."

Macker grunted and spared him the barest
glance.

"Should I fall, there are papers on me that
must reach the Regent. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

Aww, someone's feelings were still hurt. How
pathetic. Every day Bittersea was grateful he had none.

Or that he only had them for one person, and
even then he had them in limited capacity. Not that Lindquist ever
seemed to mind.

Something very much like longing flickered
through him, but Bittersea ignored it. Now was for battle. For
blood. For screams of agony.

The vanguard actually proved to be twenty-two
strong, but that still was rather pathetic for such an infamous,
greatly feared group of soldiers. They came through the snow like a
horde of ravenous beasts, curved swords drawn as they charged full
speed, likely intending to cut them all down with brutal efficiency
and have the town largely secured before the main fighting force
arrived.

As they drew closer, archers let their arrows
fly and foot soldiers rushed in with spears and glaives, going for
the caribou first, taking away the one major advantage the vanguard
had.

The snow was painted red in minutes. Too many
were Cremision soldiers, but that was to be expected with these
opponents. Bittersea surged on to his next victim, the commander
herself. Blood already streamed down her face from a minor head
wound, from the way she moved stiffly she'd suffered in the fall
from her caribou.

Her eyes narrowed as they landed on him.
"You."

Bittersea laughed. What a delightful twist.
He'd known she was Captain of the Royal Vanguard of Terek, and yet
the knowledge hadn't registered until now. "Captain Narla, how is
life with your new husband?"

Narla screamed and lunged at him with her
sword out. Bittersea dodged it easily and kicked out the knee of
her injured leg, sending her slamming face first into the snow. She
scrambled up with remarkable speed, drawing her own daggers, sword
lost to the snow.

"You know how much I love a knife fight,"
Bittersea purred.

She lunged again, never the patient type, and
Bittersea countered easily. After that it was a flurry of thrust,
parry, block, dodge, swing, turn, repeat it all in varying
combinations and orders. Twice he had to dispatch interlopers,
throwing their bodies carelessly aside.

His wounds froze over almost as quickly as
she made them, as nobody came out of a knife fight unscathed. Well,
except for him, but he didn't want to expend too much energy too
quickly. So he ensured the wounds didn't bleed too much and
otherwise left them to attend later.

His opponent did not have the benefit of
healing magic, and as much as Bittersea would love to heal her once
or twice just to prolong the pleasure of the fight, he had more
important matters. As she lunged at him again, he slipped under the
thrust, sliced her thigh open right where the strongest artery
beat, then grabbed her around the neck and pulled her in close so
he could say roughly into her ear, "Your new husband was the one
who paid me to kill the old one. Wonder if I'll get a bonus for
disposing of you."

She tried to say something, but passed out
from blood loss before she could. Her death rattle was lost to the
wind and snow.

Bittersea went back to work, but only had to
kill one more before the twenty-two vanguard were all dead. He
cleaned his knives in the snow, then went around healing everyone
he could only because Lindquist would be pissy if he didn't.

When that tedious chore was finally finished,
he commandeered the first good caribou he could find, raided
supplies from a few others, and swung up into the saddle. "Captain
Macker, get your surviving men and get out. There are two cadets in
the temple of death where I told them to wait. Retrieve them."

"Why did you send them there?" Macker
demanded.

Ignoring him, Bittersea heeled the caribou
into motion and rode off. Thankfully, the city streets were now
deserted, making it easy to race to the southern end, through that
deserted gate, and off into the winter storm swiftly descending
now.

While he generally preferred to travel alone,
he wasn't terribly disappointed when he caught up to the evacuees.
In weather like this, safety was in numbers. Also there was always
food, if you got lost and wanted to become one of the grisly
campfire stories people loved to tell. Tales of people who ate
their own out of desperation but grew to love the taste, to crave
it, becoming ravenous monsters who wandered about in Eternal Night
looking for easy prey, hibernating the rest of the year to avoid
the deadly light of the sun. These monsters, called Kellish, were
the dark avatars of Takar, bringing fear and misery and painful
death wherever they went.

Bittersea stayed at the back of the group,
ever watchful for scouts or other threats that may have made it
this far. Every now and then people glanced his way, but quickly
looked away again.

The snow fell relentlessly, slowing the
journey considerably. Panting breaths filled the air like steam,
and the crying of miserable children did nothing to ease tensions.
Still everyone pushed onward—they didn't have a choice. The nearest
relatively safe place to stop was a fishing village still a couple
of hours away—in good weather. As it was, they were probably going
to have to dig shelters and pray to Shatar they survived the night.
Survived, period.

Thankfully, the lives of all these people
were not his problem. Well, not in this way. His problem was
getting through this mess to Cremin, where Lindquist no doubt
waited for the papers he knew Bittersea had found.

Soon. Other than that brief encounter in
Fazekas's drafty pile of rocks, he'd not seen Lindquist…Cohea…in
more than a year. Six months after their Binding, he'd had to leave
to maintain his cover of assassin in exile. Not that continuing to
kill people was a chore.

I'll make it worth your while, I vow it.

They just had to get through this annoyance
first. Put Sobeki on the throne. Throw out the Terekians. Probably
make certain people were all happy and cozy in their homes again,
though hopefully he could leave that tiresome chore to others. He'd
rather deal with any remaining Terekians who were better off dead
than returned to sender. That would be an ideal duty for
him.

Alas, he probably wouldn't be permitted.
Boring.

At least a couple more hours passed before
the sound of horns trickled down the masses, calling a halt for the
night. People groaned and sobbed, but immediately went to work
digging shelters for themselves and their families, helping each
other where they could, building fires as able in front of each
little snow hut.

Bittersea pressed on, not slowing for anyone
as he wove his way through the settling crowd, pushing onward
despite the snowy dark, the clouds so heavy even the moon couldn't
help him.

But the road was marked by high columns that
would be visible in any amount of snowfall, or near enough, with
mage lights evenly dispersed along the length ending with one on
the top. Made travel possible, and also gave an indication of just
how deep the snow was.

He didn't stop, even when the caribou tired,
using his magic to heal them both of the damages caused by the
weather and banish some of the exhaustion. Too cold to eat, so he
settled for sips of tea kept warm by the special skin it was kept
in—at least, warm enough not to freeze, which was all he could
really ask for.

By the time the walls of Cremin came into
view, he was more exhausted than he could ever remember being,
including after spending hours torturing his piece of rotted shit
father. The guards waved him through without bothering to stop him,
a great risk on their part, but something must have convinced them
he wasn't a threat.

The city was alarmingly still, even for the
weather. Everyone locked inside, afraid of war. Of death. Normally
it was a taste, a scent, a thrum in the air that he savored. But
like this it was simply stagnant and boring. There was no thrill in
this sort of mindless, impersonal mass slaughter, of killing in the
name of victory and justice and other fancy words used by people
who were too weak to use the honest words: Murderer. Killer.
Executioner. Butcher.

The palace came into view and the portcullis
lifted for him. Bittersea had been focusing so hard on just
surviving, the bond had passed him by. Of course everyone knew he
was coming, because Lindquist knew it.

Once he was in the main courtyard of the
royal palace, Bittersea dismounted and left whoever showed up first
to deal with the caribou. He yanked off his frozen gloves as he
walked across the courtyard and up the stairs into the palace.

He only barely got to glance at the ring on
his hand, once more glittering red, before a hand wrapped around
his throat and shoved him into the nearest wall.

Bittersea grunted. "If you were hoping to get
an early start on punishing me, Lindquist, you should probably wait
until I've thawed enough to feel it." He rubbed melting snow and
ice from his face and stared up at the great lummox hovering over
him, hand still squeezing just tight enough to be slightly
uncomfortable and utterly thrilling. "It's pathetic you allowed
Fazekas to capture you."

"Shut up, Bittersea." Lindquist's mouth
crashed down on his, biting and consuming. Possessing. Teeth
scraped his lip, drawing blood, making Bittersea hiss and moan at
the same time. He tasted like wine, and faintly salty, because
somehow Lindquist always tasted faintly of the ocean he loved so
much. But if anyone embodied the ocean, it was Lindquist:
deceptively calm on the surface, and nothing but dark and danger
beneath.

Bittersea let Lindquist have him, as he
always did, because there was something drugging about being at his
mercy, even though they both knew that if he wanted, Lindquist
would be dead before he ever felt the slice of the blade.

That was the very last thing he wanted,
though how Lindquist had sunk so far into him, all the way to the
marrow, Bittersea still hadn't figured out. If anyone else tried to
pin him to a wall, he'd kill them without hesitation. But not this
man. No, with Lindquist he was content to be pushed, to be held, to
leave his arms loose at his sides, palms of his hands pressed
against the cold stone wall while Lindquist ravaged his mouth and
bruised his lips.

When Lindquist finally drew back, teeth
dragging slowly off his bottom lip, he said, "Took you long enough
to get here."

"If you hadn't gotten captured by
Fazekas like some inexperienced dumbass, a lot of problems
never would have existed in the first place."

Lindquist rolled his eyes and pushed away
from the wall, releasing Bittersea's throat but grabbing his hand
instead, though only for a moment, as he knew there was nothing
Bittersea hated more than not having both his hands free.

"Where is our new king?"

"Sleeping. He didn't want to, but he's been
awake for nearly two days straight trying to do everything he can.
We finally made him go lie down."

Bittersea grunted softly in acknowledgement.
"Where are all the guards that should be in this hall?"

"Sent off in various directions with more
pressing duties. There will be plenty of soldiers by the time Terek
makes it this far. Which seems the likeliest, unfortunately, as we
can't possibly head them off further north at this point."

"Bastards," Bittersea muttered. "Do you have
any good news or is this tiresome business going to drag on
incessantly."

Of all things, Lindquist smiled. "I really
have missed you, moon shadow. There is good news, though. Watchers
at the tower spotted Kenten warships headed this way, flying flags
of peace. I suspect Oskia is with them."

Bittersea smiled, all teeth. "Lovely, I
haven't seen Lady Beltres—"

"Since you saved her life and made her
absolutely furious about being in your debt, yes, I know, you never
stop gloating," Lindquist said, rolling his eyes. "They should be
here in a few hours. Until then, we're in a strange sort of lull."
He opened the door to his chambers and motioned for Bittersea to
enter first. "Sadly, there won't be time to punish you, but don't
worry, making me wait is just one more punishment on the list."

Well, that was disappointing, but on the
other hand, the longer Lindquist was made to wait, the more
creative he tended to be. "So if you're not going to keep me
entertained, what am I doing here?"

A hand sank into the hair at his nape and
jerked him back, making him hiss, forcing his head back at a
painful angle as Lindquist said roughly in his ear, "Don't get
presumptuous. You're here for my amusement, not the other way
around." He shoved Bittersea forward and then returned to what the
rest of the world knew as Lindquist's normal. "I had food and a
bath brought for you. Get some rest, Bittersea. You're in no
condition for anything else. When did you last sleep?"

"I don't remember," Bittersea replied as he
came to a stop in the middle of the room and lifted a hand to start
working at the fastenings of his clothes—and then dropped
unconscious, oblivious to a sighing Lindquist catching him before
he hit the ground.
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Oskia was on tenterhooks as the ships pulled
into the harbor. The damned snow was unrelenting, and the cold as
cutting as a freshly sharpened knife.

Worse than the weather, though, was the
silence. Cremin was not a quiet city, even in the dead of night.
Especially in the harbor, where ships came and went at all hours,
warehouses being filled and emptied, cleaning and repairing a
constant need against the brutal salt and wind.

Now, there was only stillness. No workers, no
sailors, no whores or street vendors. Even the dock rats, the
children who lived and worked there, were absent, and they were
usually the last to give up. Not a city asleep, though. A city in
hiding, waiting for inevitable invasion.

Let them come. Oskia would take on the entire
Terekian army by herself if she must.

Thankfully, that wouldn't be necessary.

A soldier came running up and saluted Oskia
and her companions. "Ready to disembark, Your Graces."

"Thank you, Private," Lady Ralidya replied,
and motioned for Oskia to lead the way off the ship.

As always, it felt good to be home. There was
nothing starkly different about the landscape between their
countries, and yet she always knew when she was in Cremisio.

Ignoring the bustle of soldiers disembarking
and organizing around her, Oskia led the way through the throng to
the figures waiting for her, still and silent. Soldiers, and at
their head was a figure she hadn't actually expected to see.
"Cohea? I'd heard you were captured."

"I was," Cohea replied, and opened his arms,
hugging Oskia tightly when she walked into them. "I'm glad you've
made it back safe." He drew back slightly. "Do I need to worry
about your motives? Sobeki is convinced you are…not going to greet
him warmly."

Oskia flinched. "I still think handing any
sort of power over is a fool's game, but I've signed the papers.
How did you get free?"

"Let's save story time for when we're back at
the palace." His gaze flicked to the others, and Oskia introduced
Ralidya, Skye, and Corinta.

Cohea bowed over Corinta's hand, making her
flush. "You look so much like Sobeki, it's startling. But come,
please, all of you, we must get you to safety. We expect the
Terekians to be here within the next few hours. Our every attempt
at mediation has…not gone well." The set of Cohea's mouth, the
shadows in his eyes, told the rest of the story.

He got them all into a sled and through the
city streets that were caked in snow and ice. Normally there would
be people to keep the streets clear and safe, but even the lamps
that were so vital during Eternal Night had not been lit.

Oskia shivered, despite the warmth of her
furs. She'd never seen the city so quiet, and she never wanted to
see it this way again. Her fingers twitched, aching for her sword,
but now was hardly the time. Soon, though, soon she would show
Terek just how badly they had overstepped.

"Oh, my," Corinta said as the palace came
into view. "It really is as beautiful as rumored. The Palace of
Rainbows…"

Oskia looked over the palace, a building
she'd seen all her life and which had ceased to be remarkable long
ago. Through new eyes, she could appreciate its beauty. The white
stone, the rare and costly colored glass windows, the towers and
turrets… Legend had it that building the palace had taken nearly
thirty years. Sobeki probably knew to the hour how long it had
taken.

Her heart jumped and twisted before dropping
into her stomach. Sobeki… who had of course figured out what she
was doing and probably wouldn't even be angry with her, because
that was Sobeki.

He would make a marvelous king.

And marry a beautiful prince or princess from
Kenten. She'd had her chance with Sobeki, and she'd turned it down,
She had no right to be upset about someone else getting what she
threw away.

As they passed through the gates along the
covered path of a protected courtyard, her stomach filled with
bees. She ignored the hand Cohea offered to help her out and shook
out the heavy folds of her winter robes before striding into the
palace. Servants immediately stepped forward to take her outer
garments and offer hot mulled wine. "His Majesty says he will wait
for you in the green hall, and you're to take your time refreshing
after your journey, Your Grace."

Finishing off the wine, Oskia handed off the
empty cup and said, "I will see him immediately."

"Of course, Your Grace." Palace staff were
far too well-trained to give away their thoughts, but Oskia didn't
think she'd imagined the hint of amusement in the woman's
voice.

She made introductions and made certain the
others were swept off to suitable rooms to rest and warm up before
finally striding off through the palace to the green hall, a
relatively small meeting room that the late king had always
favored…usually with Sobeki close to hand, assisting him in one way
or another.

The more she thought about it, the more
little clues she was noticing far too late.

Footsteps drew her from her thoughts—and
contempt filled her face as she registered who was walking toward
her. "You."

Bittersea smiled like a snake. "Lady Pakier,
how wonderful for you to join us. Would you like some tips on
assassination?"

"Get fucked, Bittersea."

