
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: A black background with text  Description automatically generated] 
 
  

 
   
    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there 
 
      
 
    My Books come out Wednesdays! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    My heart was beating hard in my chest, my mouth was dry, and I was concentrating so hard that there was a faint pain growing behind my eyes.  
 
    But my fingers were sure and steady as I placed the last white sugar flower on the apple mousse, and I stepped back from my station with a sharp exhale of relief to review my handiwork.  
 
    The class assignment had been to create a fruit dessert with a wicfood element. I was conscious that I would be judged even more harshly than the rest of my classmates, so I had to work twice as hard in order to get the same kind of grades as they did.  
 
    That was what happened when you were the only human in a class of fey, dwarven, and skinfolk students in a city convinced that not only were humans incapable of cooking but were also abominations that made a mockery of the world’s pantheon of magical gods and goddesses.  
 
    But, hey, I’d always liked a challenge.  
 
    “Your time is up,” the teacher called from the front of the classroom. “Step away from your stations.”  
 
    There was a lot of groaning and shuffling from the other workstations as the rest of the students put down their spoons, piping bags, and spatulas and prepared to face the teacher’s judgment.  
 
    “Sweet Mother Breost, my back is killing me,” the student next to me muttered.  
 
    I smothered a grin.  
 
    I’d been pushing fifty back in my own world, and decades of cooking and running a successful diner had given me plenty of aches and pains that always managed to make themselves felt. But when I’d stumbled into the world of Innothlig and found myself in the city of Hid, I’d been somehow transported back into my twenty-year-old body.  
 
    I didn’t know why or how that could have happened, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. And during class assignments like this which required such careful precision and attention to detail, I was even more thankful to whatever power had granted me this unexpected return to youth. My back might ache, my eyes might feel sore, but they were minor discomforts that would pass as soon as I had a good stretch. They were nothing compared to the pains in my forty-nine-year-old body that worked their way deep into my bones and joints and refused to leave for days afterward.  
 
    So now I almost welcomed the stiffness in my back and shoulders as I stood by my workstation and waited for the tutor to approach.  
 
    The tutor for this class was a stout dwarven man with cropped brown hair and a very impressive chestnut-colored beard divided into five thick braids. His name was Dunbaka, and he made no secret of the fact that he didn’t like humans and only tolerated my presence in his class because his job forced him to.  
 
    His bright blue eyes swept the room and landed on me.  
 
    “Human,” he barked. “Explain your dish.”  
 
    “Sorry?” I asked in a polite tone.  
 
    “Explain your dish,” he repeated.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said with an innocent smile. “I didn’t realize you were talking to me. My name is Henry, not ‘human’.”  
 
    “Henry,” Dunbaka snarled. “Explain your dish.”  
 
    “Of course,” I sang out.  
 
    I might not be able to do much against the blatant racism in the academy, but I could at least have a little fun sometimes.  
 
    Dunbaka stomped over to my workstation and glared down at my dish. 
 
    “What’s this?” he demanded.  
 
    “This is an apple mousse,” I explained. “I used fresh apples, whipped cream, cinnamon, myrberries, and hleowan. The mousse is decorated with flowers made of sugar paste, which includes calerbrew, sugar, cornstarch, and water infused with lemonbalm and flenbalm.”  
 
    “Hmm.” Dunbaka shot me a suspicious look from underneath his heavy eyebrows. “Trying to butter me up, are you?”  
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.” I gave him my most innocent smile.  
 
    Perhaps he could see the bullshit behind my expression, but I wasn’t worried. I was learning that it was common practice for students to create their wicfood dishes with ingredients known to induce feelings of calm and happiness in the eater. That was the point of wicfood, after all… it was food designed and made to evoke a specific emotional response in the person who ate it. It was a powerful magical tool, and wicfood was a vital part of any religious rite or ceremony in this realm. Learning how to make wicfood fit for the gods was a path of study that took years to master, and cooks who reached the highest levels were basically the same as the priests and priestesses who worked in the temple.  
 
    My goal was to become the first human to reach the level of Yarl Cook. And then maybe I could start to change some things around here and help shape the city of Hid into a place where humans could thrive and succeed just like everybody else.  
 
    But for now, I just had to convince Dunbaka that my mousse deserved a passing grade.  
 
    I wasn’t sure which task would end up being more challenging.  
 
    Dunbaka narrowed his eyes at my dish and picked up the spoon. He scooped up a portion and frowned at it for a moment.  
 
    “Myrberries?” he asked.  
 
    “Cinnamon, myrberries, and hleowan,” I replied.  
 
    “Hmm,” he grunted.  
 
    I knew he was drawing this out just to torture me, so I kept my face expressionless and my voice light and easy.  
 
    Dunbaka scrutinized the spoon for a moment longer, and then he put it into his mouth.  
 
    His eyes widened. An expression of pure wonder gleamed on his face, and before he could help it, a smile twitched at the corners of his mouth.  
 
    His eyes darted to meet mine, and the expression of wonder was replaced by a look of pure horror as he realized he’d just revealed himself. 
 
    I didn’t let my smile break free, but the dwarf still looked mortified.  
 
    “Hleowan?” he snapped.  
 
    “No, it’s Henry,” I said sweetly, and then I pretended to realize what he was saying. “Oh! Sorry, yes, it’s hleowan, cinnamon, and myrberries.”  
 
    “You should have used heothbremel, not hleowan,” he sneered.  
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked in the same innocent tone. “I thought hleowan had a sweeter taste profile that would complement the apples better, and also it has stronger wic properties when combined with the myrberries. Did I get that wrong?”  
 
    Dunbaka’s scowl deepened.  
 
    The other students looked at each other and raised their eyebrows because they all knew I was right and that hleowan did combine better with myrberries. Heothbremel might have gone better in a dish that was purely about taste, its floral, rose-like flavor paired beautifully with fresh apples, but the assignment had been to focus on the wic power in our dishes.  
 
    “Fine,” Dunbaka gritted out.  
 
    “What grade does the human get?” someone called out. “Does he pass?”  
 
    “Yes,” he snarled. “He passes. Now let’s have a look at your dish seeing as you’re clearly confident enough in your own dessert to be worrying about the human’s.”  
 
    The tutor stalked away to terrorize the student who’d been brave enough to question him, and I smiled down at my apple mousse.  
 
    I always made sure I was one hundred percent happy with every culinary choice I made when creating a dish, to make sure I was happy with it, no matter what kind of reaction I got. It had been quite an adjustment since enrolling in House Siggwin. I’d learned that it didn’t matter how good I knew a dish to be, there would always be plenty of tutors who would completely disregard reality and give me a bad mark just because of who I was. I’d half expected that from the other students, but I’d hoped that the tutors would be more professional and not let their personal biases get in the way of doing their job.  
 
    Still, it wasn’t all bad.  
 
    Although there were plenty of racist tutors like Dunbaka in House Siggwin, I’d found some unexpected allies in the academy as well.  
 
    There was Daw, the tutor who had first realized my talent for cooking and who had arranged things so I could take the Journeyman test early and progress to the next level. It was rare for new Apprentices to transfer so early after initial entry to the academy, and it was even more rare for humans to make that leap up.  
 
    I could only imagine what difficulties Daw had gone to on my behalf, but I was very grateful to the elf for what he’d done for me. It was a shame that he only taught Apprentices and none of my Journeyman classes were with him, but I still saw him around, and we often bumped into each other on the academy campus and in the city outside.  
 
    My roommate, Wemba, was another ally. He was one of the first people I’d met in this world, and he was becoming a good friend. As an unlikely combination of elf and dwarf parents, he was no stranger to the rigid and unfriendly attitudes of Hid society when it came to accepting things a person had no control over. He had confided to me that he’d had very few friends while growing up as people tended to leave when they found out about his mixed heritage. A pairing like that was seen as an embarrassing mistake, and his parents had been distant and cold with him right from the beginning.  
 
    I couldn’t understand how anyone could have a kid and just reject them outright, and I could understand even less how two people could have a kid like Wemba and still not think they were awesome.  
 
    But my greatest ally was Sae. 
 
    My mouth curved into an involuntary smile as I thought of the pretty finfolk woman. I’d met her on my first day in Hid, just like Wemba, and I’d immediately been captured by her cute face and feisty spirit.  
 
    Back at home in my own world, I’d kind of let the idea of romance fall by the wayside. I’d been so devoted to learning and perfecting my culinary skills that there had been no time for relationships. And, truth be told, I’d never met anyone who I could picture sharing my life with.  
 
    But Sae was so different. She wasn’t just totally gorgeous, she was as passionate about cooking as I was, and her big heart was matched only by her piety, devotion, and loyalty.  
 
    Plus there was the fact that she could turn into a seal.  
 
    That was pretty damn unique.  
 
    Thinking of Sae never failed to put a smile on my face, and our relationship had only grown deeper and stronger since my move to Journeyman. I missed seeing her in my classes, but we still made time for each other, and I was going to see her after this class ended.  
 
    I knew I could have faced all the challenges of being a Journeyman without Sae, but I’d be lying if I said that having her support didn’t make it all feel ten times easier.  
 
    For the first time in my life, I had a woman by my side who fully understood me. That was pretty amazing, in fact, there were many things right now that were pretty amazing.  
 
    Despite the attitudes of tutors like Dunbaka, I loved the challenges that progressing to Journeyman presented. I loved cooking, but I’d been stagnating back home as I’d been stuck in a town ravaged by gentrification and full of people who didn’t appreciate good food unless they could post about it on their social media. Coming here and learning about wicfood was exactly the kind of new direction that I’d been craving.  
 
    Despite the prejudice that managed to make itself felt in pretty much every aspect of my life here, if someone offered to send me back to my world, I would turn them down without a second thought.  
 
    I had Sae and Wemba. I was thriving as a Journeyman.  
 
    Things were pretty damn delicious right now.  
 
    The gong boomed to signal the end of the class.  
 
    “Don’t run,” Dunblaka grumbled as everyone gathered their books and notes. “And don’t forget to come back and pick up your dishes unless you want them donated to the servants’ kitchen.”  
 
    I shoved my books into my new leather satchel. As a Journeyman, I was given a stipend to help with living costs, and although I spent most of it on buying new ingredients from the market for my own practice experiments, I had indulged in a few purchases. I’d arrived in Hid with just the clothes I’d been wearing, so buying an outfit that didn’t involve jeans had been my first priority. The satchel was my latest purchase, and mostly because Sae had been so happy about the idea of me treating myself.  
 
    I hurried out of the classroom and along the hallway. I was heading for the quad, but I didn’t even make it that far before I spotted Sae hurrying toward me. Her sleek, black bob caught the light and glowed with an emerald sheen, and her round, dark eyes searched the crowd of students as she tried to see where I was. She was wearing a tight blue tunic that hugged every tasty curve of her body, and I was conscious of my stomach fluttering with excitement.  
 
    Her freckled face lit up with the biggest smile when she saw me, and I quickened my step with an answering smile.  
 
    “Hey, you,” I greeted her.  
 
    “Hello, sweeting.” She pulled me down to kiss her.  
 
    She was over a foot shorter than me, cute as a button, and sexy as hell. Her huge eyes searched my face like I was the most important thing in the universe, and I pushed a strand of her dark, shining hair back behind her neat, pointed ear.  
 
    “Sweeting,” I murmured.  
 
    For a moment, we just gazed into each other’s eyes, and then someone shoved into Sae and almost knocked her off her feet.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Rothlaf drawled. “I didn’t see you there.”  
 
    Rothlaf was the biggest sour note in my new life.  
 
    The fey was tall, pale, and the biggest dickhead I’d ever met. He made no secret of his hatred for me, and, like many of the racists here, seemed to take my existence as a personal insult to himself.  
 
    I could handle his ignorance and prejudice when it was directed at me, but I hated that he’d started a new habit of taking his feelings out on Sae.  
 
    “Couldn’t see over your staggering levels of insecurity, huh?” I growled.  
 
    “Touchy.” Rothlaf smirked.  
 
    “Henry, leave it.” Sae gripped my arm urgently. “It’s not worth it.”  
 
    Like most of the fey in Hid, Rothlaf was up to his eyeballs in money and privilege. Which meant that if I did what I wanted and punched his lights out, I could end up being suspended from the academy.  
 
    “Not worth it?” Rothlaf leered at Sae. “So says the human-lover. What do you think will happen when he realizes what a piece of trash you are and leaves you for the next girl, hmm?”  
 
    “I like that you think I would have no trouble getting another girlfriend, Rothlaf,” I said in a light voice that didn’t show how furiously my heart was pounding. “That’s really encouraging, thank you.”  
 
    “He knows what a stallion you are, Henry.” Sae smiled. “I guess I just can’t hide how sexually satisfied I am.” 
 
    “Mmm, right back at you, honey,” I grinned and lowered my head to kiss her again.  
 
    Sae kissed me back with a hungry fierceness that made my head spin, and I was only vaguely aware of Rothlaf making a gagging sound as he stalked away.  
 
    “Mmm,” Sae sighed and licked her lips.  
 
    “Phew.” I let out my breath in a long whistle. “That was quite a kiss.”  
 
    “Well, you know.” Sae grinned as her cheeks flushed a little pink. “I just really wanted to make Rothlaf mad.”  
 
    “Was that the only reason?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “Well…” Sae’s cheeks flushed even pinker. “Maybe. Maybe not.”  
 
    I laughed, and we walked hand in hand into the quad.  
 
    The midday sun was high overhead, and although it was warm, there was a cool breeze blowing in from the sea as a reminder that summer was almost over. The blue sky was dappled here and there with white curls of cloud, and the air smelled of salt and seaweed.  
 
    “Oh, gods.” Wemba suddenly appeared on my shoulder. He’d come out from another doorway on the edge of the quad. “What is that thrice-damned smell?”  
 
    “It’s seaweed,” I said with a chuckle as we walked down the path toward the academy gate which led into the city.  
 
    “It’s not thrice-damned, how dare you,” Sae exclaimed indignantly.  
 
    “It smells of bad eggs,” Wemba declared. “And I, for one, could do without that particular perfume today.”  
 
    “Bad class?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Wemba snorted. “I didn’t realize that I could only object to the smell of seaweed if I’d had a bad class.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah, sorry,” I deadpanned. “Didn’t you get the message about that?”  
 
    “No, I did not.” He heaved a deep sigh and tossed back his luxurious mane of wavy, dark brown hair. “I suppose I must have been too busy being both beautiful and crafting a lemon posset that made Seelt weep.”  
 
    “Seriously?” I stared at him with wide eyes.  
 
    “Seriously.” Wemba nodded with a modest smile.  
 
    “Did she actually weep?” Sae asked with a more doubtful tone.  
 
    Seelt was one of the tutors who taught the Apprentice class on wicfood, and she was a notorious hardass. She’d thrown me out of her first class for being a few minutes late, and she was hard on all her students, not just the human ones.  
 
    “Tears didn’t actually fall,” Wemba admitted. “But her eyes were undeniably misty.”  
 
    “That’s impressive, man.” I clapped my hand on his shoulder. “Congratulations.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Sae teased. “I don’t think it counts unless she actually cried.”  
 
    “I don’t think even one of Henry’s dishes could melt Seelt’s heart,” Wemba said. “In fact, she probably doesn’t have any liquid left in her salty body. She probably just has a shriveled walnut for a heart, like the queen in the story.”  
 
    “What story’s that?” I asked.  
 
    “What?” Wemba exclaimed. “I can’t believe you didn’t have the story of The Walnut Heart in your village.”  
 
    “What can I say?” I shrugged my shoulders. “It was a backwater.”  
 
    I’d made up a story about coming from a tiny village in the outer kingdoms to excuse any gaps in my knowledge about Hid life, and so far it had been serving me well, and Sae and Wemba were only too glad to educate me.  
 
    “The story goes that there was a queen who was afraid to love,” Sae explained. “So she cut out her heart and replaced it with a walnut, so she would never love anyone and could never get hurt or suffer heartbreak. But then she met a handsome king, and she wanted to love him, but she couldn’t. He went away, and she was left all alone.”  
 
    “But that wouldn’t be a problem for her, though, would it?” I frowned. “Because she took out her heart so she wouldn’t feel anything.”  
 
    “No, I guess not,” Sae conceded. “But she still died alone when she could have had a handsome king at her side.”  
 
    “Yeah, okay.” I nodded. “That’s a pretty tragic story.”  
 
    “You should ask Seelt about it sometime,” Wemba joked. “Hey, Seelt, how’s that walnut treating you?”  
 
    “Oh, yes, then she’ll finally like me,” I chuckled.  
 
    We walked through the city toward the market and came out into the square. It was full of stalls, carts, and booths where people were selling their wares. Most of the traders were selling food or ingredients, but some of them were selling things like clothes, jewelry, knives, and other tools.  
 
    “Hey, hero!” The voice came from a stall piled high with tunics, leggings, pants, dresses, and shirts.  
 
    I looked around to see the trader smiling at me, and I recognized her as the pretty dwarven girl who had sold me the clothes I was currently wearing.  
 
    “Hey,” I called with a smile and a wave.  
 
    “How are you?” she asked. Her curly red-brown hair was in two messy braids with little curls loose all around her face, and her purple eyes sparkled with mischief.  
 
    “I’m great, thanks,” I replied. “You?”  
 
    “Tolerable.” She grinned. “Are you looking for more clothes?”  
 
    “No, ingredients actually,” I said.  
 
    “Makes sense.” Her grin took on a wicked edge. “You look fine enough already in that outfit.”  
 
    “Uh, thank you,” I chuckled self-consciously.  
 
    “Anytime.” She was still grinning at me. 
 
    I grinned back before I waved, and we walked on through the market.  
 
    “You know, you don’t need to look so awkward,” Sae giggled. “I’ve told you before, I don’t care if you flirt with her.”  
 
    “I know,” I replied with an attempt at sounding dignified. “But we haven’t got long for lunch, and I’m not here to flirt.”  
 
    “What are we here for again?” Wemba asked.  
 
    “Swincnuts,” I replied.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” He screwed up his face in puzzlement. “I still don’t understand what it is that you’re doing with them.”  
 
    “You won’t believe it unless you try it,” Sae told him. “It’s fucking incredible what Henry does with them.”  
 
    “Alright.” Wemba still looked puzzled. “It’s just, you know… Swincnuts. They’re not good for much.”  
 
    “It all depends on how you treat them,” I explained.  
 
     I couldn’t believe it when I arrived here and found that swincnuts were basically this world’s equivalent of a cocoa bean and yet somehow no one had discovered chocolate yet.  
 
    There was a recipe I’d found for a swincnut tea that was savory and peppery, and which, unsurprisingly, was not very popular. But aside from that, no one cared much about swincnuts.  
 
    No one except me, that is.  
 
    It wasn’t like I was going to solve racism with chocolate, but if there was anything that might help change people’s minds about humans in this world, it would be taking an overlooked ingredient and showing its amazing potential.  
 
    There was a human trader, Hlafwal, whom I’d made friends with, and he’d managed to look around and talk to some of the other traders and find a way to get me the steady stream of swincnuts that I needed to fuel my experiments. His stall was at the back of the square along with all the other human traders, and as we moved through the square, I spotted him standing by his stall and waved at him.  
 
    “Henry!” He greeted me as we approached. “Wemba, Sae. How are you all?”  
 
    “We’re doing well, thank you, Hlafwal,” I replied. “How are you?”  
 
    “Can’t complain, can’t complain.” His grizzled red face creased in a friendly smile. “Are you here to pick up the swincnuts?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “We’re here on our break, so I can’t stay, I’m afraid.”  
 
    “Not to worry, not to worry.” He rummaged through the bags of ingredients on his stall. Hlafwal normally sold bread and dried fruits, but I noticed today he was also selling fresh sunflowers. Their bright petals were a cheerful sight, and it was unexpectedly pleasing to see a familiar flower that I recognized among all the magical and strange ingredients on display.  
 
    “Are you selling flowers now?” I asked with a nod toward the sunflowers.  
 
    “Oh, only for the festival,” he said.  
 
    He retrieved the sack of swincnuts that he’d sourced for me, I handed over the coins for his payment, and we said our goodbyes and walked back through the marketplace.  
 
    “What festival did Hlafwal mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Mother Breost’s Day!” Sae exclaimed.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” I realized because this was something that I did actually know about.  
 
    Seeing as wicfood was such an important part of life here, and as wicfood was both magical and religious, I’d been studying the pantheon of deities that featured in Innothlig. There were five of them in total: Breost, Our Fertile Mother; Aegwa, Our Lady of Excess; Hebban, Our Lord of Laughter; Aewaxa, Our Lord of Bud and Blossom; and Hwaeg, Our Lady of Stillness.  
 
    Breost, who was also called Mother Breost or Lady Breost, was the goddess of fire, fertility, and sunshine, among other things. She was the favorite of mothers, painters, bakers, and farmers, and her favorite offerings included citrus fruits and pancakes.  
 
    It was all a lot to remember, but it was hard to ignore the presence of the gods here. They were baked into every part of life in this world, and I had to learn as much as possible about them.  
 
    Mother Breost’s Day was one of the five festivals celebrating the gods that were held throughout the year. Each festival was dedicated to a different deity, and Mother Breost’s Day was held at the end of summer.  
 
    “What kind of things normally happen here for Mother Breost’s Day?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, it’s such fun!” Sae’s eyes lit up with excitement. “There are bonfires all through the city, and there are street puppet shows where they act out stories from history and lessons from the godwords, and we all wear sunflowers and eat gingerbread, cinnamon cakes, and saffron pastries.”  
 
    “That does sound fun,” I said with a smile.  
 
    Sae’s faith was a big part of her life, and she regularly attended the offerings at the Os, which was the big temple in the heart of the city. I had gone with her to a few of the offering services, but I was still figuring out exactly what I felt about the religion here.  
 