"That won't be happening until after the
killing is finished. Going to be a marvelous day for me," Bittersea
replied.

Oskia didn't bother to reply to that. Her
hand twitched with the need to trace the scar across her stomach,
where an assassin had slit it open and nearly succeeded in killing
her. If not for Bittersea, she would be dead. She hated
him.

Bittersea's eyes glittered with amusement,
though what amused him so much was anyone's guess. "Are you hale
and healthy, Lady Pakier?"

"Bittersea, quit it," Cohea said from behind
her. "You two can behave like children later."

Rolling his eyes and giving Cohea what would
have been a pout on anyone else's face, Bittersea replied,
"Fine."

Oskia's brows flew up at that. "Fine?
Fine?" She turned to Cohea as he stepped forward to stand
next to her. "What did you do to him to make him so obedient? I've
seen him tell the late king to go fuck himself."

Cohea smiled, a foxy smile full of mischief
and smug satisfaction, but his eyes were like warm honey as he
looked at Bittersea. "I made him mine."

Bittersea scoffed. "If you're going to be
boring and insipid, I'm going to find something better to do,
Lindquist."

"You're not going anywhere."

"Why does it matter if I kill them now or
later? In fact, if I go kill them now, it might save us all quite a
bit of trouble. And even lives, which I know matters to you and
everyone else in this pile of rocks."

"You're staying here, or you won't like what
happens to you when you get back."

Bittersea narrowed his eyes in a way that
would send most people running, but Lindquist only folded his arms
across his chest and met the glare implacably.

Oskia rolled her eyes. "Whatever, I don't
care, I need to go see Sobeki. You two keep doing…whatever it is
you're doing." She strode onward, slamming her shoulder into
Bittersea's as she passed him, but it only annoyed her further
because they both knew he'd let her do it.

Oh, if only Bittersea had been the secret
heir. She'd have taken every pleasure in assassinating him.
Although killing someone with healing magic was difficult.

Turning back reflexively to ensure he wasn't
following her or something equally creepy, Oskia nearly tripped
over her own feet. Despite Cohea's words, she had not really
thought… But there was no mistaking a kiss like that. Cohea and
Bittersea? Cohea and Bittersea? Bittersea was his Bonded?
No, that couldn't be right. Surely His Majesty would have forbidden
such a thing.

That was enough. The very moment this mess
was over she was relinquishing her titles and running away to
whatever country was as far away from Cremisio as she could
get.

If only life could ever be that simple.

Fleeing the strange sight before her, Oskia
barreled through the halls until she finally reached the green
hall, where not two but four soldiers stood guard. They all bowed
as they saw her, and one pulled the door open. Oskia thanked him as
she swept past.

And then the door closed quietly behind her,
and she was alone with Sobeki.

"Oskia…" Sobeki rose, pushing away the papers
he'd been reading, frowning slightly. "I told them to make certain
you rested first."

"We all knew that was never
happening," Oskia said, finally pushing further into the room,
heart in her throat.

Sobeki wore his usual fine clothes, but he
had rings of state on his fingers now and a gold diadem set with
diamonds and sapphires on his head. He looked like a king, and
Oskia's heart twisted further. How had she ever thought, for even a
second, that she could kill this man? Even ignoring the fact she
loved him dearly, more than anyone else in the world, Sobeki had
always been the best of them.

Gathering the folds of her robes, Oskia
bowed. "Your Majesty, forgive my rudeness."

"Oh, quit it," Sobeki said with a huff. "Are
you all right, Oskia? I've been worried sick about you. Taking off
like that, going alone into enemy territory, hying off to finish
what your mother started—you could have died!"

She surged into his space, gripping the sides
of his tunic. "Why aren't you mad at me?"

Sobeki's scowl turned into a soft smile that
only ever appeared for her. "Why would I be mad at you for being
you? Even if you had killed me—or do intend to kill me—you'd be
doing what you thought was right, no matter the cost. You and Cohea
were always willing to do what you must to save the world."

"You're so irritating," Oskia said,
yanking at his tunic before dropping her hands. "Speaking of Cohea,
why is he kissing that nasty little snake? Please don't tell
me Bittersea is Cohea's mysterious Bonded?"

Sobeki blinked, then laughed. "Saw them, did
you? Guess they no longer see any reason to hide it. Yes, they've
been Bonded for ages, at the insistence of the late king. I don't
know the full of their tale, but… well, if you'd kill me to save
the world, Bittersea would destroy the world to save Cohea."

"Bittersea doesn't care about anyone but
himself."

"That was probably true for a long time, but
Cohea got under his skin somehow. You'll have to learn to live with
him, I'm afraid." He grinned, for a moment looking his usual self
and not the newly crowned king firmly out of her reach.

"If I must," Oskia grumbled, though she would
never understand why someone like Bittersea was simply allowed to
keep living when he'd probably killed more people than the whole of
the Terekian army headed their way. "His Majesty really insisted
they Bond?"

"Yes, to make Bittersea prove himself."

"Cohea is stupid." Oskia rubbed fingers over
her sore, tired eyes. "Enough about those two. What are your plans?
What are the military numbers? Do we have demands and terms of
surrender drafted? What is your plan if we are forced to
surrender?"

"Oskia?"

"What?" She drew a sharp breath as Sobeki
cupped her face and brushed the barest, softest kiss across her
mouth.

"Breathe, Oskia, I have matters well in hand.
Cohea and I have been working nonstop, and we knew you were
coming—we were alerted to the ships hours ago." He dropped his
hands and took one of hers, dragging her gently along down to the
end of the table where he'd been sitting and nudging her into his
vacated seat. "Read, critique, I'm going to have food brought for
you."

He didn't wait for her reply but strode off
and opened the door to speak with the guards outside. Oskia went
through the papers, a combination of meticulous reports, compiled
messages, notes, and revisions to plans made earlier.

In another stack were drafts for terms of
surrender should the worst happen, and drafts of demands that would
be made should they manage to defeat Terek, which they damned well
would. Oskia would accept no other outcome.

She looked up as the door opened, only then
noticing that Sobeki had taken the seat to her right. Only Sobeki
could sneak up on her like that, and it would never cease to
aggravate her.

As if sensing her thoughts, Sobeki gave a sly
little grin before smoothing his expression out as the servants
reached them and began to lay out the food and drink he'd
requested. There was enough for ten people, so he must be expecting
others to arrive.

Oskia thanked the woman who poured her tea
and sipped it as she gave up on the paperwork for the moment. She
sighed softly in satisfaction. "The palace always has the best
tea."

"It does. I used to steal some to take home
whenever I returned to the family estate." His mouth twisted. "The
Havenstrite Estate, rather."

Oskia reached out to tentatively cover his
hand, smiling when he twisted his hand to tangle their fingers
together. "Kite will always consider you his brother. I don't think
anything could tear you two apart."

"I know," Sobeki said softly, "but I'm king
now, and that changes everything, whether I want it to or not."

She'd meant to say something comforting, even
though comforting people was not a skill she'd ever really
possessed, but instead she said, "You have to get married. To
someone from Kenten, I mean. It was part of the negotiations."

Sobeki frowned, then scowled. "No, that will
not be happening."

"But—"

"Am I king or am I king?" Sobeki asked.

Oskia huffed. "You're not supposed to be one
of the troublemakers. The other two…three…have that covered."

Sobeki laughed. "Oh, don't worry, I do not
remotely compare to my brother, who I think has grown very
fond of Lord Lysyken."

"Of who," Oskia said, nearly shouting
the words. She set her teacup down hard. "I need something stronger
than tea. Tell me everything, right this very second."

Laughing again, Sobeki lifted her hand and
kissed the back of it, lips lingering. "I do love you, Oskia. No
one lights my life the way you do."

"Oh, be quiet," Oskia said, but didn't take
her hand away. "Tell me."

Sobeki did, pouring her a cup of wine as he
did so and nudging a plate of food closer. Because it was him,
Oskia took the hint and ate while he talked, everything from
Cohea's adventures to Lysyken's capture and curse, until her meal
and the story were finished.

"Any idea when they'll be back?" Oskia
asked.

"I managed to speak briefly with Kite a few
hours ago. Another day, two at worst, unless the weather turns
particularly nasty. They've been pushing hard, using every trick,
magic and non-magic, to get home as quickly as possible."

"You trust Lysyken?"

"I trust Kite, and he trusts Lysyken. I do
know with absolute certainty that he hates his father, and the way
Kite talks about him… Lysyken is on our side, I'm confident in
that."

"Fine." Oskia pushed away her empty wine cup
and went back to tea. Before she could speak, though, a strident
knock came at the door.

Sobeki motioned to the guards stationed
there, and the door opened a moment later to admit Cohea,
Bittersea, Ralidya, Skye, and Corinta. Gasping, clearly forgetting
all etiquette, Corinta raced down the length of the room and
stopped just short of crashing into Sobeki. "We look so much alike!
I can't believe it!" She clapped her hands together. "I'm so happy
to finally meet you!"

"And I you," Sobeki said with a faint smile,
and offered his arms to give the hug Corinta so obviously wanted.
"I never thought I'd have a sister."

"Corinta," Ralidya said with a sigh. "Where
are your manners? Brother or not, that is the King of
Cremisio."

Corinta flushed but didn't really look all
that sorry as she stepped back and swept Sobeki a lovely bow. "Your
Majesty, it's an honor to make your acquaintance. Thank you for
having us in your beautiful home, especially at so difficult a
time."

Sobeki laughed and pulled her close again. "I
don't expect family to be so formal." Squeezing her arm in friendly
fashion, he then stepped forward to greet Ralidya, who was staring
at him with tears in her eyes. "I never thought I'd get to say the
words 'Hello, Mother.'"

Sobbing, Ralidya hugged him tightly. "I
cannot believe I get to see you again after all these years." She
drew back and wiped her eyes, then gripped his shoulders. "Look at
you, darling. You are magnificent and will make your
father—fathers—proud."

"Thank you," Sobeki said softly, a slight
hitch in his voice, before turning his attention to Skye and
finally ushering them all to sit. On the opposite side of the
table, Cohea was already helping himself to food and next to him,
Bittersea sipped leisurely at a cup of wine. "We have much to talk
about, but right now the focus must be on stopping Terek."

Skye replied, "Our troops are joining yours
as we speak, coordinating protection of the city and preparing for
battle. I'm still hoping it won't come to that, but if Terek was
interested in peace…"

"It will come to a fight," Sobeki said. "I'm
more concerned that Everage and Boltane will join the fight. We
can't hold off all three, even with your numbers to
supplement."

"His Majesty is attending that," Ralidya
said. "Everage and Boltane won't cross Kenten, especially as we now
have a formal alliance with Cremisio, something no one has ever
achieved."

Oskia fisted her hands in her lap. Gods
willing this alliance did not backfire on them.

"Cohea," Sobeki said.

"Reports came in a short time ago. All
civilians have been evacuated where possible and are in secure
locations otherwise. Food and supply distribution should be
finished within the hour. We have ships ready to sail. Mage
distribution is roughly three every fifty. Reports on new troop
numbers should be arriving shortly."

"Our mages should bring the balance up to
about one in ten," Skye said. "All of them are battle trained; most
have at least a few battles' worth of experience."

Sobeki nodded, taking a sip of his tea.
"Thank you. I'm grateful to Kenten for all their help." His eyes
slid to Oskia, then back to the others. "Eat, drink, please.
There's no telling when we'll next be able to sit to a meal like
this."

The group obeyed, slowly at first, but
gradually with more zeal, conversation falling to less stressful
topics.

Only Bittersea remained silent, but that was
hardly surprising. Oskia's gaze dropped to his hand as he reached
for his tea, noting the gleaming red jewels in his ring. "I can't
believe it."

Bittersea smirked in that infuriating way of
his. "Don't tell me you're jealous."

Oskia scoffed. "I wouldn't Bond to either of
you if my life depended on it."

Cohea laughed, turning from the conversation
he'd been having with Skye. "I think I'm insulted, Oskia."

"No, you're not." She and Cohea had tried a
relationship once, and it had been a complete disaster. They were
alike in all the wrong ways, and where they differed, they differed
irrevocably. "How did you come to be with him?"

Rather than get offended, not that she'd
really expected it, Bittersea only looked amused.

Cohea leaned back in his seat, every stitch
the entitled, arrogant duke who simply took it as understood that
all the finest things in life were his. Then he ruined the
impression, which was all show anyway, with a smile spun entirely
of sugar. "He made an offer I couldn't refuse."

"Not that you tried," Bittersea said.

Oskia quirked one brow, but only said, "I
don't think I want to know anymore."

"Probably not," Sobeki said with a snicker.
"I've gleaned bits and pieces from them, and that's more than
enough for me. Have you settled on a wedding date?"

The entire table went quiet then, nearly
everyone staring in open fascination, as tales of Bittersea had
spread far and wide, and even the most disinterested person would
realize that Cohea marrying Bittersea should have been an
impossible combination.

"We haven't had time," Cohea said. "Hopefully
everything will finally quiet down after this and we can focus on
that."

Bittersea sighed. "Must it be some enormous,
tiresome affair?"

"Yes, and you know it, so stop being a
brat."

If anyone else had spoken to Bittersea like
that, they'd wind up missing their tongue at best, but Bittersea
only rolled his eyes and resumed drinking his tea.

"Cremisio tradition is usually for spring and
summer weddings, isn't it?" Ralidya asked.

Sobeki looked at her and Skye pensively.
"Yes, typically, but as you clearly want to have this discussion
now, I will end the matter and say that I am not marrying anyone
from Kenten." He lifted a hand when they started to protest.
"That's not even in regard to my personal feelings on the matter,
it's purely a political one. Cremisio has been through a great deal
recently, and soon we will be burying everyone murdered by the
Terekians. The new alliance will upset many. I am not going to
compound the problem by taking a Kenten spouse. It's too much. I'm
more than willing to arrange a marriage or two between nobles, and
I can think of several in my court who would be ecstatic to take up
such an arrangement, but it will not be me. If that's untenable to
Kenten, then it's best we all know that now before the fighting
begins."

"We wouldn't leave you to a slaughter just
because of a hypothetical marriage," Ralidya replied. "I
understand, and of course it was a possibility we considered. We'll
renegotiate that part of the alliance after the fighting is
concluded."

Oskia poured herself a cup of wine and drank
a large swallow, mind spinning with surprise. Tumult. Whatever
Sobeki said… his personal feelings must be tied up in the matter in
some measure. Why, though? Oskia had refused him ages ago, and no
matter how much her mind had changed over the years…

Well, she was well and fine as a duchess, but
she doubted anyone wanted her fiery temper on the throne.

She startled slightly as Sobeki rested a hand
on hers beneath the table, staring at his stupid face with its
stupid smile and stupid soft eyes. "Sobeki…"

"Later," he replied, before turning back to
the others—right as a pounding knock came at the door.

The door swung open a moment later, and three
figures strode inside, General Qualt and General Tym of the Cremin
Royal Army, and General Hortus of the Kenten Royal Army. Qualt
stepped forward, papers clutched tightly in her right hand, her
left hand resting on the hilt of her sword. "We've come with final
reports, Your Majesty, and to inform you that the Terekian Army has
been spotted. Barring worsening weather or some unforeseen event,
they'll be here within the next few hours. Four at most, more like
between two and three."