    The main reason why humans were treated so badly in Hid was because it was thought that their very existence was a blasphemy against the pantheon. A priest in the academy chapel had explained to me that the gods had human form but were also beings of infinite magic. Humans had the form of the gods but none of their innate powers, so they were seen as a mockery of the gods’ divinity. 
 
    I’d not had much time for organized religion back on Earth due to how easily it was twisted to abuse people, and unfortunately, Innothlig was no different.  
 
    I didn’t want to make Sae feel bad about her faith, but at the same time, I didn’t want to just go along with her religious beliefs without properly thinking about it first.  
 
    Hopefully, the festival would give me more opportunities to deepen my studies and understanding.  
 
    “Tell me more about the puppet shows,” I asked. “Are we talking hand puppets or marionettes?”  
 
    “Marionettes?” Sae queried.  
 
    “You know, on strings,” I said.  
 
    “On strings?” She looked perplexed.  
 
    “Oh, never mind,” I said. “I guess you don’t have those here.”  
 
    “I think I’ve seen puppets like that,” Wemba said in a thoughtful tone. “But a long time ago, at a fancy party my parents held for some business partners of theirs from across the sea.”  
 
    “How do you know about them, then, Henry?” Sae asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “I don’t know.” I gave a casual shrug. “I must have read it in a book or something.”  
 
    “You do read a lot of books,” she agreed.  
 
    I didn’t like lying to Sae or Wemba, but it was the simplest way to do things for now. Besides, I had no idea what kind of reaction that information would provoke, and if the news got out, it might end up being disastrous or dangerous for all of us.  
 
    “So?” I prompted. “What’s your favorite puppet show at this festival?”  
 
    “Ooh, good question.” Sae thought for a moment. “I like the story of Breost and the Hero Lenden. Or… The Birth of the Sun. Or The First Hero. Or…”  
 
    “So, basically all of them?” Wemba chuckled.  
 
    “They’re all good stories!” Sae protested.  
 
    We reached the gates of House Siggwin and walked across the quad. 
 
    “What are you doing now?” Wemba asked.  
 
    “I’m going to one of the practice kitchens,” I replied. “I’ve got some recipes I want to try out.”  
 
    “Do you mind if I watch?” he asked. “I’ve got to admit, I’m pretty curious about what exactly you’re doing with all these swincnuts.”  
 
    “Sure,” I replied with a smile.  
 
    “You won’t believe it,” Sae told Wemba with wide eyes. “I swear, you’ve never tried anything like it before.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Wemba said and held up his hands in a gesture of resignation. “I believe you.”  
 
    There were many practice kitchens dotted all around the campus, and I headed to the row of rooms on the west side of the quad. These weren’t often used as they were smaller and more drafty than the others, but I didn’t worry about that.  
 
    We went into the kitchen, and I walked to the table, plopped down my bag of swincnuts, and opened it.  
 
    “They don’t look very impressive, do they?” Wemba commented as he leaned over my shoulder to gaze into the bag.  
 
    “No,” I acknowledged as I pulled out one nut and held it up to the light. “But looks aren’t everything.”  
 
    “Henry,” Wemba tutted. “I know you’re from a backwater, but please, don’t speak these heresies in front of me.”  
 
    I chuckled and reached into the bag for a handful of the nuts. They were small, brown things about the size of an apricot and shaped like a half-moon. The outer shell was hard and brittle, but inside was the kernel, which was dark brown or black, soft, oily, and left reddish-brown smears on my hands.  
 
    I began to crack open the first nut, but just as I did so, the door to the kitchen opened.  
 
    “Henry.” It was Daw. The fey’s black eyes were serious. “You need to come with me.”  
 
    “Why?” I asked as I put down the swincnut in my hand.  
 
    “It’s one of the judges who assessed your Journeyman test,” he replied. “They need to talk to you. Right now.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    My stomach flipped over like I was going down in an elevator too fast.  
 
    As soon as I made that comparison in my mind, my heart sank with the fear that this was it.  
 
    And as I followed Daw through the hallways, I couldn’t fight the thought that that was the life I was going to be forced to return to, the world of elevators, cars, tourists who wouldn’t know good food if it bit them in the ass, and living in a dead-end town with the hope and promise of House Siggwin ripped away from me.  
 
    Shit, I had to get a hold of myself.  
 
    No matter what happened next, I had to face it with dignity. Even if I was forced to leave the academy, they couldn’t take away everything I’d learned about here.  
 
    I swallowed hard as Daw knocked on the door to the proctor’s office.  
 
    “Come!” The proctor’s irritated voice grated on my raw nerve endings, and the nasty look he gave me when we came into the room did nothing to calm my fears.  
 
    As well as the proctor, there was another person in the room, and I recognized the fey’s coal-black skin, white cornrows, and piercing, pale blue eyes. She was one of the three judges who had assessed my entry test to reach the level of Journeyman. She’d been very complimentary about my cooking during the test, and I’d thought that she’d been friendly toward me.  
 
    I guessed that I’d judged her incorrectly.  
 
    “Henry Cotton,” the fey said. “I hope you remember me. My name is Seothan Briwan.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I remember you. You had some very kind words to say about my Journeyman dishes.”  
 
    If I was going down, then I could at least remind her that she’d enjoyed my food.  
 
    “That is correct.” She nodded. “I was very impressed by your performance during the Journeyman test. You displayed not only immaculate skill but also a consummate understanding of flavor profiles and a playful approach to new ingredients that I haven’t seen in a long time.”  
 
    Okay.  
 
    Maybe I wasn’t about to get kicked out, after all.  
 
    “I was particularly taken by the swincnut drink,” Seothan said. “I have never seen that ingredient used in that way before, and I thought it displayed an innovation and curiosity remarkable in one of your age and… background.”  
 
    That was a tactful way of saying “for a human.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said in a neutral tone.  
 
    “Therefore,” she continued. “I have put your name forward for one of our external placements. You will join a team of other Journeymen in the house of one of the academy’s donors. Together you will create and cook wicfood for the family for a specific event in the run-up to Mother Breost’s Day.”  
 
    I struggled hard to keep my face neutral, but it was hard when my heart was pounding with delight.  
 
    “Thank you,” I managed to get out.  
 
    “This is a huge honor,” Seothan said in a grave tone, and she gave me a long, hard look as though I might disagree with her. “The family you will be working for is one of the most prestigious in the city, and they have been extremely generous donors to House Siggwin in the past. You will be representing the House while you are under their roof, and it is imperative that you do nothing that might bring shame or dishonor upon the House by your actions.”  
 
    I wondered wryly if she was this stern with all the other Journeymen. Somehow, I doubted that she spoke to the other students like they might forget themselves and piss on the carpet or hump the furniture.  
 
    But even with her condescending attitude, I could see what a huge opportunity this was. She must have been really impressed with my performance in the Journeyman test to put me forward for something like this, and I wondered if she’d had to argue my corner for me in order to get me accepted.  
 
    Did the family know a human would be part of the Journeyman team?  
 
    It wouldn’t surprise me if they’d decided to keep that detail quiet until after the fact.  
 
    “Henry?” Daw nudged me gently, and I realized with a start that they were all waiting for me to say something.  
 
    “I would be delighted and honored to join the placement,” I said. “And I will not betray the faith that House Siggwin has put in me.”  
 
    The proctor snorted, and Seothan shot him a look that made him wither in his chair and hastily pull out a sheet of paper from his desk.  
 
    “I’ll get started on the paperwork,” he muttered.  
 
    “Good,” Seothan said. “See that you complete it with no delays.”  
 
    The proctor bent over his desk, and I hid my smile at seeing him get so thoroughly crushed.  
 
    “How long will the placement last?” I asked.  
 
    “That depends on the family’s circumstances,” Seothan replied. “The family will brief this to you in full detail when you arrive. But I should imagine that you’ll be there between two and four weeks.”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “What about my studies?” I asked. “Does the placement count toward my final marks?”  
 
    “Yes, it does.” Seothan nodded. “Your performance during the placement will be reported back to House Siggwin, and your tutors will take that into consideration when deciding on your final marks.” 
 
    Damn. There really was a lot riding on this thing.  
 
    My pulse quickened as I realized what a challenge this would present. I might have been able to keep my face expressionless, but internally, I was fizzing with a thousand different emotions.  
 
    “You must pack your things,” Seothan said to me. “The team leaves in an hour.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded, even as my mind scurried over everything that I needed to do to prepare.  
 
    “Do not let me down, Henry,” she said, and she shot me a piercing glance from her icy eyes.  
 
    I held her gaze steadily and nodded.  
 
    She looked at me for a second longer, and then she stood up from her chair and swept out of the room.  
 
    Daw was there at my side, and I followed him out of the room.  
 
    “Wow,” I said.  
 
    “I know.” Daw grinned at me. “I didn’t know exactly what Seothan had in mind when she called for you, so I couldn’t tell you what you were about to face.”  
 
    “I was sure she’d found some reason to expel me,” I said. “The students had complained or one of the tutors had threatened to quit or something like that.”  
 
    “I was worrying about that, too,” Daw said, and he made a face. “But this is such good news, Henry. I knew that as soon as they saw what you were capable of, people would start taking you seriously.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I want you to know how much I appreciate your support in all of this.”  
 
    “You’re welcome.” Daw smiled at me, and his dark eyes were warm and kind. “You’d best go to your dorm now and get ready.”  
 
    “I will,” I said. “Thanks again.”  
 
    The fey nodded, and I hurried through the hallways back to the kitchen.  
 
    Wemba and Sae looked up as I came into the room, and Sae sprang off the table where she’d been sitting.  
 
    “What happened?” she demanded. “What did Daw say? What did the judge want with you?”  
 
    “Let the man breathe for a second,” Wemba exclaimed.  
 
    “It’s okay!” I reassured them. “It was good news.”  
 
    “What did they say?” Sae asked again with an impatient fire in her eyes.  
 
    “It was one of the judges who was at my Journeyman trial,” I explained. “They said they were so impressed with how I did during the trial that they put my name forward for a placement in the city. I’m going to be joining a team of other Journeymen, and we’re going to stay in the house of some wealthy donor family and cook wicfood for them for the festival.”  
 
    “Henry!” Sae squealed and flung her arms around my neck. “That’s amazing, I’m so proud of you!”  
 
    “You lucky dog.” Wemba whistled in admiration. “Damn, Henry, that’s impressive. Congratulations.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smile. “The team leaves in an hour, so I’ve got to go and pack my things.”  
 
    “Oh, what are you waiting for?” Sae exclaimed. “Come on, let’s go!”  
 
    She grabbed my hand and practically hauled me out of the kitchen.  
 
    I laughed and let her drag me along, and the three of us went up the stairs to the dormitory. Wemba’s and my room was right at the end of the corridor, and when we went in, I looked around with a faintly wistful feeling in my heart.  
 
    “I’ll miss this place,” I commented.  
 
    “I won’t miss your snoring,” Wemba said.  
 
    “I do not snore,” I retorted. “You snore.”  
 
    “I absolutely do not snore,” Wemba countered and then let out a muffled grunt as I snatched a pillow from the bed and flung it at his face.  
 
    Sae opened the clothes chest at the foot of my bed and started taking out shirts and pants.  
 
    “Where’s the bag that these arrived in?” she asked.  
 
    “Uh…” I shrugged. “I don’t know. I think whoever delivered them took it back with them.”  
 
    Sae clucked her tongue.  
 
    “Wemba, give Henry one of your cases,” she commanded.  
 
    “I don’t need a case,” I said. “I just need to take an apron or two and a couple of clean shirts.”  
 
    Sae stopped and stared at me in disbelief. Wemba shook his head slowly and sorrowfully.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    Sae tutted.  
 
    “Henry,” Wemba said in a patient tone. “You’re going there to represent House Siggwin, yes?”  
 
    “Yes…” I said. “By cooking. So, all I’ll need is an apron.”  
 
    “Oh, my poor sweet human,” Wemba sighed. “All these weeks we’ve spent together, and still you’ve learned nothing from me. It matters how you look. You might be wearing an apron, but what if you get called in front of the family when they want to congratulate you on what an amazing dish you’ve cooked for them?”  
 
    “And what if they see you in the same clothes every day and think you’re just some grubby human who doesn’t know how to dress?” Sae said. “Or bathe?” 
 
    “Ouch.” I winced.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said in a softer tone. “But that’s what they’ll think. You know I don’t think that, and I know it’s just because you’re so passionate about cooking that that’s what you think about most. But it’s not how the family in the house will see it.”  
 
    “No, I see your point.” I sighed. “Alright, then, I guess I’ll take everything with me. So, I probably will need to borrow one of your cases, Wemba, if that’s alright with you.”  
 
    “Perfectly alright, my hero,” Wemba said, and then he turned to Sae. “You see? That’s how you ask to borrow someone else’s possessions.” 
 
    Sae rolled her eyes. “Just get the case, healfmarc.” 
 
    I knew by now that healfmarc was a not very polite term for someone like Wemba who had mixed parentage. But Sae and Wemba joked with each other all the time. There was no malice in Sae’s voice when she called him that, and I knew Wemba would have no problems telling her if she was stepping out of line. It was like when Wemba called me “human.” It might sting when someone like Rothlaf said it, but it was almost a term of endearment when it came from Wemba.  
 
    Sae helped me pack up my clothes and toiletries. Wemba mostly just sat on his bed and wondered aloud what kind of family I would be sent to work for.  
 
    “Maybe it’s the Weorsts,” he mused. “I heard that their youngest daughter has some kind of wasting sickness, so maybe you’re going to cook wicfood for her to be healed at the festival.”  
 
    “That sounds like a really important task, though,” I objected. “Would they trust Journeymen with that kind of responsibility?”  
 
    “Well, yes.” Wemba raised an eyebrow. “You say ‘Journeyman’ like it’s somehow not an impressive thing.”  
 
    “I suppose it is,” I acknowledged. “But if the health of one of the family members was in danger, I would have thought you would call in the experts.”  
 
    “For a lot of people, you are the experts,” Sae pointed out. “There aren’t many Yarl Cooks in the city, and the ones that are here have probably all been booked up for months. Plus, you know, it costs a fortune to hire the services of a Yarl Cook.” 
 
    “I guess I hadn’t thought about it like that,” I said.  
 
    “You’re so modest,” Sae said with a smile. She started to say something else, and then she suddenly cut herself off, looked down at the shirts in her hands, and shook herself. She looked up at me with a fierce look on her face. “Don’t forget that you’ve achieved something really incredible, Henry. You’ve succeeded where few other people make it, and where even fewer humans do.” 
 
    “Henry’s just so used to being brilliant at cooking that he forgets when he’s done something even more brilliant,” Wemba chuckled.  
 
    I took my shirt from Sae to fold it and put it in the bag.  
 
    “In a way, though, I don’t know how much that will help me.” I hadn’t planned to say anything like this, but Wemba and Sae were so unwavering in their support that I felt I could be a bit vulnerable with them for a moment.  
 
    “Henry?” Wemba raised an eyebrow. “You’re not worried about how you’ll do in the placement, are you?”  
 
    “Maybe a little,” I admitted. “I know I can cook, it’s not that. It’s just that there’s a lot riding on this. Seothan told me if I mess this up in any way, it could reflect poorly on the House… and if that happens, I know they won’t hesitate to throw me out.” 
 
    “But you’re such a great cook,” Sae exclaimed. “There’s no way you could mess it up.”  
 
    “But it’s not about cooking,” I insisted. “It’s like what you just said about the clothes. People are going to be watching me, and it’s not only going to be about my cooking. I’ve already seen in the academy how ready other people can be to sabotage my work.”  
 
    “That’s true.” Sae covered her mouth with her hand and stared at me with eyes that were suddenly wide with anxiety. “I didn’t think about that.”  
 
    “All it takes is for someone to decide that they don’t like me,” I said. “Either someone in the family or another Journeyman on the team.”  
 
    There was a brief silence.  
 
    Then I grinned and waved my hand.  
 
    “But luckily I’m super charming, so that won’t happen,” I said in an attempt to convince us both.  
 
    Sae still looked worried.  
 
    I pulled her into a hug, and she rested her cheek on my chest and sighed.  
 
    “I wish I could fix everything for you so it’s okay,” she whispered. “I wish I could make all the Rothlafs of the world just disappear.”  
 
    “I know.” I kissed the top of her head where her hair smelled the sweetest. “But you can’t.” 
 
    “I mean, I could.” The finfolk woman turned her face up to mine. “I could murder him for you if you wanted. Do you want me to murder Rothlaf for you?”  
 
    “I think I’m okay,” I chuckled. “But thank you.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked with a grin. “It would be my pleasure. A little stab in the ribs. A little poison in his porridge.”  
 
    “Maybe you should take her up on that offer,” Wemba said. “I bet you know all the fishes who’d be willing to eat up a body, don’t you, Sae?”  
 
    “I do,” she agreed. “I am the perfect accomplice to make sure his body is never found.”  
 
    “That’s very tempting,” I grinned. “And I appreciate the fact that you would go to all that trouble on my account, but I think we should let Rothlaf live… for now, at least.”  
 
    “That’s a maybe,” Wemba noted.  
 
    “That’s a ‘one day,’” Sae added. “Rothlaf had better start watching where he steps.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at how enthusiastic the two of them were about the idea of committing murder on my behalf.  
 
    I packed away the last shirt and belt into Wemba’s bag and fastened the leather straps. It wasn’t a moment too soon, either, because not five minutes later, there was a knock on the door, and a student poked her head in.  
 
    “Henry Cotton?” she asked. “I’ve been told to tell you that they’re ready for you in the quad.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a nod.  
 
    She retreated, and I hoisted the bag strap over my shoulder.  
 
    “This is it, then.” Sae’s eyes were suddenly wide and a little misty.  
 
    “Hey, don’t worry,” I told her with a smile. “It’s only for a few weeks, and I’ll see you as often as I can. I’m just in the city, so I can come and meet you in the market square.”  
 
    “I know.” She nodded bravely.  
 
    “Let me take your bag down, Henry,” Wemba said.  
 
    He held out his hand and raised his eyebrows meaningfully at me. I lifted an eyebrow back in puzzlement, and he sighed.  
 
    “I’m giving the two of you some privacy,” he spelled out.  
 
    “Oh, right,” I said. “Uh, well, thank you.”  
 
    “I’m wasted here.” He shook his head sadly, grabbed the bag, and went out into the hallway.  
 
    “Typical Wemba.” Sae tutted and gave a watery smile. “He’s always so dramatic.”  
 
    “He is.” I put my hands on her shoulders. “And he’ll be here for you, too, while I’m away. You won’t be left here alone.”  
 
    “I know.” Sae bit her lower lip. “I’m being silly, I know I’m being silly, I just… I don’t know, this has all happened so suddenly. I’m so happy for you that you’ve got this opportunity, and I’m really proud of you because you work so hard and you’re such a talented cook. But…”  
 
    “But?” I pushed.  
 
    “But I was so excited about the idea of having you all to myself.” The finfolk woman gave a rueful smile. “I know that’s childish. But I’ve never met anyone like you before, Henry, and we have such good times together. And now, suddenly, you’re going, and we won’t get to spend the next few weeks together like I thought we would.”  
 
    “I know.” I cupped her cheek in my palm and reveled in how deliciously soft her skin was against mine. “It’s not what I thought was going to happen, either. And I’m going to miss you.”  
 
    “But I’m still so happy for you!” Sae insisted.  
 
    “You can feel more than one thing at a time,” I told her with a smile. “I’m really excited about going, but I’m also a bit apprehensive about it all, and I’m also sad because I’ll miss getting to spend so much time with you. It’s like when I moved up to Journeyman level. I was excited and happy about it, but I still missed having classes with you and Wemba.”  
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” She sighed and looked up at me with her head to one side. “You’re pretty wise, you know that, hero?”  
 
    “I might have had that said to me a few times before,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    Sae laughed, and I tipped her chin up so her lips could meet mine. We kissed gently. It was full of emotion, and something tugged at my heart like it was trying to tell me something.  
 
    “I really like you, Sae,” I murmured against her lips. “I really, really like you.”  
 
    “I like you, too,” she whispered back. “Don’t forget about me while you’re busy being excellent for the rich family.”  
 
    “I’ll try not to,” I chuckled. “But I can’t promise anything. Just make sure you don’t take twenty lovers and marry Rothlaf while I’m away.”  
 
    “Rothlaf?” Sae made a face of utter disgust. “Gods, Henry, and I thought you respected me.” 
 
    The levity was gone from her voice, and she looked into my eyes with an intense expression. I stroked my thumb over her cheek and waited for her to finish. 
 
    “Even if I had twenty lovers, Henry, I would never be able to find someone like you,” she said. 
 
    My throat was tight with too many emotions for me to speak. So, I just kissed her again and let that do the talking for me.  
 
    Wemba knocked on the half-open door and cleared his throat loudly.  
 
    “Not to be a rain cloud at this party,” he said. “But I do believe they’re waiting for Henry downstairs.”  
 
    Sae gave my hand a quick squeeze.  
 
    “I’ll walk down with you,” she said.  
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled at her.  
 
    Wemba and Sae both walked down with me as we went through the corridors and down the stairs to go out of the door into the quadrangle.  
 
    There was a group of three other students waiting by the gate. Seothan was standing with them, and she glanced up as we approached.  
 
    “Ah, Henry, good,” she said. “Do introductions need to be made?”  
 
    “I know Henry.” The voice came from the one female student in the group, and I smiled widely at her as my heart gave a little thump of excitement.  
 
    Pawen had taken the Journeyman test on the same day as me, and I’d instantly taken a liking to the tall skinfolk woman. I didn’t share many of my classes with her, but I always looked forward to the times when our paths crossed. 
 
    As always, she was simply dressed in a flowing terracotta tunic over dark-brown leggings. The rich colors made her tawny skin glow, and her amber eyes were calm and welcoming. Her wild mane of dark blonde ringlets was contained by a dark green headscarf, and she wore simple golden rings in her neat, pointed ears.  
 
    “Hi, Pawen!” I greeted her. “I didn’t know you were on this placement, too.”  
 
    “Journeyman Pawen’s performance during the test was also very impressive,” Seothan said. “Especially considering her previous leave of absence.” 
 
    I didn’t know much about a leave of absence. I thought I vaguely remembered Pawen saying she’d been sick and had to take some time away from her studies, but Seothan made it sound like she’d been gone for a long time.  
 
    I would have to ask her about it at some point.  
 
    Either way, I was glad to see a friendly face, and it eased my mind a little to know there would be someone who I already knew on the placement with me.  
 
    The other two students were male.  
 
    One was fey, with long, dramatically pointed ears and straight, bright red hair plaited into dozens of tiny braids. His skin was a ghostly white, and his eyes were a blue so bright that it was difficult to tell exactly where his eyes were focusing at any given moment.  
 
    The other was a dwarf with light brown skin. He had a short, neatly-trimmed, black beard and a dramatically curled and oiled mustache. His hair was black and hung in a long braid down his back. 
 
    “This is Journeyman Blodlaeth.” Seothan gestured to the fey student, and then to the dwarf. “And this is Journeyman Isernesk.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you both,” I said.  
 
    The two of them looked at me, and then looked at each other, and then looked back at me.  
 
    “I didn’t realize,” Isernesk said in a cautious tone.  
 
    “I didn’t really think…” Blodlaeth’s voice trailed away as he sent me another dubious glance. “I mean, is this really fair?”  
 
    “What part of the academy’s decision are you having trouble with, Journeyman?” Seothan’s voice was deceptively pleasant, but her eyes were narrowed like a cat’s about to spring.  
 
    “No, no,” Blodlaeth corrected himself hastily. “It’s not a problem, I just…”  
 
    “We didn’t realize,” Isernesk added quickly.  
 
    “So you said before.” Seothan’s voice took on a hard edge. “You have all been chosen to represent House Siggwin. That means you have been selected as candidates with the ability to demonstrate the very best that this House has to offer. That means you are all to view each other as peers and colleagues worthy of your utmost respect. You cannot succeed on this assignment unless you work as a team. If any of you are going to have a problem with this, then please tell me now before we waste any more of our time.”  
 
    “I’m good with that,” I said as I made deliberate eye contact with first Isernesk and then Blodlaeth. “I don’t have any issues.”  
 
    “Me, neither,” Blodlaeth said hastily.  
 
    Isernesk shook his head.  
 
    “Good,” Seothan said in a crisp tone. “That is what I expected to hear.”  
 
    The two Journeymen shot me dubious glances.  
 
    I knew exactly what they were thinking. Was the human going to mess this up for everyone else? Was I the rogue element in this assignment that might cause them all to fail?  
 
    I thought about saying something encouraging to put their fears to rest, but then I thought about how they only had these fears because of their own prejudices, and I decided to let them stew in their anxieties for a bit longer.  
 
    They’d learn soon enough what kind of Journeyman I was.  
 
    “We’re still waiting for one more.” Seothan looked around the quad and then up at the sky with a frown on her dark face. “Time is getting on.”  
 
    “Should I go fetch her?” Blodlaeth asked.  
 
    I was about to ask who the final member of the Journeyman team was, but just then Seothan’s face cleared, and she let out a little sigh of relief.  
 
    “Oh, good,” she said. “Finally.”  
 
    I turned around to see where she was looking, and I couldn’t help but sigh as I spotted the fifth Journeyman of our team stalking across the quad.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Wemba muttered under his breath.  
 
    “Lady Haweg, give me strength,” Sae sighed.  
 
    It was Flaeth Miht. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 3  
 
    “Flaeth?” Sae hissed. “What in the pantheon’s name is she doing here?”  
 
    “Coming with me on placement,” I said with a sigh.  
 
    Flaeth stalked across the quad and stopped in front of the group with her hands on her hips.  
 
    She looked at me.  
 
    Then she looked at Seothan.  
 
    Then she looked back at me.  
 
    “No,” she said.  
 
    “Journeyman Flaeth,” Seothan began with a sigh, but Flaeth cut her off.  
 
    “No,” she snapped. “Absolutely not. How could you allow this?”  
 
    “Flaeth–” Seothan tried again.  
 
    “I kept my mouth shut when you insisted on allowing him into the ranks of the other Journeymen,” Flaeth said, which was a slightly insane statement given how loudly antagonistic she’d been throughout every single second of my Journeyman test. “But sending a human on a placement like this? What are you thinking?”  
 
    “I was thinking, Journeyman, that you are a student here and I am a tutor.” Seothan’s voice was hard enough to cut glass. “You are talented, Flaeth, no one can deny that, and no one can deny that your father is a very generous friend to House Siggwin. But you are still a student here, and your opinions are not worth more than the decisions of your tutors.”  
 
    “But–” Flaeth tried to speak, but this time it was Seothan who spoke over her.  
 
    “You have been afforded more privileges and opportunities than many of your peers could ever hope to dream of,” the tutor said in the same calm, cold voice. “And perhaps that has given you a false idea of authority. When it comes to guiding and directing your peers, you may exert your opinions and air your grievances as you wish. But when you are speaking to a tutor, you will abide by the decisions they have made, and listen to the words of beings older and more experienced than yourself. Am I clear?”  
 
    Flaeth’s skin was dark brown, but now her whole face seemed to have turned a saturated shade of puce. Her green eyes flashed with fury, and anger trembled in every line of her body from the tiny braids in her short green bob to the ends of her long, slender fingers.  
 
    For one long moment, she stared at Seothan.  
 
    Seothan stared back at her.  
 
    The air was so tense between them, that it felt like any sound made would have exploded the entire scene into a thousand tiny shards.  
 
    Then Flaeth swallowed.  
 
    “Of course,” she said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Excellent.” Seothan inclined her head. “Now, if you would all like to follow me, we will be on our way.”  
 
    Flaeth threw me a look that dripped with poison before she shoved her way through the other students so she would go through the gate first.  
 
    “Oh, gods.” Wemba let out a low whistle. “You know, Henry, I was kind of envious of you for a bit back there, but now I think I’m alright.”  
 
    “I don’t understand what her problem is.” Sae glared at Flaeth’s back. “She’s such a fucking bitch. If her father wasn’t so rich, no one would stand to be around her.”  
 
    “Come along,” Seothan called. “There’s no time to dawdle.”  
 
    “I’ve got to go,” I said. “But I’ll see you guys soon, okay?”  
 
    I hugged Wemba quickly and kissed Sae.  
 
    “May the gods smile on you, hero,” Wemba said as he slapped me on the shoulder in a brotherly gesture.  
 
    “I’ll make an offering for you,” Sae said as she gave me a wavering smile.  
 
    “And I’ll be thinking of you,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    She gave me a smile that seemed a bit more genuine, and she went to stand by Wemba’s side. They both waved to me, and I waved back before turning around to go with the other Journeymen out of the House Siggwin gates and into the city.  
 
    Pawen came to walk by my side.  
 
    “Hey,” she said.  
 
    “Hey,” I replied, and I smiled at her. “How are you doing?”  
 
    “I’m nervous,” she admitted with a little sigh.  
 
    “You’re a great cook, though,” I said in an encouraging tone. “You’ll do great.”  
 
    “Thanks.” She still didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “Well, look at it this way,” I said. “These placements are a big deal, right? The honor of House Siggwin, the reputation of the academy, all that?”  
 
    “Um…” She shot me a quizzical look. “That’s… encouraging to hear.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said with a chuckle. “My point is, if these things are important, they’re hardly going to choose someone who they think can’t handle it. Because it’s not just about us and our Journeyman marks, it’s about the House as a whole as well. So, it’s in their best interests to pick students who they think will excel and do a good job.”  
 
    “That’s true, I guess.” She looked down at the ground, and I could tell she was still wrestling with her doubts.  
 
    I nudged her shoulder gently.  
 
    “Hey,” I said. “It’ll be okay.”  
 
    “I do feel better knowing that you’re here with me.” Pawen glanced around at me, and an array of conflicting emotions flashed briefly in her luminous amber eyes. “I was so nervous this morning. But I do feel less worried about it now that you’re here.”  
 
    My stomach turned over in a way that was both queasy and amazing as I looked into her beautiful face. Pawen’s bright eyes were almond-shaped and very different from Sae’s, which were dark and round. Her lashes were lighter and a little less thick than Sae’s, but her lashes paled in comparison to the brilliant hue of her irises.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked with a faintly anxious note in her voice, and I realized I’d been staring at her without speaking.  
 
    “Your eyes,” I said. “They remind me of honey.”  
 
    From her reaction, that was evidently the last thing that Pawen had expected me to say. Her mouth opened a little, and she stared at me with a dumbstruck look on her face. I was about to apologize, but then her expression changed to a shy smile.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said in a quiet voice.  
 
    She slipped her hand around my elbow and leaned her shoulder against mine for a few paces before we had to turn a corner, and she had to step away from my side to avoid tripping over a cobblestone in the street.  
 
    I missed the feeling of her shoulder against mine, but she looked over at me and gave me another shy smile.  
 
    Sae had been very outspoken about the fact that she didn’t expect me to be monogamous. Things seemed to be done differently here, and I couldn’t deny the fact that I found Pawen very attractive. Sae was perfect and amazing, and Pawen was just as lovely, just in different ways.  
 
    I felt that there was a special punishment waiting in the afterlife for anyone who cheated on their partner, but it was different when both parties had made a mutual agreement based on their respect and affection for each other. I would never have done anything to hurt Sae, and she’d assured me more than once that she was happy for me to be with other women.  
 
    I’d always thought that people loved in different ways, and a healthy and happy relationship would look different for everyone. I knew my heart was big enough to love more than one person, and it was pretty amazing that I’d met someone who knew that kind of relationship didn’t mean I liked her any less.  
 
    Of course, that didn’t mean that Pawen saw things the same way that Sae and I did.  
 
    If we ever reached a stage in our friendship when things might progress to the next level, then that was a conversation we would have to have.  
 
    But for now, I was more than happy to just spend time in Pawen’s company.  
 
    We walked on together in silence, but it was a companionable silence, and I liked that neither of us felt the need to rush in and fill the space between us with conversation just for the sake of talking. Occasionally, we would look at each other and smile, and she brushed her shoulder against my arm a few times as we walked close by each other’s side.  
 
    I hadn’t been in this part of the city before, but it was clear that this was where the money was.  
 
    The houses in the middle of the city around the market square were squat, broad buildings of white plaster and heavy black beams with wide, short windows that wrapped around the walls. Some of them were more tumbledown than others and had a slightly crazed air with missing tiles from their gable roofs.  
 
    But as we moved away from the harbor and walked through the streets on the other side of the square, the houses became taller and narrower. They were built of reddish brick with creamy white trim around the doors and windows, and many of them were set back a little from the street so visitors had to walk up a gravel drive to reach them. Some of the houses were behind tall brick walls, and I only caught glimpses of what they looked like through the heavy iron gates that kept the rest of the street at bay.  
 
    “This is lixen,” Pawen murmured.  
 
    “Lixen?” I asked.  
 
    “You know, grand,” she explained. “Expensive.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, definitely,” I agreed, and then added, “I’m not actually from Hid, I’m from a little backwater village in the outer kingdoms, so some of your expressions are a bit strange to me.”  
 
    “I know,” she said, and then she bit her lip and looked down.  
 
    “You know?” I asked in amusement.  
 
    “Yes.” She looked a little embarrassed. “I mean, I heard. People were talking about you.”  
 
    “Oh, I see.” I nodded. “There aren’t many humans in the academy, so I guess I attract attention.”  
 
    “It’s not just that,” Pawen said. “Not just being a human, I mean. You’re a human who can cook. And cook really well. And you’re… well, I mean, some of the other skinfolk girls were talking about you.”  
 
    “They were?” I asked in surprise. “Why?”  
 
    “Just… you know.” Pawen looked so awkward that I decided to change the subject.  
 
    I pointed at the house we were passing. It had a green door that was in the middle of being repainted yellow.  
 
    “That’s lixen,” I said.  
 
    “Um…” Pawen hesitated.  
 
    “That’s lixen.” I pointed at a puddle at the side of the road.  
 
    Pawen started to smile as she realized I was joking.  
 
    “That’s lixen.” I gestured to a bird perched on a wall we passed, and then to the spot where someone’s horse had taken a moment to relieve itself in the middle of the street. “That’s so lixen.”  
 
    Pawen burst into a giggle and clapped her hand over her mouth.  
 
    “What?” I feigned innocence. “Isn’t it so lixen?”  
 
    “Um, no.” Pawen managed to smother her laughter. “No, sorry, that’s, uh, that’s not lixen.”  
 
    “There’s so much to learn here,” I said with a dramatic sigh.  
 
    “Don’t worry.” She bumped her shoulder against my arm. “I’ll teach you.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I grinned down at her.  
 
    “Everyone!” Seothan called from the head of the group, and we gathered in front of a very tall house with a short gravel driveway leading to the front behind a high wall.  
 
    The house was built from warm red brick, and there was cream trim with molded flowers and leaves over the door and windows. There was a narrow flowerbed set flush against the house’s front on either side of the door, and it was full of yellow, orange, and red flowers that were varieties I didn’t recognize.  
 
    The front door of this house had also recently been repainted, and its yellow paint gleamed in the sunlight. There was a wreath of sunflowers hanging by the heavy brass knocker, and I remembered that Sae had mentioned sunflowers were an important part of Breost’s Day. I wondered if the door had been repainted yellow as part of the festival celebrations as well.  
 
    “Keep close to me, please,” Seothan directed, and she led the way up the gravel drive.  
 
    But we didn’t go in the front door, instead, the tutor directed us to a side door on the left-hand wall of the house, which was set in a narrow recess so it wasn’t immediately visible from the front gate.  
 
    “Is this the servants’ entrance?” Isernesk asked in a doubtful voice.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” Seothan said.  
 
    “But…” he began.  
 
    “We are here to serve the family in our capacity as Journeymen,” Flaeth cut him off. “It’s hardly practical for us to use the front entrance, is it?”  
 
    “No,” he said, but he still sounded doubtful.  
 
    “Leave your ego at the gate, Journeyman,” Flaeth snarled. “We are here on a pious mission, and if you can’t set your own self aside for the glory of the gods, then maybe you’re in the wrong profession.”  
 
    Isernesk subsided in humiliation, and I saw the back of his neck flush an angry red.  
 
    I looked at Pawen, raised my eyebrows, and we both grinned at Flaeth’s continued and seemingly total lack of self-awareness.  
 
    Seothan knocked on the door, and after a few moments, it was opened by a flustered-looking small fey boy in a stained apron.  
 
    “Yes?” he asked.  
 
    “I am Seothan from House Siggwin,” the tutor said. “Here to drop off the team of Journeymen who will be cooking for the family for the festival.”  
 
    “Oh!” The confusion cleared from the boy’s face, and he looked relieved. “Yes, we’ve been expecting you.”  
 
    He stood back and let us in.  
 
    The side door led to a small passageway with a stone floor and walls painted in plain white limewash. Straight ahead was a small flight of stairs going up, and I guessed that they would lead to the main rooms of the house.  
 
    To the left, the passageway stretched away and led to two rooms.  
 
    “I know the way,” Seothan said to the fey boy. “You may leave us.”  
 
    The boy nodded and ran down the passageway to the first door on the left-hand side. He shoved it open, and for a moment, I caught a glimpse of a busy kitchen bustling with noise and commotion. Then the door swung shut behind him, and the sound abruptly cut off. 
 
    Seothan went to the second door, pushed it open, and led the way into another huge kitchen.  
 
    The floor was gray flagstones, and the white walls were hung with a gleaming array of copper pots and pans. A wooden rack hung from the center of the ceiling, and it was draped with bunches of drying herbs and flowers.  
 
    The main feature in the room was a big, long table made of pale wood, and the back wall behind the table was entirely taken up with an enormous oven like a range. It was made of shining, dark green metal, and it was a huge step up from the simple clay ovens that we used at the academy.  
 
    “Now that,” I whispered to Pawen, “has got to be lixen.”  
 
    “Journeymen.” Seothan stopped in the middle of the room beside the table, spun around, and looked at us gravely. “This is where I leave you. Now…” 
 
    She looked at Flaeth and inclined her head in a slight nod. Flaeth’s lips curled in a slight, but very smug, grin.  
 
    Seothan looked down, but not before I saw her roll her eyes.  
 
    “Flaeth Miht is in charge of your team,” Seothan said. “You are to honor her directions in all things, and while you are all equals here, she is to be your guide with how the team is run.”  
 
    It was a patently placatory gesture, and I wondered if Seothan was mindful of the fact that Flaeth’s rich daddy could probably make things quite unpleasant for her if the news got out that she’d humiliated his daughter in front of her peers.  
 
    Still, the end result was that Flaeth got what she wanted, and although her face was now calm, she couldn’t hide the satisfied purse of her lips as she nodded in acceptance of Seothan’s comment.  
 
    “I expect to be kept informed with regular updates,” Seothan said. “And if any of you have any problems, please speak to your tutors, and we will do our best to help you. Flaeth, if you come with me upstairs, I will introduce you to the family.”  
 
    The two fey left the kitchen, and there was a brief moment of silence as the rest of us digested everything that had happened.  
 
    “This is great,” Isernesk murmured to Blodlaeth. “Flaeth will take the fall if anything goes wrong. And now we’re in the perfect position to get our names out there. If we do a good enough job, the family is sure to remember us.”  
 
    “And we will do a good enough job,” Blodlaeth agreed. “This is going to be incredible.”  
 
    “We’re going to be incredible.” Isernesk grinned.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows a tiny bit at Pawen, and she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “What about them?” Blodlaeth said, and it took me a moment to realize that he was talking about Pawen and me.  
 
    The two Journeymen looked at us with an unmistakable disdain in their eyes.  
 
    “Well…” The corner of Isernesk’s mouth twitched in a pitying smile. “I don’t think either will really prove to be much competition, do you?”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s what Seothan meant when she was talking about teamwork,” I said in an even tone.  
 
    Isernesk snorted.  
 
    “Well, no offense,” Blodlaeth said. “But, I think this will be quite challenging for both of you.”  
 
    “Why is that?” I asked.  
 
    “Well…” He gave a little laugh. “This is just a bit above your head, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Oh, yes, of course you’re right,” I deadpanned. “I’d forgotten that.” 
 
    “And everyone knows you went crazy and had to leave the academy for months,” Isernesk said to Pawen. “So, you’re probably going to crack under the pressure.”  
 
    Pawen stared at him. She seemed too stunned to speak, but her face went very pale and the breath whistled in and out of her flared nostrils.  
 
    “There’s a difference between being competitive and being an asshole,” I snapped. “I’d have thought you’d have learned that by now seeing as how you’re both so smart.”  
 
    They looked a bit taken aback.  
 
    Normally, I didn’t lose my cool, and I generally met any racist comments directed at me with a smile and something inoffensive. But it was different when someone was being deliberately cruel to one of my friends.  
 
    “You can’t talk to us like that,” Blodlaeth said.  
 
    “You heard what Seothan said,” I retorted. “We’re all equals here.”  
 
    Isernesk scoffed.  
 
    Blodlaeth still looked shocked that a lowly human had spoken to him in the way he deserved.  
 
    I ignored him and touched Pawen’s shoulder.  
 
    Some of the color was coming back into her face, and she blinked a couple of times as her breathing got a little easier.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her in a low voice.  
 
    She nodded wordlessly.  
 
    I wondered what Isernesk had been talking about when he said Pawen went crazy. I knew she’d taken time off, but I’d thought it had been for a physical illness rather than something mental or emotional.  
 
    Still, if that was something that Pawen wanted me to know, then she would tell me when she was ready.  
 
    There was the sound of footsteps in the passageway outside, and Flaeth and Seothan came back into the kitchen.  
 
    Flaeth looked around the room with a cool and slightly contemptuous smile. It seemed to be directed at all of us and not just at me, which was a refreshing change.  
 
    “Journeymen,” Seothan said. “You have the rest of the afternoon to acquaint yourselves with this kitchen’s facilities. You will cook your own meals this evening, and tomorrow you will begin cooking the wicfood for the family.”  
 
    “Where are we going to sleep?” Isernesk asked.  
 
    “I will show you,” the tutor replied. “Follow me.”  
 
    She went out of the room, and Flaeth gestured impatiently for us to hurry up.  
 
    “That door leads to the first kitchen,” Seothan said as she pointed to the door on the left-hand side.  
 
    She walked along the passage and climbed up the stairwell. There was another passageway halfway up the stairs. While the rest of the flight continued up, Seothan turned left down this new passageway, which led to a row of doors set in the wall.  
 
    “These are your rooms,” she said and pushed open the first two doors to reveal two identical bedroom with simple but comfortable-looking wooden beds, wooden desks, and wooden clothes chests. The walls were painted a soft yellow, and there was a window at the end of both rooms that let in the afternoon sunlight.  
 
    “One for the men, one for the women,” Seothan directed. “There is also a washroom in each one. Unpack your things, make yourselves comfortable, and make sure you get plenty of rest tonight. You’ll need it for tomorrow.”  
 
    “Do we get to find out precisely what we’re doing here?” Isernesk asked.  
 