"Have someone take Lady Ralidya and Lady
Corinta to safety," Sobeki said as he stood. "Sit, Generals, and
let us finalize how to end this war."
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"Don't do something stupid like get yourself
killed before I can punish you properly," Cohea said, gripping
Bittersea's wrist hard enough to bruise, to feel the bones grind
against each other, eliciting a hiss of pleasure-pain. He bit
Bittersea's ear, drunk as ever on the heady knowledge that this
man, this remorseless killer who felt nothing for no one, was
somehow his. "I haven't seen you properly in a year, and you
were an absolute brat when Fazekas had me. Then, when I
finally see you again, you collapse on me, sleep through what
little time we had together, and have been completely incorrigible
since waking up."

That made Bittersea jerk, since there was
nothing he hated more than the reminder he was as human as the rest
of them.

"It would serve you right if I tied you up
and left you to suffer for hours while I go do something else."

"Try it and see what happens to you,
Lindquist."

Chuckling softly, Cohea worked his way down
to bite and suck at Bittersea's neck, leaving toothmarks and
bruises that Bittersea would let linger for days. There was
something intoxicating about putting marks on a man who could
control how quickly they healed. Cohea might be the one marking,
but Bittersea had all the power. "Do you really think I don't know
how to keep you where I want you by this point, moon shadow?"

Bittersea huffed, the noise mostly lost to
the wall he was pushed up against. With his right arm twisted up
behind his back, the left one trapped between his chest and the
wall, he was nicely pinned in place and helpless to Cohea's
wants.

Exactly the way Cohea wanted him. He bit
Bittersea's throat again. When he had the time, he'd make an entire
collar of bite marks, leave Bittersea looking like he'd been
ravaged by a beast. Scratch and bite and suck his way down that
lithe body, leave Bittersea too wrung out to think, let alone move.
"When this is over, I'm going to chain you to my bed, with
just enough length for necessaries. You won't be able to reach your
pretty little knives, or the door, or anything else. Won't be able
to do anything but what I tell you, until I'm satisfied or
bored."

"I don't need knives to kill you, Lindquist—"
He broke off with a grunt as Cohea gave his hair a particularly
forceful tug, but finished, "Using the bedsheets just means it'll
be slower and more painful for you."

Cohea chuckled, low and rough. As though
Bittersea needed to do more than touch someone to kill them if he
really wanted. Everyone thought of healers as altruistic, good,
kind people who just wanted to save others. Not every person born
with healing magic was good, though, and Bittersea knew better than
most how to turn his gift into a curse.

Everyone thought it was the knives that made
him such a good assassin, but Cohea had seen him kill in far
nastier ways, quiet and insidious, wounds that nobody even knew
were there until they died choking on their own blood.

Releasing his hair, Cohea cupped his chin and
forced his head back hard against his shoulder, holding it there
tightly, admiring his handywork. "You're going to be too busy being
used like the eager little fucktoy you are to have time to kill me.
My bed has been cold for a very long time, and you're going
to keep it warm for as long as I want." He dragged his tongue along
Bittersea's cheek and nipped at his jaw, then down to tongue at the
bruising toothmarks he'd left, eliciting a hiss of pain. "I'm going
to sate myself until you pass out, and then when I've rested, I'm
going to use you all over again, whether you're awake or not."

Bittersea scoffed derisively, but it did
nothing to hide the telling shivers running through him. "This all
presumes you'll manage to not to get us killed, Lindquist, and we
all know you're a fucking dumbass about your own wellbeing. Don't
make promises you don't know you can keep."

"Why would I promise you anything when
threatening you is so much more fun?" Cohea retorted, eliciting
more shivers. Releasing his tight grip, he turned Bittersea around,
pinned him to the wall with his full body, and kissed him until his
own lips were sore and they both needed desperately to breathe.

Bittersea shoved at him, and Cohea relented,
freeing him at last, though only with the greatest reluctance.

Cohea captured his chin, leaned down to kiss
him more gently. "Stay alive, Bittersea."

"Take your own advice," Bittersea replied,
biting his lip before moving deftly and swiftly out of reach. "We
both know you're the bigger danger of getting killed between the
two of us."

In the next breath he was gone, off to his
post for the looming battle. Cohea lifted his hammer from where
he'd rested it against the wall nearby, fastened it to his back,
and headed off to his own post, leading the forces that would be
defending the eastern half of the north wall. He hadn't been active
military for some time, but every bit of help was needed, and Cohea
had always excelled at defense.

Unlike his bloodthirsty lover, who thought
the best defense was a good offense.

The wind was up and dangerously biting, the
kind of wind that usually drove even the boldest traveler to find
shelter. Anyone without proper clothing, and preferably bolstered
by magic, would die within minutes, even seconds, in this kind of
cold.

That Terek would choose now to start a
war was the height of stupidity. Even with every precaution taken,
they would have lost soldiers to the cold. Not to mention it was
Endless Night, which just compounded the problem.

Cohea climbed a ladder to the top of the wall
and gave orders for it and all the other ladders to be removed.
Stairs had long since been barricaded. If the wall were breached,
which was likely, the lack of easy access down would cost the
Terekians precious minutes. Anyone on their side who survived the
onslaught was well-trained in using various means to descend the
enormous wall that protected Cremin.

"Give me a report," Cohea said as an aide
came rushing up.

"All positions ready. Towers braced. West
wall reports they're also ready."

Normally Kite would be commanding the west
half of the north wall in these circumstances, but with Kite
absent, the job had fallen to a colonel Cohea didn't know well.
Oskia of course was leading the main charge, and she was being
cagey about some advantage she had.

Bittersea, of course, would be doing what he
did best: sneaking around the main battle to deal with the command
chain and any other problems he would likely discover before the
rest of them.

"Everyone to their posts and make certain the
runners stand ready."

"Yes, Your Grace," the aide replied, and ran
off to see the orders carried.

The wall protecting Cremin was enormous,
built at great cost—in money and blood—to protect the city from
invaders and weather alike. It was wide enough across to
accommodate small houses, high enough that a careless fall would
leave the victim dead, and probably not all in one piece. Fortified
by magic, it could hold back snow, water, and brutal assault. There
were sixteen guard towers in total, four large ones at each corner,
and slightly smaller ones between them, two each on the east and
west walls, four apiece on the north and south walls. The harbor to
the west and one gate each on the other walls.

Hopefully, it would be enough, but given the
numbers they were up against, even with help, Cohea had the sinking
feeling the north wall would fall. It would come down to their
defense, Oskia's charge, and Bittersea's ruthlessness.

Movement in the distance, more snow blowing
and kicking up than there should be, and the faintest sound of
drums moving an army along at an even, relentless pace. Cohea swept
the nearby area for any sign of Bittersea and his team but saw
nothing. Lined up and waiting, Oskia at the head flanked by two
generals, two armies were poised for attack. The rest of both
armies were on the wall, most of them here on the north wall, but a
generous number spread elsewhere, should Terek try to sneak around
hoping to take their unprotected back.

"Archers ready," Cohea called, and down the
line criers carried his order. As their enemy drew closer, he took
the platform that would allow the whole of the wall to see him, so
orders would be carried out simultaneously. It put him at greater
risk of being targeted, but a coordinated attack was more important
than his one life.

A sharp whistle came from below and another
from the western half of the wall. Cohea raised his arm as he
shouted, "Archers draw!" A beat of taut silence. "Fire!"

Arrows flew into the air, fired from longbows
developed to work in the extreme cold of the northern kingdoms,
wielded by soldiers who had trained their entire lives to be
masters of their profession.

Judging from the cries that carried on the
wind, many of the arrows found their marks. Cohea called for a
second and then third wave, but they didn't do as much damage, the
approaching army having now properly braced for the attack.

Still, that was some of them, and that meant
fewer of their own would die.

"Archers stand down."

The next part was up to Oskia and the
generals with her.

Instead of ordering them forward, though,
Oskia rode out on her own, that peculiar cutlass she'd found on her
estate held aloft. The wind carried her battle cry—and in the next
breath water came crashing inland, slamming into the Terekian army,
and sending them scattering, many crushed by the force of the
water, others swept out to sea as the water withdrew. In the wave's
wake was left ruin and slick slush and ice, the salt of no help
when there was so much water and such a deep, bone-aching cold. The
enemy was already in disarray, a disadvantage they'd likely never
overcome now.

Then Oskia ordered the soldiers to
attack, and after that the final battle for Cremisio was wholly in
motion. The tang of blood mixed with the scents of snow and salt on
the air. Screams shredded the night, battle cries and the agony of
the dying. Some were cut short, others floundered on, but it all
became a background haze as Cohea kept everyone moving,
coordinated. Hot oil poured over the wall before it could be
scaled. Torches thrown down after, though the fires were swiftly
put out by the snow and cold.

Bodies piled up, blood soaking the snow,
turning quickly to ice, bodies cold before the soul had entirely
left them. Every time Terekian soldiers breached the wall, they
were quickly cut down and thrown back, but no matter how many they
killed, they just kept coming and coming, and Cremisio did not have
the numbers to keep them back forever.

Too many were getting through the armies and
to the wall. His archers and soldiers worked tirelessly, but even
Oskia's extraordinary sword and its water magic could not seem to
stop them all—and even at a distance, and busy with his own
problems, he could see that Oskia was flagging.

On the wall, their numbers dwindled, and so
did their supplies. Still those remaining fought onward, refusing
to give up the wall before they absolutely had no choice.

Something flickered, like a row of flames. He
peered at it, but before he could figure out what was going on,
someone called him. He turned, zeroing in on a woman with blood
pouring from a headwound. "Lord Lindquist, scouts report they
have—"

She collapsed, an arrow in her eye, right as
a wave of fiery light spread out behind Cohea, so vibrant it
spilled across the wall and for a moment drove back the unrelenting
dark of Endless Night. Cohea whipped back around, eyes widening as
he took in the sight before him.

The line of flames was now a fucking
wall of it, an impenetrable inferno. That much fire wasn't
possible, not without… not without a large number of fire mages.
Which indeed seemed to be the case. As the inferno died down, Cohea
could see them: An entire fucking troop of fire mages. There were
at least fifty of them. That was…that was fucking insurmountable.
Where had they found so many? Fire mages were neither common nor
cheap, and to put so many in one place…

"Retreat!" Oskia screamed, even as she
summoned more water before turning her horse around and returning
to the wall herself. The mages repelled the water with far too much
ease, not even a handful of them going down in the onslaught, all
but one of them immediately getting back up. Bolstered by regular
army, this fight had just taken a very nasty turn for Cremisio.

"Come on, moon shadow," Cohea muttered. "It's
all on you now." He turned his full attention to helping their
soldiers up the wall and then coordinating the retreat to the
castle, even as he ordered the longbows to try and keep the mages
at bay for as long as possible.

Fifty fire mages. What in the absolute
fuck.

"Lord Lindquist!" a sergeant cried, running
up. "It's time for you to retreat."

"Not until everyone else is gone," Lindquist
said, and motioned for a nearby line to pitch the last of the
boiling oil over the side. Screams below said they'd found some
targets, but with the mages near, the fire would swiftly be turned
against them. "Are we ready?"

"Everyone is in position, or will be in
moments," the sergeant replied. "General Varga said—"

"I don't care what she says, my duty is to
the wall. Go! Now! Archers, retreat. Soldiers, forward!" He swung
his hammer from his back and hefted it. As a Terekian appeared over
the wall, he slammed the hammer down on their head, cracking it
like an egg, even through the helmet they wore. He kicked the body
down off the wall and moved to the next.

On and on until suddenly he was met with a
wall of flame that he only just barely avoided rushing into. "All
retreat!" he bellowed. Throwing his hammer over the inner wall, he
followed it down, rolling as he landed and swiftly regaining his
feet. Turning, he bolted to his hammer, scooped it up, and fled
further into the city, soldiers around him.

Across the city, tucked into corners and
pockets, hidden on rooftops, their two armies prepared for the part
of this war they'd all really hoped to avoid. They couldn't fight
openly, so they'd do it underhandedly.

Unfortunately, Cohea wouldn't be able to help
much. His official order in the face of retreat from the wall was
to return to the palace to protect Sobeki.

The wall was fully breached before he'd made
it a third of the way across the city. An arrow landed in the wall
of the house right by his head, and Cohea ducked behind a rain
barrel before turning to take in what he could.

An archer with a crossbow. Two foot soldiers.
And a fucking fire mage.

Shoving with all his might, groaning at the
effort, Cohea upended the rain barrel, sending cascades of water
across the street. It was all the distraction he needed. Charging
toward them, he slammed his hammer into the chest of the archer and
kicked him out of the way before turning to meet the foot soldiers
head on, driving the claw into the side of one's head and then
using his momentum to slam the body into the other soldier. Yanking
the hammer out, he killed the second soldier and then turned his
attention to the mage.

"You won't get close enough to me," the mage
sneered.

Cohea didn't waste time and energy on words,
just ran at him with everything he had, ignoring the flames that
burst to life, barreling his entire body weight into the mage,
knocking them both to the ground and causing the flames to die.
Heaving up, straddling the mage, he slammed a gauntleted fist into
his face, then grabbed his head and twisted it to snap the
neck.

Panting, he heaved himself to his feet,
retrieved his hammer, and kept going. All around him was chaos, and
on top of everything else, the snow had resumed. Blood, screams,
fire, burned corpses. Homes reduced to cinder. In some places the
destruction was so hot, even the shattered stonework glowed like
hot coals.

Exhausted, sore, and more afraid than he
liked to admit, Cohea fought his way back to the palace.

When he finally reached the gate, his final
rush was guarded by archers and foot soldiers as they hustled him
through. As he stepped into the palace proper, though, Cohea didn't
relax. He kept pressing, eyes darting everywhere for people who
needed to flee, for threats that might have managed to sneak
in.

"Where is Sobeki?" he asked the first guard
he saw.

"The grand throne room, Your Grace."

"That stupid ass," Cohea said, motioning
sharply for the soldier to carry on with whatever she'd been
doing.

In the grand throne room, Sobeki sat in pride
of place, though someone at least had possessed the sense to put
him in armor. He also had a sword and bow, the latter of which was
his weapon of choice, but Sobeki had never continued to pursue his
martial skills once all his formal training was concluded. His
skills were knowledge, diplomacy… and many other things that were
vital to being king. His Majesty had been quietly training his heir
all these years, and no one had fucking noticed.

"Sobeki, you shouldn't be here. What if the
palace falls? We need you alive so we can recover, plan, and take
Cremisio back."

"We're not losing Cremisio, and I'm not
running away like a coward in the night. Stop wasting time on
arguing with me. The matter is settled, there's no argument to be
had."

Cohea rolled his eyes. "If Kite was here,
he'd kick your ass and put you on the ship himself."

"Well, he's not here, and I'm king, so shut
up about it," Sobeki said with a smile, laughing faintly when Cohea
just rolled his eyes again. Around and behind him, bodyguards
waited for a moment they all hoped would not come.

The doors flew open, and Cohea whipped
around, hammer raised—and relaxed when he saw Oskia. Swinging his
hammer onto his back, he surged forward to embrace her. "You're all
right." He gently rubbed beneath a cut on her cheek, mindful of the
other one, which was heavily bruised. She was lucky none of the
bones had been broken.

"I'm angry," Oskia said. "This never should
have fucking happened in the first place. Those goddamn fire
mages. I think we've managed to kill ten of them, but that
barely puts a dent in them. We can't counter walls of fucking fire!
Half the goddamn city has been razed. When I find Fazekas, I'm
going to rend him to pieces with my bare hands."

Cohea laughed. "You'll have to get to him
first, then, because I've every faith Bittersea has plans involving
his knives."

Oskia sneered. "Why him, Cohea? The
only thing that man loves is blood on his hands."

"Bittersea doesn't love, period, not the way
the rest of us do," Cohea replied. "To the best of his abilities,
he loved his little sister, and he loves me, but it's not the same
way I love him."