    “Of course.” Seothan nodded. “The lady of the house, Mistress Semeresk, is expecting her first child. You are here to ensure the safe delivery of the child and the health of the mother. The family is also very keen for the baby to be born during the festival. Her husband, Master Semeresk, is particularly anxious for this to be a lucky child.”  
 
    I was kind of surprised having a child on a specific date could determine their fortunes, but the others nodded like this was normal.  
 
    “I trust you will treat this assignment with the utmost respect,” Seothan said. “And act with all the tact, care, and empathy that this family deserves.”  
 
    “We will,” Flaeth said.  
 
    “Yes,” Isernesk added. “You can rely on us.”  
 
    Flaeth looked at him quickly, and Isernesk met her eyes with a bold stare.  
 
    “Excellent,” Seothan said. “The house staff will provide any ingredients you might need, though the pantry is very well-stocked. I will see you all soon. Enjoy the festivities.”  
 
    She turned and walked back along the passageway. We heard her footsteps going down the stairs and then there was silence.  
 
    As soon as the tutor was out of earshot, Flaeth clapped her hands together as though addressing a huge crowd.  
 
    “Right,” she announced. “Seothan put me in charge.”  
 
    “Yes, we know,” Isernesk snapped. 
 
    Flaeth ignored his interruption.  
 
    “We are to confine ourselves to the second kitchen,” she said. “The first kitchen is still being used by the regular cook staff, and they will be cooking the family’s meals as normal. You are not to go in there and bother them.”  
 
    “Neither are you,” Isernesk said.  
 
    “What?” Flaeth bristled.  
 
    “You said ‘you are not to go in there,’” Isernesk repeated. “But you’re not going in there, either.”  
 
    “Fine,” Flaeth gritted out. “We are not to go into the first kitchen. Does that satisfy you?”  
 
    Isernesk shrugged.  
 
    “We will move between the second kitchen and our rooms here,” Flaeth continued. “If we leave the house, it must always be via the servants’ entrance where we came in. We are not to venture upstairs into the main house without either permission or a good reason. We are to be invisible. All requests must be made through me. Is that clear?”  
 
    Isernesk clenched his jaw.  
 
    But he nodded, and so did Blodlaeth and Pawen.  
 
    Flaeth’s posturing made me want to roll my eyes, but I was interested that even Isernesk was agreeing to go along with her. So, I nodded my head as well, and Flaeth seemed satisfied that we were all going to obey her without too much questioning or dissent in the ranks.  
 
    “Good,” she said. “You can unpack your bags now, and as soon as you’re done, I want you all back in the kitchen.”  
 
    Isernesk, Blodlaeth, and I stepped forward to go into our bedroom, but Flaeth leaned across the doorway and blocked it with her arm before we could step over the threshold.  
 
    “Isernesk,” she said. “Do you have a problem with my authority?”  
 
    The dwarf looked at her with anger and frustration written all over his face.  
 
    “I have a problem with you bossing us around,” he said.  
 
    “I am bossing you around because I am in charge.” Flaeth’s voice was even and very calm. “And this assignment will only succeed if we are orderly and disciplined. I have no intention of coming out of this with anything less than top marks and a glowing recommendation from this family, and I imagine that you want exactly the same thing. So. Do you want to question me any further? Should I explain myself to you in more detail?”  
 
    Isernesk glared up at her.  
 
    Flaeth’s green eyes met his black gaze.  
 
    After a long, tense moment of silent confrontation, Isernesk looked away. A faint, triumphant smile flashed across Flaeth’s face before the fey brought her features back under control.  
 
    “Journeyman?” she prodded.  
 
    “I have no questions,” Isernesk muttered.  
 
    “Good. Let’s keep it that way.” Flaeth leaned back from the doorway.  
 
    Without a second glance, she walked into her bedroom, and Pawen followed her silently.  
 
    Isernesk stomped into the room and flung his satchel down on the nearest bed.  
 
    “Who does she think she is!” he raged. “She’s so fucking entitled, I could fucking strangle her!”  
 
    “I know,” Blodlaeth said in a gloomy tone. “She’s so confident and strong.”  
 
    “She’s not strong!” Isernesk hissed. “She’s just a bitch.”  
 
    All the earlier bluster seemed to have left them.  
 
    I went to the bed closest to the window and sat down on the mattress. It creaked pleasantly under my weight. The pillows were plump, and the bedsheets were woven from soft, saffron-yellow wool.  
 
    From here, I could look out the window, and the view was a picturesque look out over the garden at the back of the house. There was a soft, green lawn, a stone fountain around a statue of a figure that I assumed would be one of the gods, and neat, rectangular flower beds along the edges of the lawn. There were more of the same flowers back here that I’d seen at the front of the house, but in the furthest bed beyond the fountain was a row of tall, golden sunflowers. Each one beamed like a golden sun, and their cheerful heads nodded in the gentle breeze.  
 
    The other two Journeymen were still grousing, but I ignored them and unpacked my bag. It felt like hours had passed since Sae had so lovingly folded away all of my clothes, and I missed her with a sudden pang in my heart.  
 
    I couldn’t wait until I could see her again, and I could already imagine her delighted reaction to the story of Flaeth’s conflict with Isernesk. Sae loved gossip, and although she might pretend she wanted a quiet life, she couldn’t hide the way her eyes lit up with delight any time she was presented with a juicy tidbit of drama.  
 
    “Are you laughing at us?” Isernesk snarled.  
 
    “No,” I replied.  
 
    I snapped Wemba’s bag shut and slid it underneath the bed.  
 
    “Why were you smiling?” Blodlaeth asked in a suspicious tone.  
 
    “I didn’t realize that I was smiling,” I replied.  
 
    “Well, you were,” he insisted.  
 
    “I was probably thinking about my woman,” I said, and it gave me a little thrill to say the words “my woman” out loud.  
 
    “You have a woman?” Blodlaeth asked in disbelief.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “She’s finfolk. Her name is Sae.”  
 
    “Finfolk?” the fey repeated.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    He looked both puzzled and disgusted.  
 
    I guessed that the idea of a human having a relationship with someone of another race was a foreign concept to him.  
 
    “I’m going to go down to the kitchen,” I said.  
 
    “Wait!” Isernesk leaped to his feet, opened his bag, and started frantically shoving his clothes into the chest at the foot of his bed. “We have to go down together.”  
 
    “So, it doesn’t look like I’m more prepared or enthusiastic than you?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “No,” he snapped. “It’s not about that at all.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said.  
 
    “It’s so we all look professional,” he insisted. “We’ve got to present a unified front.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said again with a smile.  
 
    The dwarf scowled.  
 
    “Blodlaeth,” he snapped. “Get a fucking move on.”  
 
    When the two of them had finished unpacking, we went down to the kitchen.  
 
    Flaeth and Pawen were already there. Pawen was leaning against the table, and Flaeth was rummaging in all of the cupboards.  
 
    Pawen looked up as we came in, and when I raised my eyebrows at her, she pulled a sad face that was so comical it made me grin as I went over to her.  
 
    “Are you excited at the thought of having a roommate?” I murmured in her ear.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” she replied in a whisper. “So excited. It’s very lixen.”  
 
    We grinned at each other in our shared joke.  
 
    Flaeth spun around from the cupboard and scowled at us.  
 
    “There you are, finally,” she said. “We need to run through our plan for the next few days. If that is acceptable to everyone involved?”  
 
    Her voice was heavy with sarcasm, and Isernesk shifted uncomfortably.  
 
    “I think it’s acceptable to all of us,” I said.  
 
    Flaeth’s nostrils flared at the fact that I’d dared to speak to her.  
 
    “So.” She composed herself. “I had a look at all of your academic records to get an idea of where your strengths might lie.”  
 
    “I thought our records were confidential,” Isernesk protested.  
 
    “They are,” Flaeth said and then carried on as calmly as though she’d made a comment about the weather. “Isernesk, it’s clear that you have an excellent talent for flavors, so I’m putting you in charge of sauces, dressings, and soups. Pawen, you are a very skilled pastry chef, so, you will be taking care of all baked goods. Blodlaeth, you are a consummate butcher, so you will be in charge of preparing the steaks and joints.”  
 
    The sulky expression lifted from Isernesk’s face at Flaeth’s praise. 
 
    Blodlaeth actually blushed a little, and Pawen nodded slightly with the beginnings of a small smile around her lips.  
 
    I disliked Flaeth almost as much as she hated me, but I couldn’t stop a faint stab of admiration at her handling of the team. She knew Isernesk had been angry and humiliated and was probably just waiting for an excuse to undermine her. Upstairs, she’d shown her strength, and down here in the kitchen, she was showing her fairness. She might have enough ego to topple an elephant, but she wasn’t above noticing the qualities of others.  
 
    “Where will I be?” I asked.  
 
    Flaeth’s lip curled.  
 
    “You will be on pot wash duty,” she said.  
 
    The admiration I’d just felt for her died away as suddenly as it had arrived.  
 
    “Pot wash?” I repeated in disbelief.  
 
    “Pot wash.” She looked me up and down.  
 
    “But I’m here to cook,” I insisted. “You know I can cook, you’ve seen what I can do, and I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t able to contribute.” 
 
    “Henry is an excellent cook,” Pawen added. “He wouldn’t have been promoted to Journeyman so quickly if he wasn’t capable.”  
 
    I shot her a grateful smile at her defense of me, but Flaeth wouldn’t be moved.  
 
    “I don’t care why you were assigned to this placement,” she said in a voice that was icy cold. “Whatever political decision this was has nothing to do with me. As long as you are on this placement, my word is law, and if you have a problem with that, then you can leave. Do you wish to leave here and forfeit your place?”  
 
    “No.” I bit off the word.  
 
    “Good.” She smiled. “I’m sure your… talents will be admirably suited to the task of keeping the kitchen clean. And you can start by sharpening these knives. The last team here clearly forgot to clean up after themselves.”  
 
    My fists clenched at my sides.  
 
    I made myself take a long, deep breath as I met Flaeth’s haughty green eyes.  
 
    Her eyelashes fluttered for a second before she turned away and clapped her hands together.  
 
    “Come on,” she directed. “Let’s get started.”  
 
    I went to the rack of utensils on the wall next to the sink and pulled down the first knife.  
 
    This wasn’t the end.  
 
    I might have to bite my tongue for now, but I was going to find a way around this, come hell or high water. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The next morning, we gathered around the table in the kitchen and ate the cold biscuits we’d made the night before.  
 
    As the early light filtered in through the window, Flaeth laid out the plan for that day.  
 
    “The family will be attending the Os twice today,” she said. “They will have breakfast here at the house, at lunchtime they will attend the Os where they will make their offerings, and then they will attend the Os again at dinnertime.”  
 
    “We don’t have to make their breakfast though, do we?” Blodlaeth asked.  
 
    “No.” Flaeth shook her head. “Today their breakfast is mundane food, so the regular kitchen staff will take care of that, which will give us time to prepare the lunchtime offerings.”  
 
    “Have they made a decision on what kind of offering they want to make?” Isernesk asked. “Or do they want us to plan it for them?” 
 
    “They have decided,” Flaeth replied. “They want to offer a three-course meal with wicfood elements in each dish. We will cook the meal here in the kitchen, then I will take it upstairs where the family will accompany the dishes to the Os. They will make their offering at the temple, and when they return, the regular staff will make lunch for the family and for us.” 
 
    “The regular staff are cooking for us, too?” Blodlaeth asked in surprise.  
 
    “Most of our meals, yes,” Flaeth said. “That will give us more time to focus on preparing the wicfood offerings. Does anyone have any more questions?”  
 
    We all shook our heads.  
 
    Flaeth’s green eyes bored into me, but I just gave her a sunny smile and nodded my head peacefully.  
 
    A look of confusion passed briefly over her face before she turned away.  
 
    I grinned to myself. I’d been angry last night, but I had a cooler head this morning. And I knew for a fact that there was no way Flaeth could keep me chained to the sink forever. The team had been put together with the assumption that every Journeyman would be involved in the cooking, and Flaeth would soon start to struggle if she insisted on carrying on with only three members of her team actively taking part.  
 
    I was happy to bide my time at the sink and use this opportunity to get a feel for how the others worked.  
 
    “Everyone, hurry up and finish your breakfast,” Flaeth commanded. “We need to make a start as soon as possible.”  
 
    I finished my biscuits and went over to the sink without waiting for Flaeth to send me there. I quickly discovered my earlier assumption was correct. I had an unparalleled view of how each member of the team worked in this environment.  
 
    The menu that Flaeth had planned for the family’s lunchtime offering was made up of three courses. The starter was freshly-made toasted crackers with a ginger and chora seed preserve. The main course was a lamb joint in a brown sugar, cinnamon, and hos bramble glaze with fresh greenroots as a side. The dessert was tiny pancakes with a sweet orange and lemon sauce.  
 
    Flaeth put Blodlaeth in charge of preparing the lamb joint and assigned Isernesk to the preserve for the starter, the glaze for the main, and the orange and lemon sauce for the dessert. She gave Pawen the job of making the crackers and pancakes.  
 
    When Flaeth assigned all the tasks, she had been noticeably silent about what exactly she would be doing, and I fully expected her to stand back and just bark orders.  
 
    But I was pleasantly surprised to see she threw herself into every aspect of cooking the meal.  
 
    She did plenty of barking orders as well, but she also peeled the chora seeds and ginger, scrubbed the greenroots, and took on the boring task of picking all of the tiny leaves off the hos brambles.  
 
    The fey was normally very poised and collected, but all that posturing vanished, and she was totally focused on the cooking. Her face was flushed, and strands of her sleek green hair stuck to her sweaty forehead. For the first time, I noticed the marks on her hands, old burn scars, and nicks from chopping with sharp knives.  
 
    They weren’t the hands of some pampered princess.  
 
    They were the hands of an experienced cook.  
 
    But, as the morning sped by, I had less and less time to watch Flaeth at work. I was bent over the sink as I scrubbed plates, bowls, knives, chopping boards, and spoons, and I thought wistfully of the dishwasher back in my old diner.  
 
    And when I wasn’t washing up, I was trying to tactfully avoid disaster.  
 
    “Pawen!” Flaeth barked. “Why aren’t the crackers ready yet? They should have been in the oven five minutes ago.”  
 
    “They’re almost ready,” Pawen replied as her hands quickly sprinkled flour over the table and tipped the dough out onto the surface.  
 
    “That’s not good enough,” Flaeth snapped. “You need to move more quickly. Isernesk, I had those chora seeds ready for you. Why aren’t you roasting them yet?”  
 
    “I’m stewing the hos bramble,” Isernesk retorted. “It takes longer to cook than the chora seeds, unless you don’t want the bramble to have any flavor at all.”  
 
    “What I want is for you to get a grip and do your job,” Flaeth snarled. “We’re running out of time, Journeymen! Pawen! Why aren’t you cutting out that dough yet?”  
 
    Pawen didn’t say anything. Her hands moved quickly through the motions of kneading the dough and rolling it out, but her jaw was clenched into a tight line, and I could see the tension trembling in her fingers.  
 
    As soon as Flaeth turned away, I stepped close to the table by Pawen’s side.  
 
    “You’re doing great,” I whispered encouragingly. “Don’t listen to her.”  
 
    “She’s right,” Pawen muttered. “I’m not quick enough.” 
 
    “It’s the first day,” I said. “And she’s running you all ragged.”  
 
    “It would be so much easier if we were all cooking together.” She swallowed. “We’re meant to be a team of five cooks, not four cooks and a potwasher.”  
 
    “I know.” I glanced over to where Flaeth was examining Blodlaeth’s work on the joint. “Hopefully she’ll realize that before something goes horribly wrong.”  
 
    “Fuck!” Isernesk hissed.  
 
    I spun around and saw him frantically snatching one of the pans from the open heat on top of the stove. Smoke was starting to rise out from it, and I caught a glimpse of charred and ruined chora seeds before the dwarf exclaimed in pain and dropped the pan back on the stovetop.  
 
    I snatched up a rag to protect my hand from the heat, grabbed the smoking pan, and dumped it and its contents into the sink. I picked up a freshly-washed pan from the rack and handed it back to Isernesk.  
 
    He took it with a wary look on his face as though he expected it to grow fangs and bite him.  
 
    I just shrugged and smiled, and he turned back to the stove with a frown and reached for the jar of chora seeds.  
 
    “I’ll do that,” I said. “I can peel them.”  
 
    “I don’t need your help,” he hissed.  
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged again.  
 
    Isernesk spun back to the stove and almost spilled the chora seeds everywhere in his hurry to measure them out again.  
 
    I turned my attention back to the still-smoking pan.  
 
    “What’s burning?” Flaeth demanded. “I can smell smoke.”  
 
    “Just some leftover bits at the bottom of the pan,” I lied. “I put cold water in to stop it.”  
 
    “Don’t do that, it warps the metal,” she snapped.  
 
    “My mistake,” I replied.  
 
    Isernesk shot me a confused glance but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Pawen!” Flaeth snapped. “Where are those crackers?”  
 
    Pawen’s fingers were shaking as she pressed the dough into small round shapes on the baking tray. Her amber eyes were panicked, and she swallowed hard as though she was trying not to cry.  
 
    I felt so sorry for her that I had to fight the urge to lean over and help her, but all that would do was bring down Flaeth’s anger on both of us.  
 
    Pawen was a good cook, but even the best cook would find it difficult to work in an environment where people were shouting at them. Tensions always ran high in kitchens, and I’d worked in some incredibly toxic places over the years, which had only impressed on me the fact that while working in a restaurant could be stressful, being an asshole about it was entirely a personal choice.  
 
    Quite apart from anything else, Flaeth’s attitude was in danger of completely ruining the wicfood.  
 
    The magical ingredients would absorb the emotions of the person cooking them, so it was vitally important that a chef learn to control their feelings. It was why meditation classes and breathwork practices formed a part of the majority of the wicfood classes at House Siggwin.  
 
    If Pawen’s tension and anxiety bled out of her and into the food she was preparing, there was a good chance that it would ruin the entire dish.  
 
    I placed the scoured pan on the drying rack and stepped back to Pawen’s side. I put a steadying hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I whispered.  
 
    “I’m ruining this.” Her voice was trembling. “I can’t do it.”  
 
    “Yes, you can.” I squeezed her shoulder firmly. “You’re a great cook, Pawen. I know this, you know this, Flaeth knows this, your tutors know this. That’s why you’re here. Just breathe, okay?”  
 
    Pawen looked around at me. Her amber eyes were bleak with despair, and my heart ached for her.  
 
    “With me,” I coached, and I took a deep breath to demonstrate. “Inhale. Now hold. And exhale.”  
 
    Pawen copied me.  
 
    “That’s great.” I gave her an encouraging smile. “And again, okay? Inhale. Hold it. Exhale. Inhale. Hold it. Exhale.”  
 
    Some of the panic faded from Pawen’s face as I guided her through several rounds of controlled breathing.  
 
    “Pawen!” Flaeth bellowed. “Where are those crackers?”  
 
    “Thank you,” Pawen whispered to me before she grabbed the tray of cracker dough and turned to place it in the oven.  
 
    “Henry, clean your station,” Flaeth barked. “I can see dirty things piling up there.”  
 
    There was a grand total of two dirty spoons waiting on the side for me to wash up. 
 
    I dropped them into the sink, and while I quickly scrubbed them clean, I stole glances behind me at Pawen as she made a start on the pancake batter.  
 
    She seemed a little more confident, but she still kept looking at Flaeth like she expected Flaeth to bite her head off, and I couldn’t blame her.  
 
    But the team worked steadily, and by the time a servant came down from upstairs to help collect the food, everything was complete.  
 
    The servant was pushing a trolley that held a large wooden box that turned out to be full of shelves. Flaeth personally placed every covered dish into the box and then escorted the trolley out through the side door as the servant took it around to the front of the house where it would travel with the family to the Os.  
 
    As soon as Flaeth had left the room, Isernesk and Blodlaeth rolled the cricks out of their necks and looked at each other.  
 
    “Pub?” Isernesk said.  
 
    “Pub.” Blodlaeth nodded.  
 
    “Tell Flaeth we’ve gone out and we’ll be back before it’s time to cook the evening offering,” Isernesk said to Pawen.  
 
    “Um, alright,” she said.  
 
    The two of them barely waited for the words to leave her mouth before they practically bolted out of the room. 
 
    “Your work’s not over yet,” Pawen said, and we looked out over the room full of soiled dishes and dirty utensils. “I’ll help you with the cleanup.”  
 
    “No, you won’t,” I said in a tone of playful authority. “You’ve done your work, so now’s the time when you sit down and have a rest.”  
 
    “I should help you,” she protested. 
 
    “You can help me by sitting down and telling me more about this festival.” I began gathering up the dirty dishes and putting them in the sink. “What’s your favorite part of it?”  
 
    “The sunflowers,” Pawen said immediately, and then she looked down a little awkwardly at her hands as though she thought I would find her enthusiasm off-putting.  
 
    “It is nice seeing them on people’s doors,” I agreed with a smile. “Are they your favorite flower?”  
 
    “One of them.” Pawen ventured a shy smile. “I love flowers. I used to go running in the fields around my parents’ house. There were such beautiful flowers around there. Windblooms, firehearts, sunflowers, meadow innocents…”  
 
    “That sounds really nice,” I said.  
 
    “Yes. It was.” Pawen’s voice went quiet, and I wondered if talking about her parents’ house was upsetting for her. Maybe the reason why she’d had to take time off was because a family member had died.  
 
    I knew from personal experience just how devastating that could be, so I tried to find a different topic of conversation.  
 
    “Do you know what the family’s doing at the temple?” I asked.  
 
    “They’re making the offering,” Pawen said in a surprised tone. “Didn’t you hear Flaeth explain?”  
 
    “Yes, no, I know that,” I said. “But what does that mean? Who eats the food? Does the family eat it? The priests?” 
 
    “Have you never made a festival offering before?” The skinfolk woman tilted her head to the side and gave me a curious look.  
 
    “Little backwater village, remember?” I said with a smile. “We didn’t have a temple there. We didn’t worship the gods in the same way you do here.”  
 
    “That’s such a foreign idea to me.” Pawen pursed her lips in thought. “The gods are everywhere. How can they be so strongly felt in Hid but not somewhere else?”  
 
    “Beats me.” I shrugged. “I guess that’s a question for the priests.”  
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “Well, to answer your question about the offering… The family will go to the Os with the wicfood, and they will offer it dish by dish on the temple altar. They will take a small bite out of each bit of food and pray over it. One of the priests or an acolyte might pray with them or guide them in meditation over the tastes they take of the offerings. When all the dishes have been offered up, there will be a longer time of prayer or silent meditation on the food they’ve just eaten. Then they’ll come home, eat their real meal, and this evening they’ll do it all over again.”  
 
    “Right.” I considered what Pawen had just said. “It’s quite a lengthy process, then.”  
 
    “It is,” she agreed.  
 
    “What happens to the food afterward?” I asked. “Do the priests eat it?”  
 
    “The gods eat it,” Pawen said as though it was obvious.  
 
    “Really?” I asked.  
 
    Pawen’s eyes widened as though I’d said something quite scandalous.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “That’s the whole point of making the offerings. It’s food for the gods.”  
 
    “I know I’ve heard people say that,” I said. “But I thought it was just a figure of speech.”  
 
    “Oh, no, it’s literal,” Pawen assured me.  
 
    “So, have you seen the gods eat the food?” I asked. “Have you seen the gods in person?”  
 
    “Well, no.” Pawen frowned. “The gods don’t appear to their subjects in corporeal form. We leave the temple before the gods descend, to give them privacy.”  
 
    “So, you haven’t seen them actually eat the food?” I asked. “I’m sorry, I’m not being rude, I’m just trying to understand.”  
 
    “It’s not for us to see those things,” Pawen said simply.  
 
    I nodded as though I understood. Privately, I thought it was a very corporate-sounding answer and a handy way to get around the possibility that the priests might be eating all the wicfood themselves.  
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t have had such a hard time buying the idea of gods coming down in person to eat their offerings. I was in a magical world, after all, and I’d experienced the effects of wicfood for myself more than once, so maybe my cynicism was unfounded.  
 
    “What about the food for the lady of the house?” I asked. “If she’s pregnant, and we’re making wicfood to petition the gods for the safe arrival of her baby, does she eat the food herself? Or is it offered in the same way as the festival wicfood?”  
 
    “I don’t actually know,” Pawen admitted. “I’ve never been in a situation like this before.”  
 
    “Is this your first placement?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes.” Pawen nodded. She began to say something else, but then she stopped herself.  
 
    There was a little pause during which the skinfolk woman looked down at her hands with such a sad expression on her face that I desperately wanted to comfort her in some way.  
 
    “You can tell me about it if you want.” I made my voice as soft and gentle as possible. “But if you don’t want to, then that’s okay, too.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” she mumbled. “Tell you about what?”  
 
    “About what’s making you look so sad,” I replied. “Is it to do with what Isernesk said?”  
 
    “About me going crazy?” Her voice had a flat note to it.  
 
    “About you taking time off from your studies,” I corrected.  
 
    “Yeah.” She swallowed hard.  
 
    There was another pause.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “I only asked because sometimes it’s good to talk about these things, you know? But we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. We don’t have to talk at all, in fact. Or tell me more about Breost’s Day. Sae said something about gingerbread, I think.”  
 
    “Lady Breost counts ginger and spices among her favorite offerings,” Pawen said.  
 
    “Oh, right.” I nodded. “That makes sense. I’d probably want gingerbread as my favorite offering, too, if I was a god.”  
 
    “I had a love affair,” Pawen said.  
 
    Her voice still had that dull, flat note to it. There was such pain on her beautiful face, and when she looked up to meet my gaze, her amber eyes were swimming with unshed tears.  
 
    “It ended badly,” she said in a whisper. “And it broke me.”  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said in a soft tone. “I can’t imagine anyone being so heartless and treating you badly.”  
 
    “I just… I guess we wanted different things.” Pawen drew in a shuddering breath. “He didn’t like the idea of me cooking. He wanted children more than anything. And I love children, I do, but I want to cook as well. My dream… My dream is to open my own tea house when I reach Cook status. And I’ll run it with my husband and our children.” 
 
    “But he didn’t like that idea?” I asked.  
 
    “No.” Pawen shook her head. “He wanted to run his own business. By himself. While I stayed at home and kept house.”  
 
    “That’s pretty backward thinking,” I said.  
 
    Pawen shrugged.  
 
    “It was how he wanted things,” she said. “And it was what my parents wanted, too. I loved him… I loved him so much.” Her voice trembled. “But he wouldn’t change his mind. And I couldn’t give up my dream. So, he left me. I couldn’t cope with my studies. I was almost at the end of my first year at House Siggwin, and I was almost ready to take my Journeyman test, but nothing seemed to matter anymore. I cried all the time, and I couldn’t concentrate on any of my assignments. So, the proctor suggested I take some time off. I left the academy and moved back home with my parents. But they made it very clear that they thought I should have compromised and given up on my ambitions. My mother told me making a good match was the only thing that mattered, and now I’d wasted my one chance at happiness because of my own silly ego and lack of common sense.”  
 
    “Oh, Pawen.” Her name left my lips in an agony of compassion.  
 
    That seemed to be the final straw, and Pawen covered her face with her hands and started to cry.  
 
    I left the sink and knelt down by her side.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I told her in a voice that was husky with emotion. “That’s such a terrible thing to have happen to you.”  
 
    “He broke my heart,” she gasped. “He broke me.”  
 
    The raw pain in her voice was too much for me to bear, and I pulled her into a hug.  
 
    It was an awkward embrace as she was sitting in a chair and I was kneeling on the floor by her side. At first, Pawen’s body stiffened with tension, and I felt the strength and energy trembling in every taut muscle of her lean, toned body.  
 
    “He didn’t break you,” I whispered into her beautiful mane of hair. “You’re not broken. You’re so much stronger than that.”  
 
    Pawen gave a little gasp, and her body seemed to relax as completely as a puppet with its strings cut. She melted into me, pressed her forehead against my shoulder, and her tears soaked the front of my shirt.  
 
    I rubbed my hand up and down her back in a soothing gesture as she wept.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I murmured. “It’s okay.”  
 
    Pawen’s tears slowed, and after a few minutes, she drew back from my embrace. She sniffed loudly and dabbed at her eyes with her sleeve.  
 
    “Gods,” she choked. “I didn’t mean to say all of that.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I assured.  
 
    “I’m so embarrassed.” She let out her breath in a wavering sigh. “I’m so sorry, Henry.”  
 
    “Pawen.” I gripped her arm tightly so she looked up at me in surprise. “Please, don’t apologize. I feel immensely privileged that you trusted me enough to share this with me. You’ve been through a terrible ordeal. I can’t imagine what it was like for you, but I’m glad that you told me.”  
 
    “You don’t think I’m crazy?” A final tear slipped down Pawen’s cheek.  
 
    “I think you’re incredibly brave,” I told her. “You deserve so much better than that guy. He treated you like garbage, but he didn’t break you. You’re here, aren’t you? You haven’t given up on your dream. You didn’t let a shithead like that sway you from what you really wanted. That’s so brave, Pawen. Not many people would be courageous enough to do that.”  
 
    “Thank you for saying that.” Pawen swallowed hard.  
 
    “I believe it.” I found her hand and squeezed it in my own. “I really do, Pawen.”  
 
    For a long moment, neither of us said anything.  
 
    I just held Pawen’s hand in my own and hoped that she would be able to draw some kind of strength from the contact.  
 
    Then she heaved a deep sigh.  
 
    “I should go and wash my face,” she said. “And I don’t want to distract you from your work any more than I already have.”  
 
    “Okay.” I gave her hand one final squeeze and then released it. “Do you want a glass of water?”  
 
    “No, I’m fine,” she said. “But thank you. And… thank you for comforting me.”  
 
    “You’re very welcome,” I replied.  
 
    Pawen stood up from her chair and shook herself before walking across the room to the kitchen door. She stepped out, and I heard her footsteps going up the stairs to the bedrooms.  
 
    I went back to the sink, picked up the rag and scrubbing brush, and attacked the grease that clung to the roasting dish.  
 
    I was making good progress on the pile of dirty dishes when I heard footsteps in the passageway. I thought it would be Pawen returning from upstairs, and I turned around with a welcoming smile on my face.  
 
    But it wasn’t Pawen after all.  
 
    It was the dwarf trader from the market who had sold me my clothes. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 5  
 
    The trader’s purple eyes opened wide with surprise when she saw me. Then a flirtatious smile appeared on her face, and she flipped one of her thick chestnut braids back over her shoulder.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” she said. “Hello there.”  
 
    “Hello,” I replied in surprise. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”  
 
    “What, did you think traders lived and slept in the marketplace?” she grinned.  
 
    “No.” I grinned back at her. “I meant that I didn’t expect to see you in this house.”  
 
    “Well, me, neither,” she said. “But at least I have a good reason because I live here. What’s your excuse?” 
 
    “You live here?” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “Mmhmm. Can’t get away from here.” Her purple eyes twinkled. “So, why are you here, stranger?”  
 
    “I’m on a placement,” I explained. “I’m part of a Journeymen team that’s been sent here to cook wicfood for the family for Breost’s Day.”  
 
    “Oh, of course.” She nodded in realization. “I forgot that was happening.”  
 
    “How is it that you live here?” I asked. “Are you on the staff?”  
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” She grinned and then shook her head. “No, I’m being flippant. I’m Master Semeresk’s daughter from his first marriage. It’s his new wife, his much younger wife, I might add, who is pregnant now. My mother died when she was having me.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said in a sympathetic tone.  
 
    “It was a long time ago.” She shrugged.  
 
    “But if you live here,” I said. “And if Master Semeresk is your father, why do you have a stall in the market?”  
 
    “Ah, well, you see, my greatest ambition in my life is to piss off my father.” She grinned. “When I reached eighteen and came into my inheritance, I used it to start a clothing business. It was all my own money, so there wasn’t anything he could do about it, and I was doing it under my name and not his. He values family almost as much as he values money, so he’s not going to kick me out, and that’s about the only thing he could do, apart from accepting it as my choice.”  
 
    “So, that’s what he did?” I guessed.  
 
    “Yep.” She nodded. “He was furious about it, and he still brings it up at dinner sometimes, but the stall’s doing well, and I have plenty of customers, so now he can’t even complain that I’m wasting my inheritance. Now I can respond ‘No, Father, this is a profitable business venture,’ and then he doesn’t have anything to say to that.”  
 
    I laughed at the cheeky look on her face.  
 
    “It seems like you’re doing well,” I said. “And the clothes you sell are really high quality.”  
 
    “A satisfied customer is music to my ears,” she declared. “I’ll have to haul you in front of my father one day.”  
 
    “I’m sure the word of a human won’t harm your business at all,” I said with a wry chuckle.  
 
    “Hey, your money’s good.” She shrugged. “That’s one thing my father does have going in his favor. He always says that if someone pays in crowns rather than good wishes, then they’re the right sort of person.”  
 
    “I think I only paid you in shillings,” I said. “Your clothes were a very good value.”  
 
    “Oh, no.” She grinned. “I’m going to have to raise my prices.”  
 
    “Does that mean I’m not the right sort of person?” An answering grin spread across my face. “Because I only gave you shillings?”  
 
    “Well, I guess that’s my fault, not yours,” she replied. “Like I said, I’m going to have to raise my prices.”  
 
    “If it means that my reputation is in danger, then yeah, I think you’d better,” I said.  
 
    We grinned at each other.  
 
    My stomach flipped over, and I felt a strange tingling sensation in my limbs and prickling all over my skin. I didn’t normally flirt so openly like this, but there was something about this woman that just made it feel right. She had such a fun and bright energy about her. There was something in her smile that awoke the flirt inside me that hadn’t been active for decades.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked.  
 
    “Cafoth,” she said. “But I go by Caffie.”  
 
    “I’m Henry,” I said. “Henry Cotton. But I just go by Henry.”  
 
    “Henry,” she repeated. “Is that a human name?”  
 
    “It’s my name,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “I see.” She returned my smile. “In that case, I’ll make sure to remember it.” 
 
    “Were you going to forget it?” I countered.  
 
    “Oh, no.” Her smile deepened. “I won’t have any trouble remembering your name, Henry Cotton.” 
 
    Suddenly her smile changed to an expression of startled dismay.  
 
    “Oh, gods,” she gasped. “I forgot why I came down here. One of the servants dropped a fork, and your Journeyman in charge, is her name Flaeth? She wanted a new one, and she insisted it came from here rather than the other kitchen. Something about consistency, I didn’t really listen.” 
 
    “That sounds like her,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    I leaned over to the stack of freshly washed and drying cutlery. I selected a clean fork and handed it to her.  
 
    Caffie took the fork from my hand, and the tips of her fingers grazed mine as she did so. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll be seeing you around… Henry Cotton.”  
 
    “I hope so, Cafoth Semeresk,” I replied.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re here.” For a moment, her face looked very serious. “This place could do with a bit of shaking up.”  
 
    She went to the door of the kitchen. She glanced over her shoulder at me one last time before she hurried out into the passageway and out of sight.  
 
    I grinned to myself as I went back to the sink.  
 
    The conversation with Caffie had lifted my spirits a bit, and I carried on cleaning the kitchen with renewed energy. Once I’d finished all of the washing, I turned my attention to the rest of the room. I wiped down the surfaces, cleaned the stains on the cupboards where there were splashes of food, scrubbed down the table, dried all of the cookware, and put it away in its correct places.  
 
    I was leaning against the sink and surveying my handiwork with a glow of satisfaction when Flaeth came in.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she snapped. “You’re meant to have cleaned this room.”  
 
    “I have,” I replied.  
 
    The fey’s green eyes darted around the room as she tried to find a fault in anything.  
 
    “If I’ve missed anything, please point it out, and I’ll take care of it,” I said.  
 
    Her mouth tightened.  
 
    “I knew I was right putting you on pot wash duty,” she sneered. “Cleaning is all a human is good for.”  
 
    “I think it’s important for a cook to know about every part of how a kitchen works,” I replied in a calm tone. “In my experience, the best cooks always took their turn with the hard and boring tasks. Clearly, you’re an excellent cook, so I’ve no doubt that you’ll take your turn at the washing up soon enough.”  
 
    Flaeth’s eyebrows shot up toward her hairline. It was difficult to tell what had shocked her the most, the fact that I’d complimented her or that I’d suggested she might end up in my position. Either way, she couldn’t find anything crushing to say in response, so she just pinched her lips together into a tight line, spun on her heel, and flounced out of the kitchen.  
 
    I chuckled out loud, and I didn’t even care if she heard me.  
 
    There was a break before it would be time to start work on the evening offering. Isernesk and Blodlaeth weren’t back, and I guessed they wouldn’t return to the house until the very last minute. I had no idea where Flaeth had flounced off to. I considered tapping on the women’s bedroom and seeing if Pawen wanted to come and get lunch with me, but I didn’t want to disturb her if she was feeling vulnerable after her emotional outpouring earlier.  
 
    So, I decided to make the best use of my free time and go back to House Siggwin to see if I could find Sae or Wemba.  
 
    I took off my apron and left it hanging over the door. I went into the passageway and opened the side door briefly to check what the weather was like, decided that it was warm enough not to need a coat, and then pushed the door shut behind me and walked around the side of the house to reach the main gate.  
 
    It felt strange to be walking back through the city streets. It felt like days and days had passed since I’d been in familiar surroundings, and my pace quickened as I walked through the rich district and past all the bright, beautiful, and expensive buildings. I couldn’t wait to see Sae, and my heart gave a little leap as I thought about how good it would feel to have her in my arms again.  
 
    With only a street or two left before I reached the market square, my path took me by one of the many pubs in the city. This one was a lot more lixen than the pubs that I’d frequented with Wemba, and I looked up at it curiously. The pubs near House Siggwin tended to have sawdust strewn over the floorboards in order to catch the spills, the tables were plain wood, and the beer was served in pewter tankards. 
 
    But this place had fine lace curtains at the windows and red roses in terracotta planters on the window sills. The walls were made of warm red bricks, and when I glanced through the windows, I saw tables covered in white cloth with gleaming knives and forks and fine crystal glasses.  
 
    Definitely more lixen.  
 
    And then I hastily ducked out of sight as I spotted exactly who was taking their seat at the table directly on the other side of the window glass.  
 
    It was Rothlaf.  
 
    I hurried on before he could notice me, but then my curiosity got the better of me, and I turned around for one final look.  
 
    The fey had his back to me so I couldn’t see his face, but I could imagine the haughty expression he wore, and I could perfectly see the polite reverence on the face of the maid as she handed him a menu. 
 
    He barely glanced at it before handing it back, and the maid nodded her head and bobbed a curtsey before hurrying away.  
 
    Another maid glided to his table and put down a carafe of wine and a glass. 
 
    Judging from the maids’ expressions and the fact that they had his drink order at his table before he’d barely sat down, I guessed that Rothlaf must be a regular there.  
 
    It made sense that he would frequent a place like this rather than rub shoulders with the people he probably thought of as “the riffraff.” 
 
    I was just glad that the possibility of bumping into him during a night out seemed to have become less likely.  
 
    I hurried on before he could turn around and spot me, and soon I was back in the familiar streets of the city near the market square.  
 
    I looked around at the buildings and landmarks that I recognized, and an unexpected warm feeling swelled in my heart. It was crazy how quickly this place had started to feel like home. Things were so different here. They certainly weren’t always friendly or welcoming, but it didn’t matter. I looked around the streets of Hid, and I felt like this was where I was supposed to be.  
 
    That warm feeling stayed with me and quickened my pace as I entered the gates of House Siggwin and crossed the quad to reach the dining hall.  
 
    Judging from the position of the sun overhead and the fact that the quad was deserted, I guessed that most of the students would be finishing up their lunches. As I approached the dining hall, the doors suddenly flung open, and a stream of students filed out.  
 
    Then I spotted Sae in the crowd, and my heart leaped.  
 
    “Sae!” I called.  
 
    Her head whipped around when she heard my voice, and her face broke into a delighted smile when she saw me.  
 
    “Henry!” she squealed.  
 
    She shoved her way through the crowd of students and flung herself into my arms. I caught her around the waist and spun her around, then caught her lips in a welcoming kiss.  
 
    “Oh, it’s so good to see you, Sae,” I gasped.  
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon!” she exclaimed.  
 
    “Oh, okay, I’ll go.” I put her down on the ground and pretended to leave.  
 
    “You big bullhead.” She caught my arm and dragged me back with a giggle. “I meant, I thought they’d keep you chained to the stove for longer.”  
 
    “Nope.” I shook my head. “We’ve got a little break for lunch before we have to start preparing the next offering.”  
 
    “So you came to see me?” Sae grinned. “As was right and proper, of course.”  
 
    “Of course.” I grinned down at her. “How was your morning? You had a wicfood class today, is that right?”  
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “With Seelt.”  
 
    “Ah.” I pulled a face. “How did that go?”  
 
    “Not awful, actually!” she replied. “Seelt didn’t throw the dish against the wall and call me a foolish slattern, so I’m going to count that as a victory.”  
 
    “That sounds like a victory to me,” I agreed.  
 
    “Do you want to try it?” Sae’s tone was casual, but there was an eagerness in her eyes that told me how keen she was. “I don’t know if you’ve eaten yet, but if you wanted, you could have my dish for your lunch.”  
 
    “That would be amazing,” I replied. “I haven’t eaten, and I’m starving.”  
 
    “Great.” She wound her arm through mine. “Wemba’s studying with his dwarf friends in the library, so he just grabbed a snack to go.”  
 
    “That’s a shame I won’t see him,” I said. “But still, all the more for me then.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Sae giggled.  
 
    We walked arm in arm across the quad to the room where Sae had had her class.  
 
    “So, how did your first morning go?” Sae asked me in an excited tone.  
 
    “Um…” I hedged. “It was okay, yeah. I mostly did a lot of washing up.”  
 
    “I guess everyone has to take their turn at the sink,” Sae said. “But I’m sure they’ll swap that around soon. You’re too good a cook to keep on the sidelines.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “It’s true.” She smiled back at me. “I wouldn’t say that if I didn’t believe it. Is Flaeth giving you a hard time?”  
 
    “No more than normal.” I gave a rueful shrug.  
 
    “And Pawen?” There was a flirty tone in Sae’s voice.  
 
    “Pawen is good company,” I said in a dignified tone.  
 
    “I bet she is,” Sae giggled.  
 
    “Why are you so obsessed with me and Pawen?” I asked in joking exasperation.  
 
    “I just want to make sure you’re being taken care of while I’m not with you.” She nudged me playfully.  
 
    “I can take care of myself.” I nudged her back.  
 
    “Oh, so you don’t want any of this delicious dish I made?” she pouted.  
 
    “Okay,” I conceded. “I can be taken care of a little bit.”  
 
    Sae laughed as she pushed open the door to the classroom. There was a row of covered dishes on the counter, and she headed to them and selected one dish at the end.  
 
    “This is mine,” she said.  
 
    “So, Apprentice,” I said with a playful smile. “Talk me through your dish.”  
 
    “Well, Journeyman,” she responded in a tone that matched mine. “This is a simple stew consisting of chicken, carrots, and dumplings. The gravy contains singed bay leaves, basil, mace, and gnast, and the dumplings are made with lieg berries, rosemary, and fey fingers.”  
 