"And that doesn't bother you?"

Cohea shrugged one shoulder. "I like the way
he loves me, even if it's unconventional. If you had told me years
ago that it was Bittersea I'd fall for, I'd have laughed in your
face, but… he is it for me, even if it's like loving broken glass
or a wild animal. He Bound himself to me, which is more of a
declaration than I ever expected."

Sobeki snorted. "I don't know that I'd be
comfortable with the whole 'if I can't have you, no one can'
mentality, but it's also not my business. I said it before and I'll
say it again: if you're happy, then I'm happy for you."

Oskia made a face at them both before turning
her attention back to the door, the distant sounds of battle that
were steadily drawing closer. "If this is to be our last
stand…"

"We'll give it everything we've got," Cohea.
"Bittersea is out there, and his body count will be high. If we can
locate Fazekas and his highest officers, we can end this, but that
nasty little rat will be at the rear and well-protected."

"His ego will bring him forward," Sobeki
said. "They'll breach the palace soon, and he won't be able to
resist coming to the front of the line to gloat. I'm here, so he'll
have to come here, and the moment he arrives, we'll have him
pinned."

Cohea really should have figured that out
sooner. "Nicely done, Your Majesty."

"It'll be nicely done when it works."

Oskia and Cohea sighed in agreement.

A soldier came bursting through the door
behind the throne. "Terekians at the gate, Your Majesty. We've
counted twenty fire mages, and roughly thirty other mages, though
what kind precisely has been difficult to determine, though most
are elemental of some kind."

"Thank you, Sergeant. The remaining
staff?"

"In the basement."

"Guards?"

"At stations, ready to fight."

"Thank you. To your post."

The silence that fell as the door closed
weighed heavily. Cohea itched to go see things for himself, but if
he left, there was no guarantee he'd be able to get back to Sobeki,
and above all else, they needed to protect Sobeki. "I really wish
you'd at least go to the fucking basement with the other important
people," he muttered.

"Quit it."

Cohea rolled his eyes and huffed but gave up.
He and Oskia moved to take up their positions in front of the
throne as the noise grew closer. On his hand, his ring still
sparkled brilliant red. The ache in his chest told him that
Bittersea was close by. He must have fought his way to the palace
too, taking as many out as he could along the way.

The doors to the throne room were sealed and
barricaded, but it wouldn't slow the invaders down for long.

"This never should have happened. It never
should have come to this," Sobeki said grimly. "It's all so
fucking stupid."

Cohea looked at him, at Oskia, in silent
conversation. It was stupid. It was pointless. Cremisio was
a small kingdom that bothered nobody, and all they'd ever asked in
return was the same courtesy. They didn't restrict travel, they
didn't levy heavy tariffs, they didn't do anything to impede
their neighbors from working with each other. They'd more than
compensated everyone over the years for the damage caused by the
dead sea.

So many people dead, so many families ruined,
because Terek and their—cronies weren't content with the power they
already had. The citizens of three whole countries would be
suffering now, from the deaths caused, the property destroyed, the
livelihoods lost… for what?

He hated it. He hated every single bit of it
so fucking much.

The sounds of war were close now, voices
discernable, if not the words being shouted. He could hear doors
being forced open, furniture and other objects being destroyed,
other horrible sounds he couldn't pin down.

"Ready," Oskia said as the noise drew ever
closer.

"Ready," Cohea echoed grimly.

Then a crash of shattering glass came, and he
looked up just in time to see balls of billowing smoke coming down
at them to swiftly fill the room.
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They were too late. Kite had done everything
in his power, forsaken sense and even reason to make it back to
Cremin…and the city was in shambles. Smoke, ash, so many bodies he
wanted to cry. "Let's move," he said, leading the way through the
broken section of wall they'd come across and into the ruined
city.

Blood and ash rested heavy on his tongue,
saturating the air so heavily it was impossible not to taste it.
Gore was smeared everywhere, twisting his stomach into knots as he
fought not to hurl. This was hardly his first time seeing the
destruction that war could bring, but it was by far the worst. At
least most of them didn't seem to be their people, though that was
a poor consolation at best. None of these soldiers had wanted this,
had wanted to die. Friends and enemies alike, these people were
victims of the power hungry, people who already had so much and yet
it would never be enough.

His class of people, because he could not
exempt himself, not with all the wealth and power he possessed.

A sharp, foreign cry drew his attention, and
Kite turned to face down the soldiers coming at him, clearly cocky
about how this fight would go for them, especially since he wasn't
even fighting with a blade.

More fool them.

He slammed the end of his staff into the
vulnerable throat of one, which gave him an opening on the other
two—one of whom was cut down by the guards with him, and Kite took
down the remaining before crushing his throat. "Let's move."

They fought their way through the city,
cutting down soldiers that were older and wiser, and some who were
little better than fucking children. Fuck Fazekas—and Terek
for supporting him in this war. Why couldn't they just leave
Cremisio alone!

Eventually they came to a crossroads that
left him with a difficult choice. Continue on through the smaller
streets, where it was easier to go unnoticed and they'd have fewer
fights, or save time by cutting across the Starlight Pavilion,
which would lead them to a street that would take them directly to
the palace, a route guaranteed to be a thousand times more
dangerous.

"Your Grace," Captain Hargden said grimly
from somewhere behind him. "Look at this."

Kite joined him where Hargden was crouched
down amidst several bodies. He hadn't paid them any mind before,
past ensuring nobody would be standing up to attack them from
behind, but now that he was really looking…

These kills weren't done by any standard
weapon of war, or even an improvised weapon. This was knife work.
Expert knife work. Most of these soldiers hadn't known they were
dead until too late, if they ever knew at all.

"What in the name of Holy Shatar happened
here?" asked another of the soldiers, voice filled with horror and
bordering on tears. Kite turned sharply and closed the few short
steps, staring down grimly at the mess splayed on the stones. The
soldier looked up. "What in the world could do this?"

'This' was a man lying in a pool of blood so
thick it splashed when walked in, and shattered where it was
already freezing. There was far too much blood for simple knife
wounds, where the blood would have slowed as soon as the heart
stopped beating. No, this man had bled out quickly—explosively,
from every hole the body could find for escape.

It was Lysa who said, "Someone with healing
magic who uses it to harm. This person was killed from the inside
out, their organs ruptured all at once, drowning him in his own
blood, forcing it out of every orifice.."

"Bittersea isn't usually this…florid…in his
kills. He only does this when it's personal," Kite said. "Whoever
this soldier was, they did something that sent Bittersea way past
anger and into a blinding rage."

Because there was no one else who would have
done this, and in the middle of a fucking war. But what in Shatar's
name was Bittersea doing here? Not loyalty to cause or country. Was
he just killing whoever he wanted? No, that didn't seem likely
either. Something had compelled him to fight for Cremisio, but
what? Money? Some other reward? There was no telling with that
slippery snake.

"Then I don't feel sorry for them," Lysa said
flatly, turning away. "Whatever they did, they earned this
fate."

Kite didn't bother to argue, not after all
that had transpired between them at Bittersea's home. It was clear
he and Lysa would never entirely agree on such matters, and it
wasn't worth causing strife. And he couldn't wholly say that Lysa
was wrong, even if he didn't think torturing somebody was ever the
right solution to a problem. "We need to move. I hate the risk
involved, but we are long past out of time, so we need to cross the
pavilion and make for the palace with everything we have left."

Hargden sighed. "I had a feeling that would
be your choice. Fine. But you stay between me and the guards I put
at the rear. I want no heroics and no theatrics from you, Your
Grace. His Majesty needs you, not to hear of your death." He shot a
look at Lysa. "The same goes for you. If you die before we can
inform your father you are alive and here of your own volition, we
will all be going into the arms of Takar tonight."

"Fine," Kite said tersely. "Let's just
move."

Giving him a peeved look, Hargden ordered his
soldiers into position, drew his sword, and led the way into the
pavilion.

They'd barely broken cover when soldiers at
both the west and east ends spotted them.

"Run!" Hargden bellowed, but before they
could, a wall of fire came at them, and only the quick actions of
their mages, Wishta and Tal, kept them all from being reduced to
bones and ash. Hargden gave him a shove, and Kite obediently ran,
pausing only to ensure that Lysa was with him, because he would be
damned if he let the boy die now, after all they had gone through
to keep him alive.

They were nearly to the other side of the
pavilion, still being pursued, when another crush of soldiers
abruptly blocked their way—including more fire mages. "Fuck," Kite
hissed, hefting his staff even as he knew this fight would be
futile. He left the mages to be dealt with by mages and surged
forward to take down some of the soldiers.

He got three before an all too familiar cry
of pain drew him up short—and in that moment of distraction, a blow
to the back of his head sent him tumbling into the filthy,
blood-soaked ground. Someone yanked off his hood, then fisted a
hand in his hair and pulled his head up and back, while someone
else bound his arms.

"This is the Duke of Havenstrite."

"The current Regent?" another soldier asked.
"Why the fuck is he out here fighting in the streets?"

"Nevermind that! This is Lord Lysyk—" the
soldier choked, gurgled, and toppled over. The others stared in
shock, which Kite commiserated with, because he hadn't seen a
fucking thing.

As one of them turned the body, the answer
became obvious: a dagger. Someone had thrown a fucking dagger right
into the back of the man's throat, severing his spine like butter.
He only knew one person capable of that.

More soldiers dropped, and then a familiar
figure, draped in dark colors, snow clinging to his hair, was
cutting down still more soldiers. Kite slammed back into the one
holding him, sending them both toppling, then twisted, grabbed, and
snapped. He yanked a dagger out of a nearby corpse and set to work
cutting the bonds of his people, before rushing over to Lysa, who
threw arms around him and held tightly. "I thought it was over,
after everything we've gone through."

Kite held him tightly, steadfastly ignoring
how much he liked having Lysa in his arms. Now wasn't the time; he
could brood about being a dirty old man later.

"You're getting sloppy, Havenstrite," drawled
a cold, derisive voice.

Reluctantly letting go of Lysa, Kite turned
and stared at Bittersea. "Thank you for saving us. That's not
something I ever would have expected from you."

Bittersea scoffed as he went around
retrieving his various daggers. "Don't get used to it. Lindquist
would be pissed with me if I let you die, pathetic though you are,
but I'm only going to trouble myself so many times."

"Since when do you give a fuck what anyone
thinks, least of all Lindquist?"

Smiling like a shark, Bittersea replied,
"We're Bonded, why else?"

Kite's mouth dropped open, and for a second,
he forgot everything around them. Bittersea was Cohea's
mysterious Bonded?

"Now get moving. More soldiers will be
coming, and I saw Fazekas himself before I was forced to abandon
the wall entirely. I'll cover the rear." Bittersea smirked as his
eyes landed on Lysa. "More tooth in you than I thought, little
scholar. Daddy will be furious to learn you've been clinging to
Havenstrite like you're his very good boy."

"Bittersea!" Kite hissed but forgot what he
was going to say as Lysa simply laughed before dragging Kite
away.

"I fucking hate that bastard," Kite muttered,
even as he retrieved his staff and took over the lead. They were on
the Street of Lights that led directly to the palace, so close he
could taste it, so close it hurt, and they were in more danger than
ever.

"He did save our lives," Lysa gasped out as
they ran.

And Bittersea would never let him forget it,
but Kite didn't bother to say that aloud.

He was also still reeling from the revelation
that Bittersea was Cohea's Bonded, but he was going to have to save
that jarring revelation for later.

They had to fight their way through three
more groups of soldiers, and Kite's head hurt so badly he was
constantly on the verge of throwing up, but as they drew closer,
the guards posted at the gates saw them and came to help.

As the gates closed behind them, Kite finally
gave up and emptied his stomach against the wall, heaving until his
entire body hurt from it.

Fingers twined into his hair, not quite
digging into his scalp, but not a hand he knew. He started to turn,
only for a familiar cold voice to say. "Hold still for two
minutes."

Kite obeyed, bracing himself against the
wall, careful to stay clear of the vomit that was already frozen
and rapidly being covered in snow. He couldn't hold back a whimper
as warm, tingling magic washed through him, immediately soothing
his pounding head and banishing the last of the nausea.

The hand withdrew and Bittersea grunted.
"There. Try not to get any more concussions. I suggest
ducking."

"Go fuck yourself, Bittersea," Kite retorted
cheerfully. "Thank you."

Ignoring him, Bittersea turned away and led
the group into the palace.

He'd barely crossed the threshold when he
heard something that sounded like an explosion—and it was coming
from the center of the palace. "The grand throne room!" He took off
running, ignoring the shouting from behind him, heart fit to
bursting. Sobeki, he just fucking knew the stupid ass was there,
refusing to leave, refusing to go where he'd be safe, and somehow
Fazekas and his forces had reached him.

He ran until his lungs burned and his body
screamed at the abuse, nearly slamming into the wall as he took the
turn to the grand hallway that led to the throne room. The doors
flew open, and Terekian guards came spilling out. The roof, they
must have come through the roof. Bastards.

Another explosion rocked the palace, and it
didn't take a genius to realize it had come from the main entrance,
where they'd been just moments ago. Kite looked to Hargden. "Go,
help your soldiers. We've got the throne room."

Hargden nodded and ran off, and Kite turned
with the others to face the soldiers coming for them, focusing his
energy on the fucking fire mages. Why were there so damned many of
them? Where had Terek gotten them? Questions for later.

Kite fought. Slamming, tripping, throwing,
breaking noses and necks and limbs, choking on smoke and deafened
by screams as he fought the length of the great hall, unable to
smell anything but fire and smoke and blood.

He gave a scream of his own as he fought
through the last of them and tumbled headlong into the throne room,
coughing as the smoke grew unbearable. "Sobeki! Sobeki!"

"Kite!"

He ran toward the voice, knocking down
whoever and whatever got in his way, pausing only to ensure that
Lysa was still safely at his side. He was roughly halfway across
the room when the smoke began to clear, barely noticeable at first
and then suddenly gone almost like it had never been.

There was blood and bodies everywhere,
entrails and limbs scattered about like the unusable dregs of a
butcher shop. Kite pressed the back of his hand to his mouth as he
got his roiling stomach under control, eyes sweeping for familiar
faces amongst the dead.

On one side of the room, Bittersea was
helping an angry Oskia to her feet and healing her wounds. On the
other side of the room, Cohea looked the worse for wear, covered in
blood and Kite didn't want to know what else, but from the look of
him, he'd already been healed.

After treating Oskia, who shrugged him off
and all but shoved him away, Bittersea went around the room helping
others. Bittersea, helping people? Over and over again? Had Kite
hit his head again and not realized it?

"Kite!"

His gaze snapped forward, and he nearly
started crying as Sobeki came into view from behind the throne.
"Bek!" Kite ran toward him and swept his brother up, hugging him
tightly. "You stupid fucking bastard! Why are you here and not
somewhere safe?"

"Oh, shut up, you know I would never run away
and hide." Sobeki drew back and kissed both his cheeks. "Are you
all right?"

"Been better, been worse." Kite slowly let
him go and gave the throne room another sweep, more of the knots in
his chest unwinding as he saw Cohea approaching, Bittersea at his
side, and Oskia right behind them. "We don't have long—they
breached the front door."

"Probably trying to pin us from both sides,"
Cohea said grimly. "We managed to take this lot, but the remaining
forces are probably here to crush us with numbers if nothing
else."

Sobeki nodded. "If this is our last stand, so
be it. Houses, rise and hold!"