    “Fey fingers,” I noted. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not going to poison you,” she chuckled. “I used a very small amount, just to help the effects of the lieg berries.”  
 
    “Okay, I trust you.” I took the spoon she offered.  
 
    Sae removed the cover from the dish, and I took an appreciative sniff of the meal before she placed it on one of the cooking stones. She tapped it gently with the rod, and the stone glowed with heat.  
 
    After a few moments, she tapped it again to deactivate the stone. She scooped out a generous helping of the stew into a bowl and handed it to me. 
 
    “Damn, Sae,” I said. “This smells really good.”  
 
    “I hope it tastes good, too,” she said, and she watched a little apprehensively as I took my first bite.  
 
    The flavors hit my tongue and starred in a dance of heat and warmth. The gravy was hot and spicy, but not overpowering, and its savory warmth flooded my mouth with taste. The chicken was perfectly cooked, and the dumplings melted in my mouth. The texture was just right, and the combination of flavors was both interestingly unique and skillfully balanced.  
 
    I swallowed, and as the food reached my stomach, I could feel the magic in it spreading through my veins. The tastes and textures soared through my body, and the spices tingled in my blood and on my tongue.  
 
    “How is it?” Sae asked.  
 
    I could only stare at her in amazement. 
 
    The food and the magic pulsed through me, and there was a second of time between one heartbeat and the next, when I felt invincible. I could feel every fiber of every muscle in my being, I could feel the stitches of my soul, and I was aware of everything in my physical form. I could feel my limits and possibilities. For that brief moment, it was like I knew myself better than I ever had before.  
 
    “Wow.” It was all I could say.  
 
    “Is that a good ‘wow’ or a bad ‘wow?’” The finfolk woman looked at my face anxiously. “I can’t tell what it is that you’re feeling.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I know, either.” I looked down at the stew and realized that, without knowing it, I’d consumed the entire bowl. “Fuck. Sae, that was incredible.”  
 
    “Really?” Her eyes lit up. “I mean, I knew Seelt liked it, but her reaction was very different from yours.”  
 
    “What intentions did you put into it?” I asked.  
 
    “Lieg berries for confidence,” she replied. “Bay leaves and basil for luck. Gnast and mace for heat. Rosemary for mental clarity.”  
 
    “That all makes sense.” I frowned. “How did Seelt react to it?”  
 
    “She just kind of nodded,” Sae said. “I mean, she always keeps her reactions pretty neutral, so it might not mean much. But she did give me a high mark for it.”  
 
    “I wonder if it’s the fey fingers,” I said. “Perhaps their enhancing effect worked better than expected.”  
 
    “But I’ve used them before,” she protested.  
 
    “On a human?” I asked.  
 
    Sae’s eyes went wide.  
 
    “No,” she breathed. “Oh, maybe that explains it. You had one bite, and then you kind of went into a trance and just ate the whole bowl in a few bites. You didn’t seem to hear anything or be aware of anything else. What did you feel when you ate it?”  
 
    “It’s difficult to describe.” I tried to find the words to encompass everything that had rushed through my mind and my body. “It was like strength and confidence, but dialed up to eleven.”  
 
    Sae frowned in confusion, and I realized she would have no way of understanding that metaphor.  
 
    “I felt strong and confident,” I explained. “But it was more than that. It was like I felt anything was possible. I could feel everything that I could potentially do or be.”  
 
    “That sounds potentially dangerous,” Sae gasped.  
 
    “No, it wasn’t like I felt I could fly or jump off a building and not be hurt.” I frowned as I tried to find the words. “It was more… I don’t know exactly. It was like I knew myself. So, I knew exactly what I could and couldn’t do. There was clarity in it.” 
 
    “Oh.” Sae’s forehead wrinkled as she thought. “That’s not at all what I felt when I tasted it.”  
 
    “Maybe it was the fey fingers,” I suggested again. “Perhaps their effects are amplified on humans, and it brings out extra qualities to the other ingredients that other races might not be susceptible to.”  
 
    “I’ve never read about that happening before,” she said.  
 
    “Me, neither.” I shrugged. “But are you surprised?”  
 
    “I guess not,” she admitted. “Humans just aren’t considered at all when it comes to wicfood.”  
 
    “Still.” I didn’t want to bring down the mood when more than anything I wanted Sae to see what a brilliant dish she’d made. “This is incredible, Sae, you should be really proud of yourself.”  
 
    “Are you just saying that because of the residual effects?” She lifted an eyebrow.  
 
    I put down the bowl and put my hands on her waist to draw her closer to me.  
 
    “No,” I said earnestly. “I’m saying it because it’s true.”  
 
    She smiled up at me as a happy flush spread across her cheeks.  
 
    I traced the gentle slope of her nose and the ink-dark lines of her eyebrows. Her eyelashes fluttered under the passage of my finger, and she let out her breath in a little gasp that was sweet and soft on my face. I couldn’t look away from the deep, dark wells of her eyes. Her plump lips parted, and I bent my head to catch them and cover them with my own.  
 
    “It’s so good to see you,” I whispered.  
 
    “I missed you,” she whispered back. “I know it’s not even been a full day, but still… I missed you.”  
 
    I chuckled and kissed her again. Her lips moved under mine with a passion and a hunger that I’d been dreaming about. My hands went to her ass and pulled her closer against me.  
 
    Sae’s hands became fists in my shirt front as she ground her body against mine.  
 
    “I’ll lock the door,” she whispered.  
 
    “What?” I gasped.  
 
    “Don’t you want to?” She blinked her beautiful eyes at me. 
 
    I almost wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the idea that I didn’t want to have sex right there and then with this gorgeous woman.  
 
    “No, I do, I do!” I assured her. “It’s just that we’re in a classroom.”  
 
    “A classroom with a lock on the door,” she pointed out.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re not worried about getting caught,” I smiled.  
 
    “Isn’t that half the fun?” Sae sashayed over to the door and locked it. 
 
    Then she spun around and pressed her back against the door as her eyes flashed a challenge across the room.  
 
    “Are you scared?” she asked me.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    I crossed the room with a slow and deliberate gait.  
 
    Sae licked her lips as I reached her, and I planted my hands on the wall on either side of her shoulders.  
 
    “Am I scared?” I murmured. “Do I look scared?”  
 
    “No,” she whispered.  
 
    Sae’s breath was coming in excited gasps that set her breasts heaving against the laces of her bodice. She was wearing a purple tunic today, and the fabric was so thin I could see the excited buds of her nipples through the garment.  
 
    I kissed her temple, then her soft cheek, and then the tender line of her neck.  
 
    “Henry,” Sae whispered in a breathless gasp.  
 
    “Tell me what you want me to do.” My voice was a husky growl.  
 
    The blood was whirling in my head and pulsing in my groin. My cock was so hard it was almost painful. Maybe it was the leftover effects of Sae’s wicfood dish, but it was like I could feel every cell in my body throbbing with desire, and every single part of me was hungry and starving to find satisfaction with Sae.  
 
    I was desperate to release myself, but whatever magic was in my blood was too delicious for me to squander all at once. I wanted to make Sae cum and cum and cum.  
 
    My fingers picked at the knot in her bodice laces. Then I pulled the fabric open, and her milky breasts fell into my hands. Sae gasped with pleasure as I raked my thumbs across her taut nipples. Her breasts were heavy globes that fit perfectly into my hands, and I loved feeling the weight of them in my palms as I cupped them. Her nipples were even pinker than I remembered, and they were gathered into tight rosy knots as a sign of her arousal.  
 
    I lifted Sae’s breasts to my lips and gently licked her nipples. 
 
    “Oh!” Sae’s whole body shuddered with pleasure. “Oh, gods! Fuck!”  
 
    “Does that feel good?” I growled.  
 
    “Yes,” she whimpered. “Shit. That feels so fucking good.”  
 
    “Do you want me to do that again?” I smirked a little.  
 
    “Yes,” she begged. “Please.”  
 
    I was only too happy to oblige.  
 
    I lifted her breasts again, and I buried my face in her skin. Every part of Sae was silky smooth to the touch, and every curve of her body was full and generous. There wasn’t a sharp line anywhere. Her skin was like silk, and her flesh was pillowy and gentle.  
 
    Sae dug her fingers into my hair as I kissed the swirl of soft brown freckles on her cleavage. She was as speckled and lovely as the seal that she could turn into, and her skin smelled fresh and clean in a way that reminded me of the sea and of clear, unspoiled waters.  
 
    I sucked on her nipples like they were pink candies, and she moaned and pulled my head closer to her skin.  
 
    I knelt down in front of her. She was so short that I still had to bend my head a little, and I pressed my face into the smooth expanse of her breasts. They welcomed me in, and I inhaled deeply.  
 
    “You smell so good,” I whispered. “You smell amazing.”  
 
    I looked up at her, and I was captured by the expression of pure bliss on her face. Her lips were parted, her cheeks were flushed, her eyes were half-closed, and when I bent my head again and flicked one of her nipples with my tongue, she shuddered so intensely that her breasts bobbed up and down with the movement.  
 
    I ran my hand down from the hollow of her throat to between the deep valley of her cleavage. As I took one of her nipples in my mouth and bit it gently, my hands went to her hips and then down her thighs to reach the hem of her tunic.  
 
    I could feel the excited heat of her on my hands as I reached under her tunic between her legs. The cotton shorts she wore as underwear were soaked through at the crotch.  
 
    “Touch me, Henry,” Sae gasped.  
 
    “Can I taste you?” I countered.  
 
    “Taste me?” She blinked and looked down at me in confusion.  
 
    “Is this new for you as well?” I asked.  
 
    She nodded with her forehead puckered.  
 
    “Can I try something?” I asked. “Tell me at any point if you don’t want to do this.”  
 
    “I trust you,” she whispered.  
 
    I hiked up her tunic to her hips and eased her underwear down her thighs.  
 
    I let out a hungry groan when Sae’s pussy was revealed to me. Her pink lips were wet with excitement, and there was even a glisten of her juices on the insides of her thighs.  
 
    I ran my hands over her stomach, over her hips, and over her thighs.  
 
    “That feels good,” Sae whispered.  
 
    I glided my fingers between her legs and gently explored the wet, pink folds of her pussy.  
 
    Sae gasped and convulsively clamped her thighs around my wrist for a moment.  
 
    “Ohhhh,” she moaned. “I just love it when you touch me, Henry.”  
 
    “I love how your body feels,” I whispered. “Your pussy is so beautiful, I can’t wait to taste it.”  
 
    “Taste me,” she begged. “I’m ready.”  
 
    Sae opened her thighs. I slid my fingers inside her waiting pussy, and then pressed my face against her sweet, hot mound. My tongue found the swollen nub of her clit.  
 
    “Fuck!” Sae almost shrieked.  
 
    I swirled my tongue around her clit, and Sae’s pussy spasmed with delight. Her juices were like sweet milk on my tongue, and I lapped at her like I wanted to drink her up.  
 
    Sae panted with pure pleasure. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, and she bucked her hips against my face as she begged for more.  
 
    “Oh, my godssssss,” she gasped. “Sweet Lady Breost, bless me.”  
 
    I could taste the change in her pussy as my tongue flicked her toward her climax.  
 
    Sae threw back her head against the door. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, her pussy flexed against my tongue, and her body jerked as she came on my tongue.  
 
    “Gods!” she choked out. “Fuck!”  
 
    After a long moment, she looked down at me with a dazed look in her eyes.  
 
    “Did you like that?” I asked her, but I thought I already knew the answer.  
 
    “Sweet Lady Aegwa,” she breathed. “That was incredible.”  
 
    “I knew you’d taste good.” My voice was a husky growl. “Your pussy tasted even better than your wicfood.”  
 
    A faint blush appeared on her cheeks. She pulled me to my feet and reached for my belt with hands that fumbled in her excitement.  
 
    “I need you inside me,” she whispered into my ear. “I want to feel your cock in me.”  
 
    “I’m going to make you cum on my cock,” I murmured.  
 
    Sae let out a little gasp of excitement. She dragged down my pants and my underwear, and she made a little noise of pleasure in her throat as my cock sprang free.  
 
    “Yes,” she hummed. “There you are.”  
 
    She captured my cock gently in one hand, and my body jerked in pleasure at the sensation of her fingers on my shaft. Her other hand stroked my balls, and I gasped as she gently massaged them.  
 
    “That feels so good,” I groaned.  
 
    “Your manhood is so beautiful,” she whispered. “I need you inside me, Henry. I can’t wait any longer.”  
 
    She guided me between her thighs. The skin between her legs was wet with the orgasm she’d just had, and I slid the tip of my cock inside her with a groan. The sensation was so perfect it almost made me see stars.  
 
    “Fuuuck,” I groaned.  
 
    “Go in all the way,” Sae gasped. “I want you to fill me up.”  
 
    She was getting good at asking for what she wanted.  
 
    I shifted my hips and slid a bit more of my cock inside her.  
 
    “Yes,” she moaned. “That’s it. I want more.”  
 
    “Your pussy is so tight,” I groaned.  
 
    “I can take it,” she assured me.  
 
    With a grunt, I thrust my entire length deep inside Sae’s pussy.  
 
    The finfolk woman threw her head back with a gasp of pleasure. Her eyelashes fluttered.  
 
    “Yesssss,” she gasped. “Ohhhhh, Lady Aegwa, yes, thank you.”  
 
    I slid my cock out of her pussy and then drove it inside her again with another grunt. Sae clung to me and moaned as I found a rhythm and plunged in and out of her.  
 
    “Yes,” she moaned. “Ohhh, that feels so fucking good.”  
 
    “You’re beautiful, Sae,” I gasped. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”  
 
    I plunged into her again and again.  
 
    Sae’s breathing became ragged and uneven, and I felt her pussy quicken.  
 
    “Ohh, yeeesss!” she wailed, and she came again.  
 
    Her pussy gripped my cock, and the sensation of her body around mine and holding me was unbelievable, but I knew I could keep going, so I did.  
 
    I thrust into Sae, and her pussy was slick and slippery with the pleasure I was giving her. Her pussy was like a silken purse that held my cock inside her, and together our bodies found the steps to a dance that swept both of us along to our final destination.  
 
    The residual magic leftover from Sae’s wicfood swirled through my veins, and it was like my cock had discovered a whole new kind of sensitivity. I could feel the walls of Sae’s pussy gripping me, and now that I was nearing my own climax, it was like I’d found a brand-new angle to give her pleasure.  
 
    Sae was panting like an athlete in the middle of a race. Her eyes were so wide that the whites gleamed wetly, and her mouth was wide open in a perfect O-shape. Her skin burned under my hands. Her knees gave out, and she would have fallen if I hadn’t grabbed her and lifted her.  
 
    I slammed her back against the door, and she flung her arms around my neck and held on for dear life as I pounded into her with a relentless drive.  
 
    My cock was throbbing, blood was boiling in my temples, and my heart was racing. The walls of Sae’s pussy constricted, and she came again for the third time, but this time it seemed like she wasn’t even able to make a single sound in her ecstasy.  
 
    Her mouth was open, her eyes were agape, and her pussy gripped my cock, then released it, then gripped again. The sensation was so intense and magical that my vision went black.  
 
    Then, suddenly, the world rushed in again, and I climaxed with a feeling like my heart was about to explode.  
 
    Blinding light consumed my vision as the toe-curling pleasure crashed through me, and hot cum burst out of me and filled up Sae’s pussy. She jerked as I gushed inside her, and she managed to let out a tiny squeak. I shot inside her in a tidal wave. My hips jerked backward and forward as I found my release. Then I was totally spent.  
 
    I dragged my cock out of Sae’s pussy and made sure her feet were back on the floor. My vision blurred, and I had to slam my hand against the wall to steady myself. Sae slid down onto the ground, and I managed to kneel down with her.  
 
    Sae wrapped her arms around my neck, and for a moment we just held each other and listened to the thunderous clamor of both our hearts as our bodies processed what had just happened to us.  
 
    “Sweet Jesus,” I whispered in a voice that was hoarse and dry.  
 
    Sae licked her lips and tried to speak.  
 
    I drew back a little to give her some air. She was still panting for breath, and I rocked back onto my butt so she could recover without me looming over her.  
 
    “Henry,” Sae finally managed to gasp out. “That… that was…”  
 
    “Are you okay?” My heartbeat was just starting to return to a normal pace, but my throat was tight, and my voice was still choked.  
 
    She nodded fervently.  
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. “I just… I’ve never experienced anything like that before.”  
 
    “Me, neither.” I stroked a strand of her black-green hair back from her sweaty forehead. “I think… I think it was the wicfood.”  
 
    “Really?” Her dark eyes opened wide. “Oh, gods.”  
 
    “When I came, it was like I was feeling you in a whole new way,” I tried to explain. “It was like I could move inside you in a new rhythm that I didn’t know was possible. Like I could awaken parts of you that I didn’t know how to before.”  
 
    “I think I felt that, too.” Sae’s cheeks were flushed, and I couldn’t tell if it was from shyness or orgasm. “When I finished that last time, it was like my whole body finished, and like I finished several times together, but all at once. And when I felt your seed inside me, it made it even more powerful.”  
 
    “I wonder if the wicfood magic can be transferred to someone else that way,” I pondered. “If the magic is in my body and in my blood, then maybe my seed could make you feel a bit of what I was feeling, too.”  
 
    “Maybe I should think twice before offering you any more of my dishes,” Sae said with a rueful and still breathless chuckle.  
 
    “I don’t know about that.” I brushed her cheek with the back of my hand. “I had a pretty damn amazing experience.”  
 
    “Me, too.” She smiled up at me. “I can’t believe I get to share all these things with you, Henry. And I still can’t believe how amazing it is to be with you. I could never have dreamed of having feelings like this with another person.”  
 
    “I like to make sure you’re having a good time,” I told her.  
 
    “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” she chuckled. “I’m having the time of my life. Every time I go to the temple, I make an offering of thanks to the gods for sending you into my life.”  
 
    “Really?” That touched something deep in my heart. 
 
    Sae’s faith was so important to her, and she was very devout. It meant a lot that she was including me in her thoughts when she worshiped.  
 
    “Of course,” she replied.  
 
    “What did you offer?” I asked curiously.  
 
    “Cheese and cherries for Lady Aegwa,” she said.  
 
    “Lady Aegwa?” I racked my brain to try and remember what I knew about that particular goddess. “Our Lady of Excess?”  
 
    “Yes.” Sae nodded, and she blushed a little. “She is the goddess of… you know.”  
 
    “Sex?” I guessed with a smile.  
 
    “And… and finishing.” Sae’s cheeks blushed even pinker.  
 
    “There’s a goddess of orgasm?” I asked. “That’s actually… really amazing. I wondered why you called out to her when we were… together.”  
 
    “She is the Lady of Pleasure,” Sae replied. “And… As well as sex, she is known for…”  
 
    “Yes?” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “For… for endowing her followers with excess.” Sae covered her face with her hands to hide her embarrassment.  
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked.  
 
    “You… your…” Sae’s voice was muffled behind her hands. “You are… an excessive man, Henry.”  
 
    “Wait,” I said as it finally clicked. “Do you mean my…”  
 
    “Your manhood.” Sae peeped at me from between her fingers.  
 
    I couldn’t hold back the laugh that burst out of me.  
 
    “Don’t laugh at me!” Sae protested with a giggle.  
 
    “I’m not, I’m not.” I leaned over her and pried her hands away from her face so I could kiss her blushing cheeks. “I’m laughing because that’s a compliment, and because it made you so shy to say it.”  
 
    “I’m not shy,” she objected.  
 
    “You’re getting better at asking for what you want,” I said. “You can say all that just fine.”  
 
    “That’s different.” A corner of her mouth crooked up in a smile. “When we’re in the moment, I don’t feel shy about anything. You make me feel so safe, it makes me feel like I never have to worry about anything ever again.”  
 
    Her words warmed my heart.  
 
    I looked down at her, and I hoped she could read the emotions on my face.  
 
    “You’re so amazing,” I told her softly. “I’m so privileged to be with you.”  
 
    Sae wriggled with happiness.  
 
    Just then, someone tried the handle of the door.  
 
    We both jumped as whoever was outside thumped on the door in an effort to get it open.  
 
    “It’s locked,” someone called from the passage outside. “Can you go to the porter’s office and get another key?”  
 
    “Oh, no!” Sae gasped.  
 
    She sprang to her feet, grabbed her underwear, and hurriedly began lacing up the bodice of her tunic.  
 
    I quickly fastened my pants and buckled my belt again.  
 
    “They’re still outside in the passage,” Sae whispered.  
 
    “Here, we’ve got to go this way.” I grabbed her hand and ran to the window.  
 
    I heaved it open and gestured for her to go through.  
 
    Sae shimmied through the window and landed outside. I wasn’t quite as graceful as her, but I made it through in one piece, and once outside, I grabbed Sae’s hand and ran with her across the quad.  
 
    We both laughed as we ran, and, as I looked over at the beautiful finfolk woman by my side, three words formed on my tongue ready to be spoken.  
 
    I love you. The words rattled in my brain. 
 
    Because I did. I loved Sae.  
 
    The realization filled me up like a cool drink of water on a hot day. My stomach lurched with nerves and adrenaline, but I didn’t think I’d ever been more sure of anything else in my entire life.  
 
    I loved her.  
 
    But our mad run had reached the end of the quad, and as I halted just before the House gates, the clock in the tower chimed out the hour.  
 
    “Oh, no!” Sae gasped. “You’ve got to be getting back.”  
 
    “Yeah, I do.” I didn’t let go of her hand. “Do you have anything you need to get back to? Or can you walk back with me?”  
 
    “I can walk with you.” She gave my hand a squeeze. “I’d love to.”  
 