"Fine, but this is the last time I have
anything to do with my father's title," Bittersea said, climbing
the stairs to take his position. "After this, give it to someone
else. Maybe Havenstrite's pretty little boy."

"Why do you always live through these
things," Kite muttered.

Bittersea laughed. "I'm like a wharf rat: too
mean and crafty to be put down."

"Behave," Lindquist said idly.

"He started it," Bittersea retorted, and
rolled his eyes when Lindquist just gave him a look.

Was Kite actually dreaming? Was this whole
thing a fevered fiction of his own mind? It could not be reality
that Lindquist and Bittersea were flirting. He looked to
Oskia, who rolled her eyes in that unique way of hers that said so
many scathing things at once.

Shunting the whole bizarre matter aside, Kite
put his attention back where it belonged. He and the others lined
the edge of the dais, putting themselves between Sobeki and
everyone else, the greatest and most important duty of the Great
Houses of Cremisio. Beltres, then Havenstrite, then Lindquist, and
finally Kuluris. The Great Sharks, the Stingrays, the Divine Storm,
and the Monsters of the Deep.

In front of them, the remaining soldiers had
assembled, and as he watched, still more arrived, led by Hargden, a
forming bruise on one cheek and blood still pouring from a
headwound that would need treatment. "They're coming," Hargden
called out. "Fazekas is leading them. I'm sorry, I did the best I
could."

"You're to be commended, Captain, not giving
apologies," Sobeki said as he stood before the throne. "Stand
ready. Cremisio won't fall without a fight."

The Terekian army arrived just moments later,
Laird Fazekas at its head, already looking smug and victorious.
Kite maintained his cool demeanor, but he really wanted to punch
the bastard in the face.

Fazekas's eyes swept the room—and he jerked,
froze, as his gaze landed on Lysyken, and the smugness was replaced
by fury. "You kidnapped my son!"

"No," Sobeki said, voice ringing out across
the throne room with all the authority of a king. "Lord Lysa came
to us for help and has chosen to remain with us."

"Lies!"

"No lie, Father," Lysa said, voice not quite
as strong as Sobeki's, but firm all the same. "I choose Cremisio.
I'd choose just about anyone over you."

A fury like Kite had never seen before filled
Fazekas's face. "Then you're dead to me! You can die with the rest
of them, unless your pathetic boy of a king there has the sense to
surrender now before we kill even more of his people."

Sobeki scoffed. "I'd rather leave Cremisio as
dead as our sea than let it fall to the likes of a tyrant like
Terek. A tyrant like you, who couldn't even care for a
single son. You want Cremisio, Fazekas? Then come and face the
Great Houses that defend it."

Fazekas roared, and the final fight began.
Kite banked right, moving to the edge of the room, flanked by a
group of Cremision soldiers. From the corner of his eye he saw the
others spread out, not surprised that Oskia was headed straight for
Fazekas. Of all of them, she was the most suited. Once they had him
dead, the soldiers would surrender, or at least retreat.

Kite concentrated on thinning the herd, on
making absolutely certain nobody reached Sobeki. And when this was
all over, he was going to have several choice words for his stupid,
stubborn brother.

He drove soldiers back and knocked them down,
one after the other, until his staff shattered, unable to stand any
longer against the swords hammering away at it over and over. He
stole the sword from his latest kill and kept pushing, ignoring the
sweat and blood dripping into his eyes, the dull, throbbing ache in
his left arm, the blood he could feel trickling from a cut on his
side. All of it. Keep Sobeki safe, keep Lysa safe, echoed
over and over in his head, driving away everything else.

Cutting down yet another soldier, chest
heaving with exertion, muscles screaming, body trembling now, Kite
turned to the next—and went down as something slammed, hard and
painful, into his back, knocking the breath right out of him,
sending him to land roughly on the blood-soaked floor.

"Kite!" someone screamed, but he couldn't
tell who, not through the pain and the ringing in his ears, the
hand that roughly grabbed his hair and yanked his head back. Hot
steel pressed to his throat—

And then he was back on the ground, blood
smearing across his face and into his hair. Gasping, Kite fought to
get to his feet again, fumbling for his dropped weapon, or any
weapon. Back upright, he turned around—and swore. "You shouldn't be
down here!"

"I wasn't going to let you die!" Lysa
bellowed.

Soldiers came at them before Kite could give
the scathing reply that deserved. He cut them down one after the
other, taking more nicks and bruises along the way, before finally
catching a moment to breathe. "Get back to safety this instant! Why
must you always be such a defiant brat."

Lysa narrowed his eyes in a way that, for no
good reason at all, Kite found alarming, but once again the
fighting kept them from continuing the conversation. "Get back to
the dais! Now!" He snarled in frustration when Lysa ignored him and
put all his focus on keeping them both alive. "We're going to have
a talk later."

"We're going to have something later," Lysa
said, the words barely audible in the chaos.

Shooting him a brief look, Kite put his
attention back on the fighting, ignoring the agony tearing through
his body. He needed rest, even just food, water. But those were
luxuries that would have to wait. He glanced back at the dais,
where soldiers were protecting Sobeki, an entire wall of them
driving back anyone who got too close.

In the middle of the room, Oskia was tearing
through the honor guard protecting Fazekas—who, from the looks of
it, was trying to retreat. No, that wasn't fucking happening. He
looked at Lysa again. "Get to safety! This ends now." Not waiting
for a reply, Kite pushed onward, cutting through his latest
opponents, he then started fighting his way to the front, signaling
every soldier he saw to follow him, so that when they finally
reached it, they were able to block it.

A straggling fire mage came at them in a wall
of flame, but Kite met him head on, ignoring the searing burns that
added to his other wounds, and drove his stolen sword into the
woman's gut, wrenching it hard to slice her open. The flames died
as the woman choked on her own blood and collapsed in her own
entrails.

Sweating, dizzy and hot and hurting, Kite
limped his way to Fazekas, pausing along the way only to swap his
sword for a glaive he spied, always happier with his pole weapons.
From around the room the other three joined him, boxing Fazekas in.
What few Terekian soldiers remained alive had the sense to quit,
even when Fazekas snarled for them to help him.

"Surrender," Oskia said coldly, standing
right in front of Fazekas, her back to the throne, the point of her
cutlass at his throat.

"Never," Fazekas said. "You think I'll be—"
He broke off, throat sliced open by Oskia, and collapsed.

"How very anticlimactic," Bittersea said,
sheathing his knives. He looked each of them over, coldly
dismissing Oskia and Lindquist before settling on Kite. "You fight
like a tired child, accruing so many wounds."

"Get fucked, Bittersea."

"That is my hope, now we are hopefully done
with all these stupid heroics you people insist on," Bittersea
drawled, before grabbing his left arm and pouring so much healing
magic into him so quickly that Kite screamed and nearly passed out,
saved from falling to the filthy floor by Cohea catching him.

Kite glared at Bittersea and then Cohea.
"Tell your Bonded he doesn't actually have to be a complete ass
about every little thing he does."

"I'd have more luck telling ice not to be
cold," Cohea said, glancing at Bittersea with a truly nauseating
amount of fondness.

Kite pushed away with a stiff thanks to them
both and strode to the throne, embracing Sobeki tightly. "I'm glad
you're all right."

"I'm glad we're all alive," Sobeki said. "Now
let me go. It's time for me to do my part."

Reaching them, Oskia drew herself up and
said, "I'm coming with you."

"No, you need to rest—"

"Am I the future queen or not?"

Kite's jaw dropped. "Sobeki said you wanted
to kill him, not finally marry him!"

Sobeki shot him a venomous look, but Oskia
only laughed before taking Sobeki's arm and dragging him away
through the hidden door behind the throne, signaling for the
remaining guards to follow.

Kite forced himself to focus, ensure all was
tended to before he gave his full attention to a reckless little
brat who needed to learn to stay where he was told, stay where he
was safe.

Predictably, Bittersea was wandering around
the room ensuring that every enemy soldier was dead, and,
unpredictably, healing any of their own. Kite was never going to
get used to seeing Bittersea use his powers the way they were
intended, instead of as yet another way to kill.

Cohea and the few soldiers left on their feet
were rounding up the remaining enemies to throw in prison until
Sobeki had the time and inclination to deal with them.

Sobeki would be assigning people to the
various duties that needed attending in the aftermath of this ugly
fight, so Kite wouldn't be needed for any of that. He'd need to get
cleaned up first, anyway. Nobody was going to feel terribly
reassured by anything said by a man wearing singed clothes and
covered in more blood than was probably inside him.

All immediate problems dealt with, he finally
turned his full attention to Lysa. "You! When I tell you to stay
somewhere, you fucking stay there! You're not a combatant! I told
you—"

"Shut up, Kite," Lysa said, throwing his arms
around Kite's neck and cutting off his scathing retort with a
kiss.

It wasn't a very good one, they were both too
filthy from battle for that, but it was everything Kite had been
trying to pretend he didn't want. Lysa was entirely too young for
him, and only just freed from the control of his abusive father,
and those were just the most immediate reasons this was a bad
idea.

Drawing back slightly, licking his own lips
in a way that didn't help anything, Lysa said, "Stop thinking so
hard. I can already hear every single one of your stupid protests.
I'm old enough to know my own mind, and I'm hardly going to be shut
away in a tower by you, and—"

"You're an absolute brat," Kite cut in with a
sigh.

"I prefer 'pretty scholar.'"

"Well, I prefer you not do stupid, reckless
shit like run into the midst of a battle with no training, no
weapon, no sense in that supposed brain of yours—" He
grunted as he was cut off with another kiss. "You can't do that
every time you don't like what I'm saying."

"Is that a challenge?"

Kite narrowed his eyes. "You're a
menace."

"And you're ridiculously stubborn over the
stupidest things! Is it just me, or have you always been this
way?"

"Always," Bittersea and Lindquist
chorused.

Kite turned his ire on them. "Shut up and go
away. Nevermind, I'm going away." Taking firm hold of Lysa's
wrist, he dragged him out the same hidden door Oskia and Sobeki had
used, then made his way through the palace to his private
chambers.

He wanted badly to call for a bath, but it
would be some time yet before the servants were able to return to
work, especially with the absolute wreckage that had been made of
the palace. He settled for stripping off his clothes and washing up
as best he could with the basin of water in his dressing room,
saving some of it for Lysa to do the same.

When they were as clean as they could get,
wrapped in warm dressing robes, he got a fire going and poured them
both a glass of brandy. He nudged Lysa into one of the chairs by
the fire and took the other, sighing as his sore body was finally
able to rest.

The silence stretched on before Kite finally
said, "I am sorry about your father."

"I'm not," Lysa replied. "I know I should
feel sad because he was my father, and family is family, so on and
so forth, but he was mean, vindictive, and cruel. He cursed
me, and if he'd managed to drag me back home, he would have beaten
me so badly I would have been recovering for months, because he
wouldn't have allowed a healer anywhere near me."

Kite wanted to go back and kill the bastard a
second time. If he knew a necromancer, he might have very well done
so. Instead, he focused on what mattered. "You're young, nearly a
decade and a half younger than me. You are free for the first time
in your life. You should be planning to travel or return to your
studies."

"My choice is to stay here with you
and see if we could be something." Lysa's voice was calm, but his
hands were gripping tightly to the robe he wore. "Like I said, it's
not as though you're planning to lock me in a tower or
something."

"I am the Duke of Havenstrite, and brother to
the king," Kite replied slowly. "My life will always be one of duty
and obligation. I will often have to put those things first."

"I'm the son of a laird. My life would have
been the same. I know what I am asking for and getting myself into.
I'm young, but I'm not a child. I want to try, and I'll only walk
away if you can tell me truly you don't want this and I am
overstepping."

Kite sighed. This was selfish and stupid.
Lysa was too young for him. He deserved better.

But damn it, couldn't Kite have one thing
that was all his, freely chosen, freely offered, not bound to one
duty or another?

Setting aside his half-finished brandy, he
stood and offered a hand.

Lysa broke into a beautiful smile and took
it, going easily as Kite pulled him close. Kite kissed him softly,
enjoying the taste of brandy on his tongue, all hints of blood and
smoke long banished, pressing in deeper but keeping the kiss
gentle, almost leisurely, an exploration rather than the greedy
taking he would do later after they were well-rested. "Come on,
then, my stubborn, bratty, pretty little scholar. Let's get some
rest, because there will be much to do when we wake."

"But we'll do it all together?"

"Together," Kite promised, and dragged him
off to their waiting bed.
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After hours of healing people, killing
straggling enemy soldiers, and helping with the bodies, Bittersea
was utterly exhausted. On the other hand, he'd acquired quite the
collection of war prizes, including several beautiful knives that
deserved far better than their previous owners.

Strictly speaking, looting bodies was against
the rules. But Bittersea wasn't a soldier, and he wouldn't care if
he were. He deserved to have prizes for his efforts, especially
since he'd mostly behaved, according to the stupid,
arbitrary standards of the rest of the world, and so he had taken
them.

Too exhausted to sort through it all,
properly clean and store it, he'd left it in a tidy pile to enjoy
when he woke up, then gotten a thorough bath, dried his hair, and
climbed into bed. Cohea's bed, most would say, but it had been
their bed from the moment they'd had to return to the royal
palace and His Majesty had ordered them to Bond. It smelled of the
lightly vanilla-scented soap used by the palace laundry, but mostly
of Cohea's smoky, spicy scent. This was one of only two places in
the world he could sleep deeply, knowing down to his bones that he
was safe, even protected. Not a feeling he was accustomed to;
hadn't even recognized it at first. Feeling safe was not something
he knew, not as a child, certainly not as an adult.

The barest hint of smile on his face,
Bittersea fell asleep.

He woke gasping, moving, but not of his own
volition. As awareness sharpened, he recognized the fullness in
him, the soft grunts in his ear, the hands holding him close,
almost painfully tight, as Cohea fucked into him, used him like a
favorite toy. Teeth sank into his neck, hard enough to bruise if he
let them, making Bittersea moan.

Cohea's ragged, panting voice filled his ear
as he continued to split Bittersea open with steady, deep thrusts.
"If anyone else so much as touched the doorknob you'd be at their
throat with a knife, but you're such a little slut for me, you
don't wake up until I'm balls deep."

Bittersea only moaned again, reaching back to
twist his fingers into Cohea's hair, hold him close as he was
fucked like it was a duty commanded by the king. Cohea finally
wrapped a hand around his cock, jerking him off with sharp motions,
his grip almost painfully tight, thumb running roughly over the
head every few strokes. He bit into Bittersea's throat again, more
filthy names and promises spilling between them, and Bittersea came
with a quiet groan. Cohea continued to fuck him, thrusts increasing
in force but losing their careful rhythm, until Cohea rolled him
onto his stomach and sank into him one last time, groaning
Bittersea's name into his throat.

After several minutes, bodies only slightly
cooled, Cohea rolled off him to sprawl across his side of the bed,
tugging lightly, until Bittersea obligingly draped over him. He
huffed as two of Cohea's fingers immediately found his well-used
hole, teasing at the rim before pushing in to explore his own mess.
"Bit pent up, are we?"

Cohea snickered. "I'm not the one who prepped
myself before climbing into bed naked like a sweet little
offering."

"Sweet," Bittersea echoed with a soft huff of
laughter. "Only you." He yawned. "Did I miss anything you want me
to care about?"

"No. We're required at breakfast to talk
incessantly about various matters, but that's all. Brought you a
few things, added them to your little hoard."

Bittersea gasped mockingly. "You stole
belongings off dead bodies?"

"They were just lying on the ground, not with
any bodies at all. Who's to say they didn't already belong to
you?"

"Naughty, naughty," Bittersea replied,
trailing his mouth lazily across whatever bits of Cohea's soft,
sweat-salty skin he could reach. "What was done with Fazekas's
body?"

"It was cleaned and dressed and left out to
freeze before it will be escorted with respect to his home. Some of
the other lairds will be arriving in the next week or so for peace
negotiations."

Bittersea pushed up enough to bare his teeth.
"Why bother with negotiations when I can remove the problem
entirely? They wouldn't even make it to the palace."

Cohea nipped his nose, then dragged him into
a wet and filthy kiss that left Bittersea's mouth throbbing. "No
killing for now, I'm afraid. Anyway, you need to start thinking
about our wedding and your new name."

"If you insist," Bittersea said with a sigh,
rolling to lie on his back, staring up at the ornate velvet draping
that knotted and swirled before flowing out to form the curtain
that shielded the bed when even a roaring fire and ancient,
embedded magic could not drive back the searing cold. "You know I
could care less what my name is." As long as nobody called him
Jethue. "You're so controlling and obsessive, why don't you pick
it?"

Instead of replying, Cohea sat up and settled
himself between Bittersea's thighs, spreading him wide and sliding
his hardened cock into his body like it belonged there. Bittersea
gasped, arms wrapping around Cohea to dig nails into his back.
"You're insatiable."

"You're delectable," Cohea replied, resting
his weight on his arms on either side of Bittersea, rolling his
hips to fuck him deep and slow, taking his time and savoring this
round. "Wait until tonight, when I won't have to worry about being
up at a reasonable hour to do tiresome political things. I'm going
to bind you to this bed, make you my pretty little slave, your only
purpose to pleasure me."

Bittersea laughed, but it turned into a gasp
as Cohea gave a particularly hard thrust, going so deep Bittersea
could damn near taste him in the back of his throat. "Fuck.
Cohea."

"That's it," Cohea said, kissing and licking
and nuzzling his face as he continued to fuck him. "Show me how
much you enjoy this, being split open on my cock, weighed down and
unable to go anywhere, how hungry you are for something only I can
give you."

"Your dick isn't that special," Bittersea
retorted scathingly. "I can walk down the street and find plenty
more of them, maybe even a cunt or two for variety—" He laughed at
the snarl that got him, the fierce, biting kiss that left his lips
sore and throbbing, the hands that roughly turned him over before
Cohea shoved back into him and fucked him like he was being
timed.

He came just moments later, utterly exhausted
now, but as ever, Cohea liked to keep going, pushing his body to
take more and more, until he was overstimulated and trembling. Only
then did Cohea push in deep one last time and come.

Bittersea let his weight fall, settling into
the blankets and allowing exhaustion to win out as he distantly
heard Cohea climb out of bed to putter around the room and get them
cleaned up.

When he woke some hours later, it was to a
clock in the hallway chiming, heralding that it was still entirely
too early in the morning. Cohea, naturally, was already up,
dressed, and eating breakfast. Bittersea sighed and climbed out of
bed, getting ready for the day quickly and joining him at the
table. "So what prattle must I listen to this morning?"

"Recovery and repair plans."

Bittersea scoffed. "Not interested."

"You're going anyway, so I know where you
are," Cohea said. "I don't trust you to not slink off to toy with
any war prisoners lying about."

"Stop ruining my fun. It's not like they'd be
missed." At Cohea's look, he added, "Fine, maybe they'd be missed,
but also maybe their spouses or whatnot would be relieved to hear
they died in battle. You don't know."

Cohea snorted in amusement as he pushed away
from the table and stood. "Let's go, moon shadow. I have every
faith there will be somebody for you to torment and kill before the
day is out. Who knows how many soldiers are hiding in the city,
what kind of trouble they might cause. If they had any sense,
they'd simply try to go home, but…" He shrugged one shoulder.

"I suppose that's something," Bittersea
grumbled as he went to examine his trove, which sadly would have to
wait still more hours before he could pay it proper attention.

His eyes did catch on a new addition,
reminding him that Cohea had mentioned adding to it. The sheath was
leather that had been dyed the deepest green, like a wintergreen
tree as the light faded, so dark it was nearly black. The hilt of
the blade was embellished, set with small squares of black and
green enamel in alternating bands that overlapped and interlocked.
At least the pommel was functional, heavy and rounded, good for
smashing into someone's temple or the back of their head if
stabbing was, for some strange reason, not an option.

Bittersea released the snap that held the
dagger in place through turbulent movement and drew it—and smiled,
sharp and wicked, as he took in the whole of the dagger, which had
been forged with waves. A keris, also known as a snake dagger. The
waves weren't really necessary, as much a show of the forger's
skills as anything else, but nice all the same. It would hurt going
in and hurt even more coming out. Deadly even in the hands of an
amateur. In his hands? A beautiful, wonderful toy guaranteed to
extract all manner of screams and pleas and sobbing. "This is
lovely." He sheathed it again and fastened it to the back of his
belt, where it would be hidden by the draping of his outer
layers.

Cohea's eyes gleamed with satisfaction. "I
knew you would approve. I'll expect a proper thank you later when
we have some free minutes to spare."

"Is that all? You want me to suck you off in
an office between meetings?" Bittersea tossed his head. "How
uncreative of you. Here I thought I'd be forced to endure one of
your toys." He strode for the door—and wasn't remotely surprised
when he was grabbed roughly by the back of his neck and all but
thrown down on the table, his legs kicked wide and his hands
swiftly tied behind back.

That dark, gruff voice filled his ear again,
the way he loved best. "I was going to be nice to you, since I wore
you out so thoroughly last night, but if you're going to be
impertinent instead of grateful, Bittersea, I'm happy to administer
the torment you're begging so sweetly for."

"Putting up with you is torment enough."

Cohea just chuckled, low and smug, smacking
his ass lightly before moving away across the room, still out of
Bittersea's sight. His ears worked just fine, though, and it was
easy enough to tell that Cohea was rifling through the wardrobe in
that corner of the room. Contrary to most people, Cohea kept no
clothes in the wardrobe, not even linens and such. No, it was
filled entirely with all his precious toys, a collection
ever-growing as he discovered new or improved ways to play with
Bittersea, by far the favorite toy in his collection.

He returned after a few minutes, setting
something on the table—out of Bittersea's sight—and then set to
work getting his long outer layers flipped up out of the way before
undoing his belt and yanking pants and underclothes down to bunch
around his thighs. A soft, deep groan filled the room, and
Bittersea laughed.

"Going to be late anyway at this point,"
Cohea said, and that was all the warning Bittersea got before Cohea
fucked into him in a single hard, burning thrust that trapped the
air in his lungs, before a series of brutal thrusts finally punched
it out. He was still somewhat stretched from just hours ago, but it
was still a lot to take.

"Damn it, Lindquist, you were supposed to
plug me, not tear me in half!"

"Shut up." Cohea curled a hand around his
throat, the other one braced on the table, and picked up the pace
and fervor of his movement, the table jerking with the force of his
movements, until he draped himself over Bittersea's body and
spilled. "Fuck, you're beautiful."

Bittersea couldn't deny he preened at the
words. Obviously, he was beautiful; it was a trait that served him
well. He still liked hearing Cohea say it.

Pulling out slowly, Cohea immediately pushed
in the plug he'd brought from the wardrobe. Not one of the
obscenely large ones, but not so small he'd be able to mostly
ignore it either, the bastard. Bittersea wanted to squirm, but held
himself still, letting Cohea control every movement.

When he was satisfied with the plug, Cohea
turned him around and dropped to his knees, taking Bittersea's cock
into his mouth, sucking him quick and dirty. Bittersea gripped the
edges of the table, thrusting into his warm mouth, down his tight
throat, as best he was able without grabbing his hair and fucking
his face, which wasn't something they had time for. Just moments
later he spilled down Cohea's throat, slumping against the table
until Cohea forced him upright and righted his clothes. "You're a
fucking bastard."

"Your cock didn't seem to mind my bastard
ways," Cohea said with more of that smugness that Bittersea loved
and hated in equal measure. "Come on, boring meetings await." He
kissed Bittersea, though, reaching down to gently jostle the plug
through all his layers. "Behave."

"That's asking entirely too much when I have
to deal with this damned thing up my ass for hours."

Cohea just chuckled and took his hand,
kissing the back of it before leading them out of the room. He
dropped Bittersea's hand then, though only because that was
Bittersea's preference, especially right now, when sore losers
could be skulking about looking to get whatever revenge they
could.

Thankfully, and disappointingly, they made it
to their destination unmolested. Nearly everyone else was already
there, only Kite and his pretty little contraband missing. Oskia
sat with Sobeki, of course, nobody surprised by that reunion. One
side of the large table sat all their new friends, and on the
opposite side were generals from both armies. Working diligently
away like the fat bees that emerged during the brief stint of
spring and summer to work their teeny little hearts to death.

A servant came up with a small pot of tea and
single cup for him, and Bittersea thanked her. "Of course, Lord
Bittersea," she said with a smile. Other people looked at them
oddly, clearly baffled that Bittersea would be so polite, but he
was never rude to staff or others below him in power unless they
deserved it. He liked hurting those with the power, or who
thought they had it. That was where the fun lay: taking that power,
making them weak, making them reveal their true pathetic heart,
watching them sob and plead and bleed out.

He liked good tea; he wasn't about to
jeopardize that by being rude to the people who made it and brought
it to him. People never thought.

The woman returned after a moment with a
different pot for Cohea, and a platter of snacks for them, little
sandwiches and other delicate bits that were far from real food.
"Must I be here? We all know I'm not a politician. Just your good
little future wife."

Cohea cast him an amused look, but didn't
otherwise reply. The doors opened then, and Kite came bustling in
with Lysa right behind him, both of them looking ever so slightly
mussed. Well, Bittersea could hardly criticize, not when he was the
one with a plug up his ass in the midst of a tiresome political
meeting.

After a few more people drifted in,
politicians mostly, lords and ladies who must have remained hidden
away in the city rather than fleeing like most had, the doors were
closed and locked, and the meeting began with a ring of the
enormous bronze gong against the wall behind Sobeki.

Bittersea tuned out Sobeki's little welcome
speech, vastly more interested in his tea. It was a green tea,
flavored with peach blossoms and mint, making it grassy and sweet,
with that underlying cool of the mint. He interspersed it with
bites of the ridiculous little sandwiches, which must be a new fad
from the south, because such nonsense was a waste of time and
resources in the nearly always frozen climes of the north.

They weren't bad, for all that. His seemed
filled with some sort of smoky fish paste.

A sharp jab to his thigh forced him to
finally pay attention.

"—will take a force to make final sweeps of
the city to ensure the safety of the people who will be returning
next week. Yes, Lord Bittersea?"

"Yes," Bittersea replied, delight curling
through him.

Sobeki's glance lingered a moment, but then
the conversation shifted to repairs and funds, and Bittersea
silently planned how he would go about clearing the city, ensuring
that few to none were able to slip past him. It would require hours
upon hours of working, clearing the homes, sealing them off,
hauling off or, preferably, killing whatever rats they found.

When he was prodded again, painfully, he
scowled at Cohea. "What?"

"Pay attention, this concerns you."

"Unless it involves blood and knives, I don't
care."

"Yes, you do," Cohea said patiently.

Huffing, Bittersea watched as most of the
people in the room filed out, leaving only their inner circle and
their guests.

Shuffling some papers, Sobeki handed one pile
off to a clerk hovering at his shoulder. "Lord Bittersea, you
expressed no interest in retaining your title."

"None whatsoever," Bittersea replied. "What
poor, unfortunate soul are you giving it to?"

Sobeki's mouth quirked in amusement, and he
cast a glance at the pretty young woman sitting almost directly
across from Bittersea. He gave her the barest nod.

"Congratulations, Lady Corinta," Cohea said
smoothly, his warm, friendly Lord Honor and Manners smile firmly in
place. "I'm sure you'll do a great deal of good for the title—"

"You certainly can't do worse than raping and
murdering," Bittersea said.

"—and it's an honor," Cohea continued like he
hadn't spoken, kicking him hard under the table, "to have you join
the Great Houses of Cremisio."

Still looking amused, which Bittersea
admired, Sobeki said, "Read over and sign the papers, then, and
we'll begin the transfer. There will be more to sign once she's
officially made a citizen." The clerk from before set the papers in
front of him, and Bittersea quickly read through the cumbersome
jargon before signing and sealing in all the marked places. The
clerk took them back and had others around the table sign as
witnesses before returning to Sobeki. "Have you chosen a new name?"
Sobeki asked.

Bittersea finished his tea. "Not yet." He
ignored all the questioning looks the rest of the room cast
him.

Predictably, Cohea took mercy on them. "Since
he'll be changing his surname when we marry, he wants to go ahead
and change his entire name. Why bother keeping something you
absolutely hate and never use?

Scathing as always, Oskia said, "Blood?
Wound? Killer? Snake? Fatal? Monster?"

"Little too obvious," Bittersea replied.
"Maybe Oskio?"

"I will kill you myself," Oskia retorted,
remaining in her seat only because of Sobeki's hand resting gently
on her shoulder.

Bittersea bared his teeth, but before he
could rile her up further, Lysa's voice cut across the room, quiet
but ringing. "Keris."

That drew Bittersea up short. He flicked his
gaze to Kite's little pretty boy. "Interesting." The very dagger
that Cohea had gifted him, lifted from the corpse of a Terekian
soldier, wavy and sinuous like his beloved snakes. "Keris," he
said, tasting the word, it's weight and feel. "Yes, that will do.
Well done, pretty boy, I can see why Kite keeps you around, with a
mind and mouth like that."

To his credit, Lysa laughed, even as his face
turned red. Next to him, Kite rolled his eyes but otherwise did not
stop reading the paperwork in front of him.

"All right," Sobeki said, pushing up from the
table. "Keris will be in the city with his pick of soldiers to
clear out leftovers. Cohea is charged with getting the city back to
functioning, Kite the palace. Oskia will be heading out to oversee
the return of our people. Lady Corinta has generously agreed to
oversee the docks, where we'll have a great many supplies coming in
to make up for everything Terek destroyed on their warpath." He
sighed. "I'll be up to my eyeballs in paperwork and meetings. Any
questions?"

"No, Your Majesty," most of the room
chorused, Keris and a few others simply nodding.

Keris stood and left, happy to be free of the
dull meeting, especially now he had such a delightful task in front
of him.

He hadn't gone far, though, when he was
roughly grabbed and thrown into a sitting room, the door locking as
he turned around.

Cohea didn't give him a chance to speak,
simply dragged him to the floor, flipping him onto his stomach and
straddling him, turned away from Keris's head. "Lord Keris Szelis
of Lindquist. It does sound rather fine. Can't believe you didn't
think of that one on your own, given you were looking at that
dagger much like you look at me when you want a fuck."

"Does it matter what I want, when you're
happiest taking, taking, taking?" Keris asked, then gasped as his
ass was bared to the cool air. Deft fingers pulled and pushed at
the plug, teasing him relentlessly, before abruptly yanking it out,
making him swear loudly and colorfully. "You stupid bastard."

A heavy hand cracked down on his ass, several
brutal blows in quick succession, before Keris was yanked to his
feet and his clothes righted, leaving him mussed, sore, and hard.
Cohea stroked his lips, then pushed a thumb into his mouth,
laughing when Keris bit it. Withdrawing it, he wiped the dampness
on Keris's cheek before sinking fingers into his short hair and
dragging him into a ravenous kiss. They were both semi-hard as they
drew apart, but Cohea only released him and said, "Don't get
too carried away."