    “Great.” I smiled down at her. “We’ve got to walk quickly.”  
 
    “I can keep up,” she assured me.  
 
    We went out of the House gates into the city, and Sae was as good as her word. She had to take several steps to match one of my strides, but she trotted along at a quick pace and pointed out all the things that were happening in the streets to prepare for the festival.  
 
    She confirmed that many houses did paint their doors a specific color to match a festival, and any yellow doors I saw had probably been freshly painted for Lady Breost’s Day.  
 
    “See that house there.” She pointed. “They’ve got a wreath of sunflowers on the door as well. That’s another one of Breost’s symbols.”  
 
    “I think I had a dream about sunflowers once,” I said. “Not long after I got here. To the city, I mean.”  
 
    “That might have been an omen from Lady Breost,” Sae said with a nod.  
 
    “Does that happen often?” I asked. “Do the gods speak to people in their dreams?”  
 
    “I mean, they’re the gods,” Sae said. “They can speak to whoever they want in any way that they want to.” 
 
    I wondered if that dream was connected to anything.  
 
    I sometimes puzzled over what might have happened that allowed me to come to Innothlig from my world, but it was such a huge question that thinking about it too much just seemed like a waste of time. There was probably no way that I could ever find out for sure why I was here, if it was on purpose or if it had been an accident.  
 
    There had been plenty of strange things that happened back on Earth that scientists had no explanation for. There had to be similar things that happened here.  
 
    But I had no way of knowing whether what had happened was something to do with Earth or with Innothlig. There was so much that I didn’t yet know about this world that I’d stumbled into, so it could have been Earth science or it could have been Innothlig magic. Or who was to say Innothlig magic wasn’t also a kind of science? Or that Earth science wasn’t also a kind of magic?  
 
    It made my head hurt to think about it too much.  
 
    “Do the gods speak to you?” I asked.  
 
    “Sometimes. I think so.” Sae’s voice was solemn, and her face was set in a serious expression. “Sometimes it doesn’t feel like actual words are being spoken. It’s more like a feeling that I have when I pray or make an offering. It’s like a sense of peace and security. It’s happiness. I feel like that when I’ve made an offering that seems to have pleased the pantheon.”  
 
    “That sounds nice,” I said. “Comforting.”  
 
    “It is comforting,” she replied. “It tells me I’m on the right path and doing what I should be doing. And sometimes– not often– I hear what I think is a voice.”  
 
    “What does it sound like?” I asked in wonder.  
 
    “Like…” Sae thought about it for a moment and then shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I can’t really describe it. It’s almost like I’ve thought the words, rather than heard them, if that makes sense?”  
 
    “I think so,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, look!” she exclaimed in a complete change of topic. “They’re setting up a puppet show over there!”  
 
    I looked over at where she was pointing and saw two men putting up a small booth made out of red and white striped canvas. It had a pointed roof and a tiny mock stage area taken out of the front where I guessed the puppeteers would work their magic.  
 
    “We’ve got to see a puppet show,” Sae told me. “They’re so much fun.”  
 
    “Okay,” I agreed with a smile. “We’ll definitely see a puppet show. And eat gingerbread.”  
 
    “It’s going to be so fun.” She gave me a happy smile. “I can’t wait.”  
 
    “Me, neither.” It was infectious seeing how pleased and excited Sae was for the festivities.  
 
    But all too soon we had reached the Semeresk house.  
 
    Sae raised her eyebrows in an impressed expression when she saw it.  
 
    “Now that’s a big house,” she said.  
 
    “It’s very lixen,” I said gravely.  
 
    “It is.” Sae giggled. “I haven’t heard you say that word before.”  
 
    “Pawen taught it to me,” I said.  
 
    “Ah, I see.” Sae’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Has she taught you anything else lately?”  
 
    “No,” I insisted with a grin. “Just that, okay?”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” She raised her hands in a defeated gesture. “I want you to know, you have my blessing to introduce Pawen to your… excess.”  
 
    “What?” I burst out laughing.  
 
    “Lady Aegwa didn’t give you your gift to keep it all to yourself.” Sae grinned at me and then stood up on her tiptoes for a goodbye kiss. “I hope the rest of your day goes well and Flaeth lets you get away from the sink.”  
 
    “I hope so, too,” I sighed. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”  
 
    “Okay.” She waved at me as I walked in through the gates and around to the servants’ entrance.  
 
    I knocked on the door, and it was flung open almost immediately. 
 
    “There you are!” Blodlaeth exclaimed.  
 
    “Am I late?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet.” He cast a furtive glance behind him. “Flaeth’s not back yet, but the rest of us were starting to get a bit worried.”  
 
    “I didn’t know you cared,” I told him with a grin.  
 
    “No, I…” He stared at me. “I just meant, we didn’t know where you were, and we didn’t want Flaeth to yell at us again.”  
 
    “I know,” I chuckled. “I’m sorry, I was just teasing you.”  
 
    “Oh.” He frowned like that possibility had never occurred to him.  
 
    I went into the kitchen and grabbed my apron from the back of the door.  
 
    Pawen and Isernesk were already there, and they looked around as I came in with Blodlaeth.  
 
    “Finally,” Isernesk grumbled.  
 
    “Well, that doesn’t matter,” Blodlaeth said quickly before I could make any more jokes about him and Isernesk missing me. “We’re all here now, apart from Flaeth.”  
 
    “And you just know that if any of us were late, then she’d rip our heads off,” Isernesk muttered.  
 
    I went to stand next to Pawen.  
 
    “Did you go out for lunch?” I asked her.  
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I just made myself something here and sat in the bedroom.”  
 
    “I went to House Siggwin,” I said. “I would have invited you to come along with me, but I figured you were resting, so I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    “Did you go there to meet Sae?” Pawen asked.  
 
    I couldn’t tell what was going on in her tone, but I answered her neutrally.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We had lunch together.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have wanted to intrude.” Her voice was low.  
 
    “You wouldn’t have intruded,” I said. “I like you, and Sae likes you.”  
 
    Pawen didn’t reply but just looked down at the floor and examined her boots like they were the most interesting thing in the world.  
 
    There was a hammering on the door, and Blodlaeth leaped to attention to answer it.  
 
    A second later, Flaeth swept into the kitchen with Blodlaeth trailing after her.  
 
    “Alright,” she announced. “Lunch is over, and now we need to start thinking about the evening offering.”  
 
    “Don’t apologize for being late, that’s fine,” Isernesk muttered under his breath.  
 
    “Did you say something?” Flaeth asked with an icy calm.  
 
    “No,” he said and rolled his eyes the second that Flaeth looked away from him.  
 
    “Good.” The fey’s green eyes looked at me and then looked away. “Keep to your previous assignments. There will be no changes made today.”  
 
    I sighed internally.  
 
    Still, Flaeth couldn’t keep me by the sink forever, and I was sure she knew it, too. Pawen noticed it, and the other two Journeymen had to have noticed it as well.  
 
    I was happy to allow Flaeth this one victory of hers today, but if it continued past tomorrow, I was going to have to figure out a way to convince her to let me leave the sink.  
 
    But for now, I just nodded and went to the sink without a murmur.  
 
    I could feel Flaeth watching me and waiting for me to make a fuss about being put back on washing duty, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of knowing how her decision riled me up.  
 
    The others quickly started work, and within a few minutes, the kitchen was a busy hive of activity.  
 
    Pawen was making bread, Blodlaeth was tenderizing a steak, and Isernesk was crafting a sauce. Flaeth was chopping root vegetables for a hash of some kind. She kept glancing over at me, and whenever I met her eyes, they were always full of pure anger.  
 
    Honestly, it must have been damn exhausting to be trapped in Flaeth’s head. If she wasn’t furious, she was flouncing out of a room or saying something bitter and harsh. She must spend so much energy just being angry all the time.  
 
    There was something else in her expression now though, and I finally figured out that it was frustration. At first, I wasn’t sure why she would be particularly frustrated with me, but when I’d thought about it for a while, I realized it must have had to do with what I’d already figured out.  
 
    Flaeth knew she couldn’t keep me on the sink forever, and that knowledge was probably chewing her up inside.  
 
    I chewed on my tongue to keep the smirk off my face.  
 
    “Fuck!” Isernesk’s voice gritted out in a tense hiss.  
 
    I whirled around.  
 
    The dwarf was standing over the stove and scrubbing frantically at the smoking pan he was holding over the heat. More black smoke billowed out from the pan, and suddenly a glob of the sauce splashed over the side as Isernesk desperately tried to keep the dish from catching on the bottom.  
 
    “Isernesk!” Flaeth almost screamed.  
 
    The sound of his name being yelled out with such fury made Isernesk jump. More sauce spilled out and fell on the red-hot cooking stone. It caught fire with a whoomp sound, and suddenly there were flames leaping about on the top of the stove as the sauce burned away.  
 
    Isernesk yelped in pain and dropped the pan in the middle of the fire. 
 
    “No!” Flaeth yelled.  
 
    I didn’t wait to see if she was going to leap into action. In one quick movement, I grabbed the rod and smacked the top of the stove to deactivate the cooking stones, then snatched up the damp towel I’d been using to dry the dishes. I grabbed the pan by the handle and dropped it into the sink before the remaining sauce inside it could catch fire, then I flung the towel over the snapping flames on the stovetop. I took a spoon and smacked at the towel to beat the fire out.  
 
    The fire died down almost at once as the heat vanished and the towel smothered the rest of the flames.  
 
    All that was left was a gray plume of smoke rising from the pan in the sink.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Flaeth hissed at Isernesk.  
 
    The dwarf’s face was pale with shock.  
 
    “I…” he stuttered.  
 
    “It’s all okay now,” I cut in. “No one was hurt.”  
 
    “But the sauce!” Flaeth’s voice had a raw edge to it. “What about the sauce?” 
 
    We all crowded around the sink to stare at the pan that I’d dumped in there. 
 
    It was a smoldering wreck. The sauce was completely ruined, and the bottom of the pan was black and charred where the sauce had burnt and stuck there.  
 
    “I don’t think we can serve that,” Pawen said.  
 
    Her tone was so dry and understated that it came across as absurdly funny. I managed to keep it together, but Blodlaeth let out a high-pitched hysterical laugh.  
 
    Flaeth immediately turned on him.  
 
    “Do you think this is funny?” she snarled. “The sauce is ruined! We don’t have enough time or ingredients to make another batch of it!” 
 
    “We can… we can serve it without a sauce,” Isernesk managed. His face was turning from white to red, but he flinched back as Flaeth rounded on him.  
 
    “You’ve completely fucked this!” she hissed. “You’re a fucking disgrace!”  
 
    “It doesn’t have to have a sauce,” Blodlaeth faltered. “We have the bread and the greens.”  
 
    “The fire sauce is the main component of the dish!” Flaeth snapped. “A plain steak without any fiery component is completely pointless for a Breost offering! We might as well serve salad!”  
 
    “I could make a quick pepper and gnast sauce,” Isernesk said. “That’s fiery. The gnast would give us a good wicfood element.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, of course, a pepper and gnast sauce,” Flaeth drawled in a voice that was savage with sarcasm. “That’s definitely worthy of Journeymen, isn’t it?”  
 
    “We could flambé it,” I said.  
 
    “What?” Flaeth snapped.  
 
    “Flambé,” I said. “You know, cook the steak in fire with alcohol.” 
 
    All of them stared at me. 
 
    I guessed that was a technique that hadn’t found a home here.  
 
    “I know how to do it,” I said. “It doesn’t take long. Blodlaeth’s already dressed the steak, so we don’t need to wait any longer.”  
 
    “You actually cook the meat in fire?” Pawen asked.  
 
    “That would burn it,” Flaeth snapped.  
 
    “Not if you do it right,” I replied. “I just need some good brandy and a clean pan.”  
 
    Blodlaeth and Isernesk exchanged glances, and I could tell what they were thinking. If this all went wrong, then at least the final blame would fall on my head and not on Isernesk’s.  
 
    “It couldn’t hurt to try,” Blodlaeth ventured.  
 
    “It could definitely hurt if he makes a complete mess of it,” Flaeth snapped.  
 
    “But he won’t,” Isernesk said. “Will you?”  
 
    “No,” I said. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    Flaeth gritted her teeth. I could see the turmoil in her green eyes.  
 
    “Cooking the meat in fire is very original,” Pawen said. “And it certainly would be a good fit for a Breost offering. Brandy, too. Spirits are always good.”  
 
    “If you mess this up,” Flaeth said to me. “I will personally make sure you’re sent straight back to House Siggwin.”  
 
    “I won’t mess this up,” I said.  
 
    “We’ll see,” she sneered.  
 
    “Yes,” I said with a slight smile. “I guess we will.”  
 
    She stared at me with fury burning in her eyes.  
 
    “Fine,” she snarled. “Do it.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “I need matches, cream, brandy, and red wine,” I said.  
 
    “You heard him,” Flaeth snapped to Isernesk. “Get what he wants.”  
 
    For a second, a resentful look came over Isernesk’s face, but then he glanced at the rigid tension in every line of Flaeth’s body and clearly decided that this was the right moment to stay quiet and do as he was told.  
 
    I cleared away the mess from the top of the stove and took a fresh pan from the wall.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Flaeth asked.  
 
    “I’m preparing to flambé the steak,” I said.  
 
    “I know that,” she snapped. “Talk me through the method.”  
 
    “Well, first I will heat a little oil in the pan,” I explained. “Then I will sear the steak for a few minutes, pour in the brandy, set the brandy on fire, then add the wine and cream.”  
 
    “Right.” She furrowed her brow. “I’m going to watch you.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said as I heaved an inward sigh.  
 
    Isernesk came back with everything I needed. Blodlaeth brought over the steak.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to both of them with a cheerful smile.  
 
    They looked surprised, glanced at Flaeth, then at each other, and retreated.  
 
    I tapped the stove to activate the cooking stones. They glowed with heat, and when they were as hot as they could get, I poured a very light drizzle of oil into the pan. It immediately started to lightly smoke, and I quickly placed the steak into the searing-hot pan.  
 
    Specks of hot oil leaped up and stung my hand, but I didn’t care. I had done it, I was cooking, and I was going to make the best goddamn flambéed steak of my life.  
 
    Flaeth stood very close to me and watched intently as I turned the meat regularly to get an even sear on all sides. The juices ran out and sizzled in the pan, and the delicious smell of frying meat filled the air. I took a spoon and carefully basted the steak with the juices, and then flipped it over to cook the other side.  
 
    I reached for the brandy and quickly unscrewed the lid. The potent fumes of the spirit burned my nostrils, and I grinned in anticipation of how good this steak was going to taste.  
 
    I took the tongs, picked up the steak, and seared it on the edges. Then I put it back in the pan and picked up the bottle of alcohol.  
 
    “Stand back,” I warned and poured in a generous splash of the brandy. Then I struck a match, held it over the pan, and snatched back my hand as the fumes caught fire.  
 
    “Oh!” Pawen let out a startled exclamation as the flames roared upward.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I reassured her.  
 
    The flames danced and leaped over the meat with a crisp crackling sound. The smell of burning alcohol and seared meat floated through the air, and the heat from the pan was intense on my face and my hand, but my grip was sure and steady as I waited for the flames to die down.  
 
    I reached for the cream and red wine, poured them both into the pan, and kept the steak moving as the wine reduced. The sauce thickened and became fragrant as the wine and spirits mingled with the cream and the juices from the seasoned meat.  
 
    “Perfect,” I murmured to myself.  
 
    “Is it done?” Flaeth demanded.  
 
    “Pretty much,” I answered. “I’m going to let it rest for about ten minutes before we divide it up into portions.”  
 
    “Right.” She nodded.  
 
    “What do you think?” Maybe I should have played it cool, but I couldn’t resist poking the sleeping bear.  
 
    The corners of Flaeth’s mouth turned down. She swallowed hard, and she didn’t look at me.  
 
    “It smells good,” she admitted in a flat monotone voice.  
 
    Behind her, Blodlaeth and Isernesk’s mouths dropped open.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said politely.  
 
    “But now we need an extra wicfood element to replace the sauce.” Flaeth frowned, but it was an expression of thoughtfulness rather than anger. “I can make a dressing for the greens if I can take a little of this sauce in the pan.”  
 
    “Help yourself,” I replied. 
 
    I stepped back from the stove, and Flaeth carefully scooped out a few spoonfuls of the sauce into a bowl and then hurried over to the table. She began whisking the sauce briskly with a little vinegar and some more herbs. She was whispering something under her breath, and I wondered if she was praying.  
 
    I activated another of the cooking stones to a low heat and warmed a platter over the stove. Then I carefully slipped the steak from the pan onto the warm dish and replaced the cover over it. That would keep the meat warm while it rested and keep the juices and moisture trapped inside.  
 
    “People!” Flaeth called from the table. “Where are we? We need to start assembling everything.”  
 
    “We’re ready,” Blodlaeth called.  
 
    “I’ve got the trolley,” Pawen said as she wheeled it closer to the table.  
 
    Flaeth turned away to retrieve the tray of roasted vegetables from the side, and I took the opportunity to slyly steal the fork that she’d used to whisk up the sauce. There were still droplets clinging to the tines, and I licked them away before dropping the fork into the sink.  
 
    The flavors were absolutely on point. It was a tangy, sweet accompaniment that gelled perfectly with the meat, bread, and vegetables. The alcohol was present only as a faint heat in the aftertaste, and the top flavors had a bright, citrus taste that reminded me of long summer days.  
 
    I could practically feel the warmth of the sun on my face, and a memory surfaced of the year I spent the summer in Naples. For a moment, it was like I was back there in that city walking the cobblestone streets, hearing the excited Italian voices of the shop owners, the tang of red wine and smooth pizza dough in my mouth.  
 
    It was something pretty incredible that just a few droplets of sauce could evoke all of those memories and feelings inside my brain.  
 
    Part of that was the magic of the wicfood, but I suspected that another part of it was the ordinary magic of fine cooking.  
 
    Flaeth might be a bit of a bitch, but she was also a damn fine cook. 
 
    “Pawen!” Flaeth snapped. “Move! Where’s the bread?”  
 
    It was just a shame her personality didn’t mirror her cooking skills.  
 
    “Henry, where’s that steak?” the fey demanded.  
 
    “It’s here.” I moved the covered dish to the table where Flaeth was checking all of the dishes prior to putting them on the trolley.  
 
    She removed the cover on the platter and gave the steak a hard stare.  
 
    “It smells really good,” Pawen whispered to me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered back.  
 
    “It’s acceptable.” Flaeth put the cover back down on the platter with a clang. She slid all of the dishes onto the trolley. “I will take this up to the family. Isernesk, help Henry with the cleanup.”  
 
    Isernesk opened his mouth in dismay, but then he shook his head, sighed, and went over to the sink. He started dumping dishes and cutlery into the water. 
 
    Flaeth went out of the room with the trolley.  
 
    “I’m going to freshen up,” Blodlaeth said.  
 
    “Me, too,” Pawen said.  
 
    Isernesk just grunted.  
 
    “Okay,” I said to Pawen. “I’ll see you a bit later.”  
 
    She smiled at me and went out of the kitchen with Blodlaeth.  
 
    Isernesk muttered something under his breath and grabbed another plate.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said to him.  
 
    “What?” He looked around at me with a scowl.  
 
    “Thanks for helping with the cleanup,” I said.  
 
    “Well, I have to, don’t I?” he scoffed. “Flaeth told me to.”  
 
    “True, but you could leave now that she’s gone,” I pointed out.  
 
    He frowned as though that idea hadn’t actually occurred to him.  
 
    “But it’s nice to have some company,” I added.  
 
    Isernesk looked at me with a mixture of emotions on his face.  
 
    “Is this your first placement?” I asked as I reached for a clean cloth and started drying up the dishes that he’d just washed.  
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he replied.  
 
    “It’s a lot, isn’t it?” I said. “It’s fun, though, I like the challenge.”  
 
    “Yeah.” He nodded. “Me, too.”  
 
    There was a little pause when the only sounds were the gurgle of the hot water in the pipes and the gentle clunk of dishes moving in the sink.  
 
    “You made Journeyman not that long ago, right?” Isernesk’s voice was stiff, but he glanced around at me and there seemed to be a genuine, if wary, kind of friendliness in his eyes.  
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “One of my tutors recommended I take the exam a bit early.”  
 
    “‘A bit early?’” He raised an eyebrow. “I heard you hadn’t even been an Apprentice for a whole month before you took the test.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s true.” I shrugged. “But I’ve done so much cooking in the past that I kind of knew a lot of the basic stuff already. I just really love cooking. I want to learn as much as I can and do as much as I can.”  
 
    “Yeah, I get that.” The dwarf nodded. “What do you want to do once you reach the level of Cook? Will you leave or continue your studies?”  
 
    “Continue my studies,” I answered. “I’ve heard that after you reach Cook, the next two levels are pretty heavy on the theological side of things.”  
 
    “Yeah, once you reach Master and Yarl Cook, you’re basically a priest.” Isernesk shrugged. “I’m probably going to leave the academy once I reach Cook.”  
 
    “What do you want to do then?” I asked.  
 
    “I don’t know yet.” His voice was a bit flat, and then his next words were angry. “I don’t have to know yet, either, I’ve got plenty of time to figure it out. And at least I’ll have options once I finish. No one’s going to want to hire a human to cook for them, you know.”  
 
    “Maybe not,” I said in a peaceful tone. “That’s part of why I want to reach Yarl Cook status. I’m not so interested in running a business or working in a pub. I just want to cook.”  
 
    Isernesk looked down at the soapy water.  
 
    “You’ll probably be a good Yarl Cook,” he mumbled.  
 