"Never," Keris replied, even as he recalled
all the lovely things he'd done to those two idiots who'd dared to
lay their hands on Cohea. To the bastard in the city he'd forced to
bleed out after seeing him try to steal away a little girl.

"You're a little liar, but I'll pry the
naughty truth out of you later," Cohea said, and kissed him one
more time before forcefully taking a step back. "Go do what you do,
moon shadow. I'll find you tonight."

Keris smirked and left without a word,
delicate shivers running down his spine at all the possible ways he
might be pounced later. So many hot, dark fantasies twisted around
in Cohea's head, it was nearly impossible to guess which one he'd
act on at any time. Keris loved it.

He glanced briefly at his ring, which gleamed
brilliant red, finer than any ruby could ever be.
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Oskia stood on the steps of the palace,
looking out over the ruined city, the trails of smoke where too
much burned, despite the frigid air. It would take years to rebuild
everything, and generations to rebuild the people they'd lost.

Though they did have a true alliance now with
Kenten, which meant immigrants, and all the cultural shifts and
changes such an influx brought. She still wasn't happy about being
bound to another kingdom, a power that could stab them in the back
at any moment, but without it, Cremisio would probably not still be
standing. A fact she hated to admit but denying it would do no one
any favors.

"I don't think I said thank you for deciding
not to kill me," Sobeki said from next to her, fingers tightening
in gentle affection where their hands were clasped. "I assume the
marriage is to keep a watchful eye?"

Oskia flinched. "It's not funny. I wish you
would stop making light of it."

"Your integrity is one of your finest
qualities," Sobeki replied, letting go of her hand to step in
closer and slide an arm around her waist, hand resting at the small
of her back. He smelled sweet and faintly smoky, and she couldn't
deny she was looking forward to exploring him naked at some point,
hopefully some point soon. "You are certain this is what you want?
Not that you are the type to waver, but I know part of the reason
you first refused me was that you wanted your full attention on
your duchy and family, when being with me would have required you
spend even more time here."

Because she had technically outranked him, as
he was the second son of a noble, never intended for a title, but
he was also powerful in court, a renowned scholar and mage, and
would never have been able to spend most of his time at her remote
estate. One of them would have had to give up what they wanted, or
they would have rarely seen each other. She hadn't wanted that for
either of them.

"I'm certain. I can appoint an interim to
manage the estate to give my siblings time to decide if they
someday want to take up the title, and if they don't, I'll figure
out a permanent solution then. Are you sure you don't need me
here?"

Sobeki kissed her cheek. "I can handle all
the nonsense here. I was doing it even before I got the fancy
title. People like you, or at least are fascinated-intimidated by
you, which will work well for leading them home. Just try to stay
out of trouble, hmm?"

"No promises," Oskia replied, and cupped his
face before kissing him properly. His lips were soft, and he tasted
like tea, and she was going to miss him, even though she'd only be
gone a couple of weeks, a month at worst if the weather were
against them. "You stay out of trouble."

"I'm going to be in nothing but
trouble, with all the fights I'm about to start picking once my
council returns."

"Well, keep Kite or Cohea near to hand, at
least." She kissed him one last time and stepped back, but before
she could head down the steps to her waiting sled, he caught her
wrist.

"You're forgetting something, Your
Majesty."

Before Oskia could ask, he unfolded the
fingers of his left hand to reveal a ring—the ring of the late
queen, and the queen before her, down the line to the very first
queen of Cremisio. It was set with a mermaid diamond that currently
held no color. Legend held that a monarch with dark intention would
turn the diamond black. For the previous queen, it had always been
green, save for when she'd been pregnant and it turned yellow,
shifting slowly back to green after birth.

As Sobeki slid the ring onto her finger, it
ever so faintly took on some color, maybe blue or purple, something
in that range. Oskia had no idea what either of those colors might
mean. "I'm not sure I like wearing a ring that gives away
my…thoughts or whatever it's doing."

"I will see if I can find something in the
archive that would explain the color shifts. The knowledge was lost
generations ago, and the last few monarchs never cared, but someone
must have written it all down once."

Oskia laughed. "A busy king, and already
you're trying to rush back to your precious archives. Stay focused,
Beki."

"If I must." He kissed the back of her hand,
and bowed as she turned and strode off, remaining on the steps as
her sled took her away.

The journey through the city was slow and
winding, many streets cut off entirely by the destruction caused in
the fighting, mostly by the enemy, who hadn't cared about all the
people they'd be putting out of homes, the memories they were
destroying.

She called the sled to a halt as they reached
one of the main squares, where Cohea stood by a public fountain
reigning over carefully contained chaos as he and his people worked
to put the city back in order. Signaling her team to wait, she
climbed out and crossed the square to Cohea, who smiled in greeting
as he dismissed the people around him. "Queen Presumptive, how can
I be of service?"

"Oh, knock it off. I came to see if there's
anything I can have brought back for you, as I'll be going right to
the border and will probably be there at least several days
settling debts and all else for the sanctuary granted by
Everage…and to make Boltane regret their cowardly decision to offer
no help whatsoever."

Cohea grinned. "Make them cry. As to what you
can have brought…stone, a great deal of it. The fire mages ensured
a lot of what was destroyed could not be reused, though we're
obviously salvaging everything we possibly can. I'm sure food and
clothes are already on your list."

"They are."

"Then things to do. People were forced to
leave musical instruments, paints, other such pursuits behind, and
a great deal of it was destroyed. I found the remains of a violin
that was at least a hundred years old; it was probably a family
heirloom. People won't be able to work for some time while the city
is repaired and rebuilt, so having things to occupy them and keep
spirits up will be invaluable."

"Of course. Anything I can get you,
Cohea?"

"If you can secure some sealskins for me, it
would be appreciated, and I never say no to rum if you can find
any." Sealskins were uncommon in Cremisio, as the dead sea meant
they were limited in their fishing to the eastern side of the
kingdom, and seals were more often found in more southern waters,
largely around Boltane, making them hard to come by in
Cremisio.

Rum was imported at great cost from countries
far to the south, where they endured crippling heat all year long
instead of devastating cold. She couldn't imagine it, heat so great
that stone was burning hot to the touch and people walked around
mostly naked to stay cool. Did those people wonder how a world
could be so cold?

"Rum and sealskins. That should be easy
enough."

"Let me know what I owe you when you return,
and thank you, Oskia. I'm sorry Keris is being particularly bratty.
I'll try to make him behave, or at least keep him distracted."

Oskia shrugged one shoulder. "We're hot and
cold, me and Keris. But I can't promise I won't someday break his
nose."

"He'd probably be impressed and like you
more," Cohea said dryly.

Rolling her eyes, Oskia clapped him on the
shoulder and turned away. "Send a runner if you think of anything
else. Or tell Beki, I suppose, since I'm sure he'll insist on
checking in on me, even though it's not necessary. If I'm going to
be there longer than expected, I'll send everything ahead of
me."

"I appreciate it, Your Majesty."

"Shut up!"

Once settled in her sled again, she gave the
signal to her team, and they once more headed out. She would have
preferred to travel discreetly, maybe just herself and a few
bodyguards on caribou, but Sobeki had been unusually stubborn in
making certain she traveled with a full retinue and every comfort.
She was going to be queen, so it made sense, but she still did not
favor such ostentation, especially when so many of their people
were struggling in a foreign country and would return only to ruin
and loss.

She was to be queen, though, so she'd have to
get used to it.

May her mother forgive her for becoming what
she'd tried to destroy, for making the deal she'd murdered and died
to prevent.

They rode in relative peace for hours, Oskia
using the time to read, focusing first on the draft of her marriage
contract, then on other reports and drafted contracts, at which
point her eyes hurt and her head ached, so she opted to sleep as
best she could.

When she woke, it was to someone gently
shaking her arm and the slow realization they'd come to a stop. A
fire was already crackling, and they'd built a shelter for her to
sleep for the night. There were only four guards, so two must have
gone out hunting. "Any problems?"

"None at all, Your Grace. Hunters are out, so
food should be ready in a couple of hours. Your shelter is ready.
Would you like some tea?"

"That would be appreciated, thank you." She
accepted the hand he offered and climbed out of the carriage,
settling in the fur-draped seat they'd set up for her. Between that
and the crackling fire, she was comfortably warm, despite the chill
breeze that rose up infrequently.

One of the staff who'd come along brought her
the offered tea, dark and fragrant, a hint of spice to it. Thanking
her for it, Oskia sat sipping while reading a book she'd brought
along, as there would be precious little to do on the journey. At
least the weather was holding for now; ideally it would behave long
enough for them to reach their destination.

The hunters returned an hour or so later, and
dinner went quickly after that. Climbing into her shelter, made of
the endless supplies of snow around them, she almost immediately
fell asleep.

The pattern repeated for the next four days,
until they reached the border with Everage, where she could see
tens upon tens of shelters of various size, like massive snowballs
scattered across the field. People started appearing as word spread
of her sled's arrival, and Oskia didn't even try to fight the crowd
that was soon upon her, everyone eager to learn about the state of
things at home, learn which of their loved ones had died.

Delivering such terrible news was
heartbreaking, but if being queen was an easy job, more people
would vie for it.

By the time the crowd began to trickle away,
called to attend dinner and other late-day tasks, Oskia was
exhausted, starving, and weary to the bone. She didn't fight it as
her staff and guards ushered her off, past the encampment, through
the city, to the old castle that overlooked this border city.
Everage's capital was another week south, where days and nights
could be longer, but never reached the eternal night that struck
this far north.

Once she arrived, she was escorted with pomp
and circumstance to a beautifully appointed private dining room
where a tall, imposing woman awaited her: Grand Duchess Akta Torr,
third daughter of the Queen of Everage, Steward of the border city
of Starmount. "Your Grace, I'm happy you've arrived safely."

"Thank you, Your Grace, and for having
me."

Akta waved her to a seat, and then the two of
them were left alone. Mouth quirking, formality dropping, Akta
poured them wine from a pitcher on the table and said, "You're
looking well, Oskia. Beautiful ring. How did Beki finally convince
you to wear it?"

"It was time. How are you? Haven't seen you
since Tilda was born."

"Five years old and an utter brat, precisely
as I was at that age," Akta replied with a snorting laugh. "I
believe yesterday she somehow snuck into the kitchen and broke not
one but three baskets of eggs."

Oskia winced.

"I've put additional supervision on her. Tell
me everything, darling. I'm sorry Everage did not do more to
support you. I tried and tried, but my family remains stubbornly
'neutral,' even when that is the stupidest option possible."

"I appreciate your support, Akta." They'd
gone to the same schools while they were growing up, first friends
and then lovers for a time, before their lives finally split when
each of them had to return home. They didn't see each other very
often now but did remain friends. She had hoped it would be Akta
she'd be meeting with, but given the rest of her family, there was
no telling who they might have sent to do the job, instead of
simply trusting Akta. "I'll be honest, I half-expected to be
dealing with your brother."

"I thought they'd send him, as well, but
something must be afoot at home, because they've left this entirely
to me. What finally convinced Cremisio to ally with Kenten?"

"Necessity, more or less. We barely survived
this attack by Terek, and only because we had Kenten support at the
very end. Look at my people now, living out in the snow, mourning
loved ones they won't even be able to burn properly. I don't want
that again, even if I chafe at the idea of relying on anyone
else."

"Same old Oskia. Being queen suits you."

"I'm not queen yet."

Akta waved off the minor detail. "Families
with children were given shelter within the city, and others as we
found room. We were still working on finding more room when we got
the message the fighting was over, and your people opted to remain
where they were. I don't want you to think we didn't offer as much
shelter as we could."

"I know." Like most cities in that area,
space was as limited as resources. In such cold and brutal climes,
there wasn't enough of anything to be extra. "I appreciate all
you've done. If you have the invoices, I can settle the debts
today."

Waving the words away like she had the
previous statement, Akta said, "We would rather you get us an
invitation to sit and talk with Kenten. We have some minimal trade
agreements with them that have remained in place since before the
war, but we would like to improve that relationship and even build
ties. If you could get us an in, that would be greatly
appreciated."

"Deal," Oskia said. If Kenten and Everage
became allies, and Kenten was bound to Cremisio, that was an
alliance that would only benefit them all, and quite possibly
Everage's place in it would bring Boltane into it, which would
unite the four of them against Terek, leaving Terek high and dry,
forcing them to finally behave.

Oskia hated it, but her mother had been in
the wrong. Egregiously, horribly in the wrong. And Oskia had very
nearly followed her down that path—had followed her, until almost
too late. If she hadn't been faced with having to kill Sobeki…

She was fortunate Sobeki was giving her a
chance to redeem herself. More fortunate than she would ever
deserve.

"Let's have dinner, shall we?" Akta said.
"Tomorrow we can work out all the details." She rang a bell, and
servants appeared moments later with the first of what would likely
be seven courses, an affectation of Everian nobility that
Cremisions would see as wasteful. Their most luxurious meals were
three courses, and only at certain times of the year for important
holidays.

Oskia simply ate and talked and even relaxed,
perhaps the first time she'd truly done so since fleeing home
because her mother was dying.

When the meal was over, she was escorted to
her room, where a hot bath and fresh, warmed-by-the-fire clothes
awaited her, along with a proper bed, one of the box ones common in
Everage that left you feeling like you were sleeping in a wardrobe.
She'd never liked them much, but they made sense for keeping
warm.

Once she was clean and dressed, she sat at
the vanity to wrap her hair for the night. She'd just finished when
a soft Oskia floated through the room. She rolled her eyes
but was smiling as she cut her arm and let the blood fall on the
hearth stones so she wouldn't stain the extravagant rugs covering
most of the floor.

Moments later, Sobeki's beautiful wispy form
appeared. "I honestly thought you'd visit me sooner."

"I've been busy, and everyone and their
sister has been warning me not to further exhaust myself, like I
don't know my magic and limits." Sobeki rolled his eyes.

Oskia laughed softly. "I don't believe
you."

"Oh, hush. How is everything going? Our
people?"

"They're as well as can be expected," Oskia
replied, and related everything that had transpired since her
arrival.

"I'll start working on the introduction. We
can use Cremisio as a neutral meeting place. Probably will take a
few months, though, with everything else happening." He rubbed his
temples. "On top of everything else, the council is trying to bully
me into a big, ostentatious coronation."

Oskia wrinkled her nose. "Crass."

"Yes, my thoughts exactly. I've refused so
far, insisting on something small and private. I don't see the need
for a coronation at all, but compromises…" He spread his hands.
"Would you prefer I push it off until after we're married?"

"Gods no, don't you dare do that to me. The
wedding and everything else will be hassle enough."

Sobeki laughed in that bright way of his
she'd always loved. "Oh, I see how you really feel."

Too easy. Oskia smirked and stepped in
closer, even though with his spirit form it really made no
difference. His eyes widened slightly, locked on her face, mostly
her smirking mouth. "How I feel is annoyed by needlessly
over-complicated formality with no purpose but to show off. How I
also feel is eager to fuck until you pass out, and stuff you
so full you'll be giving birth to our first child in the
summer."

Even in his spirit form, it was easy to see
that Sobeki's face had gone entirely pink. Clearing his throat,
Sobeki said, "I am entirely too busy to be bearing children anytime
soon."

"Well then you should go and get some rest,
darling, and we'll discuss this further when I get home. Should be
soon, barring severe weather, as the talks went extremely well.
I'll let you know when I depart."

"See you soon, Oskia."

"Goodnight, Beki."

He faded from view, and Oskia swept off to
bed still smiling.
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Twenty-One

 


 


It took a little over six weeks of carefully
contained chaos to set the worst of the mess to rights. Fixing
everything entirely would take months, some things even years, but
given all that had happened and the time of year, everything could
have been so much worse.

Most citizens were choosing to remain where
they were, planning to return when the weather eased up. Others had
returned and were either back home if they had one remaining, or
residing in suitable empty houses until residents returned and
their own homes were repaired.

Cohea was grateful keeping track of all of
that wasn't his problem. No, infrastructure was Kite's problem, and
Cohea had been assigned the damaged wall and assisting the
army.

Keris had gotten what he wanted in the end
and was dealing with prisoners of war. Cohea had warned Sobeki not
to do that, but he hadn't listened, and so far as Cohea was
concerned it wasn't his problem if a few of them went missing. He'd
done his best.

He pushed away the reports he'd been poring
over and abandoned his desk, rubbing at his temples in an attempt
to ease the headache that came with too many hours spent reading.
Leaving his chambers, he headed off through the palace in search of
food and company.

Outside, snow was falling, but lazily, like
even the weather was tired of existing for the day. Maybe he just
needed a nap. But he would prefer to nap with Keris in his arms, as
that was when he slept best, but there would be no dragging him
away from his bloody delights until he wanted to be, and whatever
games they played, Cohea was not actually a controlling bastard who
took what he wanted when he wanted it with no thought or care to
his partner.

A delicate shiver ran down his spine as he
thought of all the games they could play soon, back in the safe
haven of Lindquist Manor, far from the rest of the world. Away from
prying and judgement.

He was nearly to the room where he and his
friends most often congregated when they were able, only to be
waylaid by a trio of nobles with a look on their faces that said he
wasn't going to like what they said. Not even bothering to stifle
his sigh, Cohea drew to a stop a few paces from them. "What?"

"Is it true you are Bonded to Lord
Bittersea?"

"Yes, I am."

"Why would you do that?" asked the one on the
right, a young woman with a sweet face at odds with her judgmental
tone. "He's an awful person. A killer!"

"I'm a killer," Cohea said, and lifted a hand
when one of them started to protest. "No, the fact it's sanctioned
doesn't make it better. Killing is killing."

"You don't take pleasure in it like he does,"
the man who'd first spoken muttered.

Cohea sighed again. "Is there a point to all
of this? You are in no position to be speaking to me so, and I'll
not tolerate it much longer."

The final figure, an older man, finally
spoke. "He'll kill you too, in the end. That ring won't save
you."

"Do you think I'm stupid?" Lindquist asked.
"Too lust-drunk to know who and what I'm fucking? Of course he
might kill me one day. My only request was that he make it quick
and painless, that I never see it coming." That left all three of
them staring at him with mouths agape. Cohea finished quietly, "I
know the man I love better than you ever will, and if I were you,
I'd be more careful about how you speak to me."

"It's not a crime to be concerned for your
welfare, Your Grace."

Behind the man in the middle, the loudest and
boldest of the three, Keris pressed the edge of his dagger to the
front of his throat and said, "I have no care for what you say
about me, little rat, but that you're upsetting Lindquist
does concern me. I suggest you take your annoying squeaking
far away from us before I solve the problem myself."

The man lost all color, probably wondering
just how long Keris had been lurking behind him. How not a single
one of them had noticed.

As they ran off, probably throwing fearful
looks over their shoulders, Cohea crooked a finger. Smirking, Keris
sheathed his dagger and obeyed, splaying his hands across Cohea's
chest, tilting his head up and back for the kiss that Cohea
promptly gave him, biting and sucking at those lush, smirking lips
until they were red and swollen.

When they eventually parted, he asked, "So
why did those three in particular seem peeved by our
relationship?"

"Because Baron Oless's father paid me to kill
his wife, Oless's mother, and while he'll never be able to prove
it, Oless knows I did it. The girl is his lover, and the boy is the
youngest son of his best friend, and rumor has it he's to be
declared his heir. Don't you keep up with all this gossip?"

"I knew the heir thing. Not the lover, that's
a bit unpleasant; she must be at least thirty years younger."

Keris scoffed. "You're never too young to go
treasure hunting." His eyes gleamed, like moonlight on fresh
spilled blood. "Making those too young do it, however, is another
matter entirely."

Cohea grunted in agreement. Keris had agreed
to give up being an assassin for him once all of this was over, but
he had asked for one exception and one only: that if he found child
predators, he could deal with them as he wished. Cohea had not seen
an issue with that, and he didn't give a fuck about the legalities
of the matter. Anyone who thought obeying the law was more
important than protecting a child from abuse and rape wasn't worth
his time.

"What are you doing here?" Cohea asked. "I
know you did not come to socialize of your own volition."

Keris huffed the barest laugh. "I was on my
way to our room when I saw you. Thought I'd sneak up on you, see
what that got me. Then I saw you speaking to them, overheard what
they were saying, and wasn't going to let that stand."

Cohea sighed, long and loud, at the look on
his face. "What else are you planning?"

"Nothing involving bloodshed, sadly."

Cohea gave him a look.

Rolling his eyes, Keris relented. "I was
going to stalk them for a few days each, so they see me every time
they turn around, ratchet up that fear and anxiety." He touched his
tongue to his top lip, eyes filled with delight. "They'll never run
their mouths again, and I won't be bored for a few days."

"Bored?" Cohea narrowed his eyes, then shot
out a hand, gripping Keris tightly by the throat and dragging him
in close. "Bored? Are you complaining about my treatment of you,
little toy?"

Keris's face filled with smug satisfaction.
"What if I say yes?"

"You want to play, little snake? We will
play. Here's the first round: you're going to come with me while I
go spend time with my friends."

That turned the smugness into a pout that was
entirely too adorable on a man as lethal and unstable as Keris.
"What is the point in making me do that? You'll just make everyone
else miserable, and while I have no issue with that, if you want to
do all those tedious things that tiresome normal people enjoy and
actually enjoy them, my presence will impede that."

"You're going to come with me, and you're
going to behave," Cohea said, calm and implacable. "You don't have
to socialize, but you're not going to be mean either. I like having
you with me, even when I can't fuck you and put you in your
place."

"Fine," Keris bit out, like he was about to
be subjected to the most excruciating pain on the planet. "Speaking
of my place…"

Cohea's brows rose. "Do I want to know?"

Keris tossed his head, gazing at everything
but Cohea, and said, "Your manor is going to need a thorough
cleaning, and some repairs to the entry hall. I did what I could
before I left, but I didn't exactly have leisure time."

"Who did you torture to death in my house?"
Cohea asked with amusement.

Still not looking at him, Keris replied, "Two
of the cretins who hurt you when you were captured by Fazekas."

He should definitely be horrified, but he had
Bound himself to Keris with complete awareness. He'd fallen in love
with all that Keris was and wasn't long before the Binding. Of
course when presented with an opportunity for revenge he would take
it. Given how viciously possessive he was, they had probably
suffered for every last second that Keris could spare to torture
them.

Cohea could not bring himself to be troubled.
He vividly remembered the glee with which those men had beaten him.
If they took pleasure in administering one beating—that was clearly
not their first—then there was no telling what else they found joy
in. Call him a hypocrite, but he preferred to limit the number of
people who found pleasure in such things. Most of them did not have
Keris's restraint, or his willingness to tolerate someone else's
restraint.

"What do I get for all this inane, stupid
behaving?" Keris demanded.

"I guess you'll find out, won't you?" Cohea
retorted, because it was the not knowing, the anticipation of
wondering what Cohea would do to him, that Keris liked best. You
can do whatever you want to me, every dirty little fantasy in your
books. Whatever. You. Want. I give you full permission to make me
your helpless prisoner… Three days. Starting now."

Cohea had immediately backhanded him, sent
him reeling backwards, stumbling in an awkward way that was
anathema to everything Keris. Then he'd yanked him back in, thrown
him over his desk, and fucked him hard and rough. Hadn't even
needed to prep him, because Keris had clearly been planning their
little game all along. Every dirty fantasy he'd said, and
Cohea had made significant work on that very long list. But for
every one he marked off, Keris inspired five more.

In the end, when it was all laid bare, they
were complementing darknesses.

He wrapped his fingers around Keri's throat,
used his thumb to force his chin up, staring into the fathomless
dark of Keris's bewitching blue-black eyes.

People were fools if they believed for even a
second that he didn't know what he'd gotten himself into. He would
choose Keris's twisted, venomous heart over anyone and
anything.

Reluctantly letting go, he turned. "Come on.
I want to see my friends, and I have every faith you could use some
food."

"I want ramen with fried pork."

"As you wish, moon shadow."

He led the way into the parlor, smiling in
greeting as the others looked their way at the sound of the door
opening. A nearby servant, standing attentively against the wall
waiting to serve the king and his friends as needed, stepped
forward. "Your Grace."

"Nerte, could you have food brought for me
and Lord Keris? Fried pork ramen for him; I'd like grilled eel if
possible, otherwise whatever grilled fish the kitchens have to hand
is fine. Thank you."

Nerte bowed and departed smoothly through a
discreet, easily overlooked servant's passage, and Cohea went to
sprawl in his usual chair, a broad, comfortable armchair heavy
enough it didn't shift when he sat down like so many of the more
delicate pieces scattered about the palace. Keris, predictably,
took a seat in the corner facing the door and windows against the
south wall.

"Keris, Cohea, it's good to see you both,"
Sobeki replied. "How was your day?"

"Tedious," Cohea replied.

"Delightful," Keris said, and before Sobeki
could ask, added, "Don't worry, all your prisoner numbers will line
up properly."

Sobeki chuckled ruefully. "If they didn't,
I'd wonder why you were being so sloppy."

Kite gave him a look. "Why are you letting
him oversee them? We all know what he's doing with them."

"Nobody will miss them," Keris said, "but if
you want to sleep more comfortably over letting the little murderer
playing in the dungeon, I can list out in detail all the ways they
beat and raped women and children."

"More importantly, I can trust Keris. I know
what he wants and what he will do, who he will do it to. I don't
need to worry about him getting revenge, or helping himself to the
prisoners, or smuggling any of them out. Guards are necessary, but
all too often they prove to be a necessary evil. Better the evil I
know than the one I only learn about after something tragic
happens."

Lifting a hand in surrender, Kite turned back
to the papers on the table in front of him and the large glass of
wine in his other hand.

"What are you reading?"

Kite looked up again. "Letters. A great many
people have written to Lysa pleading for sanctuary. He tossed many
of them, recognizing the names or finding other problematic
elements, but he kept about twenty or so and asked me to read over
them."

"Intriguing."

Keris stirred, but Cohea gave him a warning
look, smothering a smile at the pout and irritated huff that earned
him.

"Where is Lysa?"

"Resting," Kite replied, and gave him a
warning look when Cohea smirked. "He was busy all day with fittings
and such. There's a lot to do when you leave literally everything
behind to run for your life."

"I'm impressed there's anyone to do the
work."

"A couple of shops are managing, and I think
everyone likes being busy building and making."

Cohea murmured in agreement but didn't get to
make a proper reply as their food arrived and his stomach gave a
sharp growl. Sobeki snickered, and Cohea rolled his eyes. "Thank
you."

When the servants had gone, he moved to sit
at the table with Kite and dove into his meal with gusto. Keris,
predictably, remained where he was, eating from the smaller table a
servant had moved for him.

After most of the food was gone, and his
stomach was no longer displeased with him, Cohea ate what was left
more slowly as he resumed conversing. "When is Oskia due home?"

"End of the month, if the weather
cooperates," Sobeki said with a sigh, clearly unhappy he would be
so long without her. With all the upheaval, and given he'd loved
her practically all their lives and never expected her to change
her mind after rejecting him, Cohea could only imagine. He
certainly hadn't enjoyed being separated from Keris just hours
after their Binding, and then forced by circumstance to wait a year
to see him again. "She's made more alliances in six weeks than past
monarchs did in six reigns. My schedule is booked out clear through
most of next year just with everything she is arranging."

"And yet you somehow look delighted," Keris
drawled. "You always did like being bossed around by commanding
women, though."

Sobeki cast him an amused look. "I think we
both like commanding, don't we?"

"Well, I couldn't be the only one in this
group with any sense or taste. Statistically there was bound to be
one more."

Cohea hid a smile in his cup of wine. This
group. Coming from Keris, that was as good as saying our
family.

Kite rolled his eyes, not bothering to turn
around to face Keris as he replied, "Absolutely nothing about you
can be described as good."

"That's not true," Lysa said as he stepped
into the room. "Keris has impeccable taste in fashion and knives.
He helped me with both today."

Cohea's eyes shot up and over to his lover.
"You what."

"What?" Keris asked, looking mildly offended.
"I had to pace out supervising the prisoners. He's got teeth. I
do have impeccable fashion sense. He wanted some advice on
knives to discreetly keep on one's person."

"You could have mentioned that to me," Cohea
drawled. "Brat."

Keris's eyes flittered with satisfaction and
smug amusement. "Where's the fun in that?"

He was sorely tempted to make Keris come sit
with him, but he didn't want to push it. "How is your ramen?"

"Delicious, though never as good as the cheap
street carts when I travel. Hope they'll return when all the
repairs are made."

"That almost sounded like you were worried
about them," Kite said. "Almost."

Keris grinned. "Did your little pretty boy
mention he also wants me to give him knife lessons?"

"Absolutely not!" Kite bellowed.

Lysa gave him a look that gave even Cohea
pause. "I'll do as I please."

"Of course, but why him." Kite jabbed
a finger in Keris's direction, as though they didn't all know quite
clearly who he was referring to.

"Who else would I ask about knives?" Lysa
asked, seeming genuinely baffled. "He knows knives like fish know
water. I'll never be that good, and I don't need to be, but he'll
ensure I'm as good as I can be."

Kite pressed his hands together, fingertips
pushed against his lips.

Keris snickered. "I think you broke him,
pretty boy."

"I have ways of soothing ruffled fur, I'm
finding."

That, of all things, made Kite's cheeks
flush. Cohea snickered. Before he could tease him, however, the
door opened again—and Sobeki shot to his feet in shock. "Oskia!" He
bolted across the room and swept her up into a hug before kissing
her cheeks and mouth. "What are you doing home already?"

"Thought I would surprise you," Oskia said,
looking pleased with the results of her surprise. She kissed Sobeki
again, then took his arm as she swept her imperious gaze over the
room. "Greetings, everyone. Even you," she added, looking
scathingly at Keris.

He smirked in reply, but only sipped at the
saké he must have ordered when the ramen was delivered.

"They let you leave so soon?" Cohea
asked.

Oskia tossed her head. "Let me, please."

Cohea laughed. "I mean, there was no reason
for you to linger? What about all our people?"

"I saw them several times, bought and secured
plenty to keep them and their hosts more than satisfied. Nobody
will miss me, and I wanted to be home to help with the rebuilding
and everything. How has everything been here?"

She sat down next to Sobeki on the small sofa
close to the fire, and they all took it in turns, sometimes
overlapping and interrupting, to relate everything she had
missed.

At some point, Cohea wandered over to sit
closer to Keris, sharing the saké a servant kept them well-supplied
in, amused and more pleased than he'd ever admit when Keris moved
to sit with him on the settee, sprawling between his thighs, back
to his chest, making it easy to pass the saké between them.

Later, when they'd rested and slept off the
saké, he would choose items from his wardrobe and have Keris every
way he could manage in the few hours of free time they had before
morning and obligations called.

For now, though, this was everything he
wanted: his lover in his arms, his friends around him, and lasting
peace.
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