    I wondered if that was his attempt at an apology of sorts. It might not have been, but I decided to take it as one.  
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled at him. “I know it’s going to be hard work, but cooking is all I’ve ever wanted to do.”  
 
    “Yeah.” He shot me a sideways glance. “I can tell you’re very passionate about it.”  
 
    “I am.” I nodded. “It’s kind of been my whole life. So it’s really amazing that I get to be here in a place like House Siggwin and get opportunities like this and meet people who love cooking just as much as I do.”  
 
    “You room with Wemba Wyrtroth, don’t you?” Isernesk asked.  
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” I said. “Do you know him?”  
 
    “I know Wemba a little,” he said. “His parents are rich as fuck.”  
 
    “I’ve heard that,” I chuckled. “Wemba’s not mean with money, though. He’s a really great guy.”  
 
    “Yeah.” Isernesk nodded. “He is.”  
 
    For a little while longer, we worked together in silence. But it was a companionable silence, and even though we weren’t talking, I could feel some of the tension leave Isernesk, and his attitude became a little calmer.  
 
    I think he’d been worried that I might lord it over him that I’d stepped in after he burned the sauce, but when it became clear that I wasn’t about to do that, he seemed to view me in a slightly more friendly light.  
 
    We finished the washing up, and while I dried and put everything away in its proper place, Isernesk wiped down the surfaces, cleaned the stove, and went around the room straightening and tidying everything.  
 
    At the end of it, we stood back, surveyed the results of our hard work, and gave each other a satisfied nod.  
 
    “That’s pretty good,” Isernesk said.  
 
    “Yeah, good job.” I grinned at him, and after a moment of surprised silence, he tentatively grinned back.  
 
    We both went up to the bedroom where Blodlaeth was just coming out of the washroom. I let Isernesk go first, and then I had my turn in the tub. It was heavenly to soak my muscles in the hot water and get off my feet for a bit, and afterward, I laid on my bed wrapped in a soft, yellow towel and dozed for a bit while the other two Journeymen chatted together in low voices.  
 
    The evening wore on, and soon we were called down by the gong. We entered the kitchen and found Flaeth and Pawen waiting for us with the dinner that had been cooked by the regular kitchen staff.  
 
    In addition to the food, Flaeth had the bottle of wine that I’d used in the steak sauce and was pouring us each a glass. 
 
    “Well done,” she told us as we all took our places around the table. “We did a good job today. All of us.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, and when I looked up, I found Flaeth’s green eyes were looking at me. She frowned when I met her gaze, and then she looked away. 
 
    “Anyway,” she said. “Tuck in. We need an early night tonight.” 
 
    Dinner was a simple meal of cold cuts and fresh green vegetables, but it was cooked well, tasty, and filling.  
 
    Flaeth poured us all a second glass of wine, and the alcohol helped everyone relax. Soon we were chatting and laughing with each other, and even Flaeth removed the stick from her ass long enough to join in a little.  
 
    We were about halfway through the meal when we heard a footstep in the passageway outside, and then a servant from upstairs poked his head into the kitchen.  
 
    “Hello?” he called.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” Flaeth asked quickly as she got to her feet.  
 
    “Yes, yes, perfectly alright,” the servant assured her. “I’ve just come down here with a message from upstairs.”  
 
    “From the family?” Flaeth’s eyes widened.  
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. “Master and Mistress Semeresk would like to congratulate you all on a spectacular first day. They are delighted with your performance so far. And they would also like to send down a special thanks regarding the steak in this evening’s offering. Master Semeresk said he had never tasted a joint of meat cooked in that fashion before, and he is delighted to have such a talented cook under his roof.” 
 
    Flaeth’s face hardened into a frown. She stared at the servant with such an intense expression on her face that he shifted his weight uncomfortably.  
 
    “Did you cook it?” he asked her.  
 
    Flaeth’s eyes darted to me.  
 
    I let a corner of my mouth curl up in the tiniest smile, which made Flaeth’s frown deepen into a scowl.  
 
    “What should I tell the family?” the servant asked insistently. “They wanted to know who made it.”  
 
    “I…” Flaeth’s voice faltered.  
 
    Her green eyes met mine again. She raised her eyebrows as though urging me to speak, and I grinned outright as I realized what a bind the fey was in.  
 
    She wanted me to speak and take credit so she would be spared the humiliation of telling the servant that a human had made the dish.  
 
    Flaeth saw my grin, knew what I’d realized, and spun back to the servant.  
 
    “Yes,” she snapped. “I made it. I made the steak.”  
 
    Blodlaeth, Isernesk, and Pawen all stared open-mouthed at Flaeth’s back, but if she felt their surprised gazes on her, she didn’t show it.  
 
    “Alright.” The servant nodded. “I’ll pass that on to Master Semeresk.” 
 
    “Henry,” Pawen whispered in an insistent tone.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I reassured her quietly.  
 
    The servant looked at the rest of us with a puzzled expression, but none of us said anything more, so he shrugged, turned, and went out of the room.  
 
    “That was nice, wasn’t it?” Blodlaeth commented. “Nice of the family to send down their thanks, I mean. I think…”  
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” Flaeth turned on me with a snarl. “Why didn’t you speak up when the servant asked about the steak?” 
 
    “You had it all under control,” I said with a small smile.  
 
    “But you should have said something!” she snapped.  
 
    “You could have said something,” Pawen pointed out.  
 
    I glanced at her in surprise, but the skinfolk woman’s voice was steady, and she stared at Flaeth with a frown creasing between her eyebrows.  
 
    “I…” Flaeth glared at her. 
 
    But she couldn’t say anything in retaliation because it was clear to everyone in the room that she was in the wrong here.  
 
    “Yeah, Flaeth,” Isernesk said with a scowl. “That was pretty underhanded.”  
 
    “Don’t you dare speak to me like that, Journeyman!” Flaeth retorted. “You are not in charge here, I am, and I will not be spoken to like that.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter anyway,” I interrupted. “The food is what really matters.”  
 
    “Really?” Isernesk lifted an eyebrow in obvious disbelief.  
 
    “Yeah.” I shrugged. “It’s all about the food, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Flaeth agreed quickly. “It’s just about the food.”  
 
    “Is it?” Isernesk’s voice was heavy with sarcasm.  
 
    “Yes,” Flaeth snapped at him. “It is. If you were more of a professional, you would realize that.”  
 
    “I’m not the one who took credit for something I didn’t do,” he retorted.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I said in a calm tone. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that the family is happy. And they are happy, so everything is okay.” 
 
    Isernesk shrugged.  
 
    Flaeth looked at me and swallowed.  
 
    For a moment she seemed about to say something.  
 
    “I…” she began, then she stopped herself.  
 
    We all looked at her, but she stared down at her plate and stabbed her fork into a slice of meat.  
 
    “I just can’t believe you were ready to stake your reputation on a dish that a human cooked,” I said.  
 
    Flaeth slammed her fork down on the table hard enough to make the wine glasses jump. She shoved her chair back, stood up, and stormed out of the room.  
 
    I chuckled to myself and took another sip of my wine.  
 
    Blodlaeth and Isernesk chuckled, too. Isernesk raised his glass.  
 
    “To us,” he said. “Well done.”  
 
    We all raised our glasses and drank the toast.  
 
    “That was a decent move you made there,” Pawen said to me in a low tone.  
 
    “Ah, well.” I shrugged. “I meant what I said, though. For me, the food is the most important thing. I don’t really care about credit.”  
 
    “That’s pretty special,” she said. “Not many people would have that attitude.”  
 
    “Guess I’m just a weirdo,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess you are.” She smiled back at me. “Henry the weirdo.”  
 
    “That is what they used to call me at school,” I said in a solemn tone, and Pawen giggled behind her hand.  
 
    Flaeth didn’t come back to the kitchen. We finished eating, and we all cleaned up after ourselves. Then Blodlaeth and Isernesk said they were going to go out to the pub to join in the festivities before they turned in for the night.  
 
    “Don’t stay up for us,” Blodlaeth said.  
 
    I opened my mouth, and Isernesk pointed a stern finger at me.  
 
    “Don’t make any jokes about how much you’re going to miss us while we’re gone,” he said.  
 
    I made a show of looking embarrassed, and Isernesk gave a grudging chuckle.  
 
    Pawen and I stayed around the table for a little while longer and had another glass of wine.  
 
    “I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable with what I said earlier.” The wine was making Pawen unwind, and she leaned across the table with the light gleaming in her lovely amber eyes. Her skin was the color of Demerara sugar, and when the light from the stones on the wall lit her at certain angles, it highlighted the faint peach fuzz that covered her body. I hadn’t noticed it before, and I longed to lean over and stroke her cheek, her bare arm, or the back of her hand where it looked the softest.  
 
    We were sitting on opposite sides of the table, and I wished that it wasn’t quite such a wide and bulky piece of furniture.  
 
    “No, of course not,” I said. “I felt very privileged that you would share something like that with me.”  
 
    “I know you said that, but I guess I didn’t properly believe you.” She shrugged. “I find it hard to trust people sometimes.”  
 
    “That’s understandable.” My voice was gentle. “You’ve gone through a really hard time. That’s going to leave a mark.”  
 
    “I wish it hadn’t,” She sighed. “Sometimes I feel like it’s always going to be there. The mark. It’s always going to be a part of me.”  
 
    “Well, you know, it probably will,” I said, and when Pawen looked up at me quickly, I added, “It sounds like this was a really big life event for you. And those things stay with us. They can get less painful, less intense, and they can be less intrusive in our everyday lives. They might not be as present in our thoughts. But they don’t go away. You heal around them.” 
 
    “I want it to leave me,” she said in a voice that shook a little. “I don’t want to carry this pain around with me forever.”  
 
    “It’ll get smaller,” I assured her. “It might not feel like it now, but it will shrink. It’s like having a broken bone. You heal, and you can use that part of your body again where before you couldn’t. But the break still happened, and it still leaves a mark. And sometimes something will happen that makes that old pain flare up again. But it doesn’t happen every day. And there might be some days where you manage to forget about it altogether.”  
 
    Pawen gave me a melancholy smile.  
 
    “I hope you’re right,” she said. “How did you get so wise?”  
 
    “Experience,” I said with a chuckle. “And making a lot of mistakes.”  
 
    “I don’t want to make that mistake again,” she said.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “Loving someone isn’t a mistake, Pawen.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” she sighed.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Never.”  
 
    She pulled a face. “I wish I could believe you.”  
 
    “You don’t have to believe me,” I said with a smile. “That’s only what I think about it. But… I don’t know, Pawen. You seem to me like someone with a very big heart. Someone who’s looking to love again.”  
 
    She looked up at me quickly.  
 
    Her eyes were glowing like liquid gold, and I found myself mesmerized by their brilliant, swirling color. Her lips were as plump and rosy as fresh apples, and there was a faint flush in her cheeks from the alcohol we’d been drinking.  
 
    “You don’t know me,” she whispered. “You don’t know what’s in my heart.”  
 
    “You’re right, I don’t.” Almost without realizing it, I leaned in across the table to be closer to her. “But I want to know. Because from what I have seen of your heart, Pawen, it seems like something very rare and precious.” 
 
    The skinfolk woman’s eyes searched my face.  
 
    We were close enough that I could smell the faint tang of wine on her breath, and it was dizzying and intoxicating. Beneath the wine, I caught a hint of Pawen’s own perfume, which was musky, dark, and wild. There was a fire in her eyes, and for a moment, it was like I could see into her soul, beyond the hurt and the pain, beyond her soft words and gentle smile. I could see the teeth and claws of the fierce and powerful woman she truly was.  
 
    Our faces were close enough for one of Pawen’s dark blonde ringlets to brush my cheek. My hand reached across the table and found hers. Her fingers were long, cool, and strong. They wound through mine, and I squeezed her hand gently.  
 
    She looked up at me. Her eyelashes fluttered.  
 
    “Pawen?” I whispered.  
 
    “Henry.” Her voice was very low.  
 
    She squeezed my hand back, and her grip was tight.  
 
    We leaned even closer so our noses brushed against each other.  
 
    Then our lips touched. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 8  
 
    I kissed Pawen with all of the tender passion that had been building up inside me.  
 
    Her mouth tasted like wine, like salt, like sweetness, like spices. I couldn’t get enough of her mouth and her lips, and when I felt the heat of her tongue against mine, my hands tightened compulsively around hers. Our lips opened and closed, and our noses nudged against each other. Pawen was so close to me, and my mouth was hungry for more, and I could feel an answering drive in her as she kissed me back.  
 
    Pawen gave a little moan underneath my mouth, and it was one of the most beautiful sounds I’d ever heard.  
 
    Then, as if the sound she’d made had startled her, she suddenly pulled away.  
 
    She was breathing hard, and she sat down in her chair with a thud.  
 
    “Pawen?” I asked in concern. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Sae,” she gasped.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured her quickly. “Sae and I are open with each other. We’re not closed off to being with other people.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” she whispered.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It’s alright. I would never do anything to hurt Sae.” 
 
    Pawen nodded without saying anything for a moment. Her breathing took a while to return to a normal rhythm. Then she swallowed hard, looked down at her hands, and then she looked up at me with a fierce look in her eyes.  
 
    “I promised myself that I wouldn’t be intimate with anyone ever again,” she said. “After my heart got broken, I told myself that I would never fall in love ever again. I know you said you think my heart can take it, but what if it can’t?”  
 
    “Pawen, whatever you do with your heart is up to you.” I made my voice as gentle as possible. “I’m not going to ask you to do anything that you don’t want to do.”  
 
    “But what if I don’t want to love you?” Her voice wobbled. “What if I can’t love you?”  
 
    “I don’t expect anything from you,” I said. “Truly, Pawen. If you want to be friends, then I would love that. If you want this to be just something physical, then I would love that, too. And if you want to open your heart to me… then that would be amazing. But no matter what you decide to do, I will respect your decision.”  
 
    Pawen swallowed hard. It looked like she was trying hard not to cry, but then she smiled, and it seemed genuine.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for saying that.”  
 
    My heart ached for her. It was so terrible that saying I would respect her and honor her decisions was met with such acute gratitude. It was the lowest possible bar for someone to meet, but it seemed like it was a foreign concept to her.  
 
    I wished I could get my hands on the bastard who had treated her so poorly.  
 
    Pawen wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and gave me a shaky smile.  
 
    “I should probably go to bed,” she said. “Get that early night that Flaeth was talking about.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Are you sure you’re feeling alright?”  
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “I have some thinking to do. But I feel good about it.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said.  
 
    Pawen stood up and went to the doorway, where she paused and looked back over her shoulder.  
 
    “I did enjoy our kiss,” she whispered.  
 
    “So did I,” I responded.  
 
    She smiled and went out of the kitchen, and I heard her footsteps going up the stairs to the bedrooms.  
 
    I reached for the wine bottle and poured the last few dregs into my glass. The swirling drops of red seemed to be a match for the emotions rolling around inside me.  
 
    Part of me couldn’t believe that I’d kissed Pawen just now.  
 
    Part of me couldn’t believe how good it had felt.  
 
    There was something about the gentle dignity in the way that Pawen had told her story that brought a lump into my throat. I couldn’t quite pinpoint exactly what it was, but I thought maybe it was a kind of nobility and grace. She had clearly suffered some deep and lasting wounds from the tragic end of her love affair, and I hated that she’d been through an experience like that and that her parents and family had been so unsupportive.  
 
    I didn’t like the idea that people should suffer pain in order to learn a lesson of some kind. I was of the opinion that bad things happened to good people because the universe was a random series of events that no one could predict and that held no greater meaning. But at the same time, I also knew how useful a hard experience could be when it came to building oneself up against the world.  
 
    I really hoped that Pawen would be able to take what had happened to her and make something good out of it.  
 
    I looked at the bottle of wine and wondered a little moodily what the official stance in this world was about heartbreak. I still didn’t know much about the gods here, so maybe they were the kind of deities who told their worshippers that they had to suffer in order to be worthy of their blessings.  
 
    I shook myself and stood up from the table. I didn’t want to end the day on a sour note.  
 
    Just then, there was a knock on the side door.  
 
    I waited for a moment to see if anyone in the other kitchen was going to answer it, but there didn’t seem to be anyone there. The knock came again, so I went through the passageway and opened it.  
 
    “Surprise!” Wemba whooped.  
 
    “We’ve come to steal you away!” Sae cried.  
 
    I was so taken aback by the sight of them that for a moment I could only stare.  
 
    “There, there.” Wemba patted my shoulder. “We’ve shocked the boy, Sae.”  
 
    “It’s Breost’s Night!” Sae exclaimed. “I wasn’t going to say anything to you because I thought you might be tired, and I didn’t know what Wemba was doing, either…” 
 
    “But I told her that we should kidnap you and force you to have a good time with us,” Wemba said.  
 
    “I don’t need to be forced to have a good time,” I protested.  
 
    “Oh, we thought you might make up some foolish excuse about ‘needing sleep’ or ‘trying to rest.’” Wemba waved his hand grandly. “But you, my friend, are going to party.”  
 
    “Please, Henry?” Sae begged.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” I chuckled. “You’ve worn me down, I’m going to party.”  
 
    “Yes!” Sae squealed. “Put on your clothes and let’s go.” 
 
    “I’m already wearing clothes,” I said.  
 
    Wemba and Sae scoffed in unison.  
 
    “Henry, my dear boy,” Wemba told me. “We mean festival clothes.”  
 
    I didn’t see anything wrong with the clothes that I was currently wearing, but then I took another look at them. Sae and Wemba had dressed for the occasion. Wemba was wearing a dark-green linen shirt that complimented his olive skin, he had put several slender, neat braids in the bun he always wore his hair in, and there was a single gold hoop earring in his left lobe. Sae was wearing a dark-blue tunic in a similar style to the one she normally wore, but this one had silver embroidery around the cuffs and hem, and instead of plain leather ties, the bodice was laced with a delicate silver chain.  
 
    “Okay,” I acknowledged. “I’ll go and change.”  
 
    “Wear your blue shirt!” Sae called after me as I went up the stairs.  
 
    A few minutes later, I was back downstairs. I was wearing the blue shirt that Sae had requested, which fit me snugly around the torso and billowed out into voluminous sleeves to give the same silhouette that Wemba’s shirt did. My belt was buckled around my waist, and I’d tucked a handful of shillings into my money pouch.  
 
    “Much better,” Sae said in approval.  
 
    “Did you actually comb your hair?” Wemba widened his eyes in exaggerated amazement.  
 
    “Yes, Wemba,” I said with dignity. “I actually did.”  
 
    “Looks good, hero.” He grinned at me and flung his arm around my shoulders. “Let’s go and wring Hid dry!”  
 
    The three of us headed out of the gates and into the city.  
 
    I’d seen some of the preparations taking place in the streets earlier, but I wasn’t prepared for just how alive the city was that night.  
 
    The streets were packed with people, and it was as busy as if it was the middle of the day rather than the late evening. Lamps burned at almost every door, and flaming torches were lit on every corner. All of the doors we passed had been painted a fresh, sunny yellow, and everyone we walked by had sunflowers in their hair or around their neck or tucked into their collars.  
 
    As we got closer to the market square, there were more stalls set up at random intervals in the streets, and they were piled high with treats for the festival.  
 
    “Gingerbread!” someone called. “Get your gingerbread here!” 
 
    “Hot sweet cider!” another seller announced. “Apple juice for the little ones! Spiced with Breost’s favorite herbs!”  
 
    “Fresh hot pancakes!” someone shouted. “Fresh hot pancakes for sale!”  
 
    “Sunflowers!” another called. “Get your sunflowers here!”  
 
    “Oh, we have to get sunflowers!” Sae exclaimed, and she stopped by a vendor with a wooden tray hanging on a strap around her neck.  
 
    The tray was covered in bright yellow, orange, and red sunflowers. Some of them were wrapped with black velvet ribbons, and some of the smaller ones were woven together to make a crown.  
 
    “What would you like?” the vendor asked. She was an older, dwarf woman with a motherly look to her, and she smiled at all of us with a genuine, happy smile on her face. “A crown for the lady, maybe? A bouquet for you two gentlemen?”  
 
    “I want a crown,” Wemba declared.  
 
    “I want a crown, too,” Sae said.  
 
    “Three crowns, please,” I said to the vendor.  
 
    She chuckled and picked out three crowns from her tray and handed them over.  
 
    “Oh, Henry!” Sae exclaimed. “Thank you!”  
 
    “Thanks, hero,” Wemba added.  
 
    “It’s a festival,” I said with a grin.  
 
    I placed Sae’s crown on her head and adjusted it gently so it sat better on her sleek hair.  
 
    She smiled up at me from underneath the sunny flower petals, and she looked so pretty I had to bend down and steal a kiss from her.  
 
    “You look very beautiful,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered back.  
 
    “I hope you’re going to arrange my crown with the same level of tender care,” Wemba said in a hurt tone.  
 
    “Of course.” I plonked Wemba’s crown on his head and patted his cheek. “There you go, you look great.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Wemba said with a grave nod of his head. “Now I feel beautiful, too.”  
 
    “Bend down,” Sae said to me, and when I did, she carefully placed my flower crown on my head. “There you go. Now you’re a part of the festival.”  
 
    I smiled at her and took her hand.  
 
    “What’s next?” I asked. “A puppet show?”  
 
    “A puppet show!” Sae exclaimed in excitement. “Yes!”  
 
    “I think there’s one about to start in the market square,” the flower seller said. “If you hurry, you can probably still get a seat.”  
 
    “Yes!” Sae squealed. “Thank you!”  
 
    She dragged me by my hand to pull me forward, and I laughed and walked with her.  
 
    The market square was packed with people, stalls, and booths of all kinds. And in the center of the square was an enormous bonfire. The flames leaped up toward the night sky, and a shower of red sparks sparkled in the darkness.  
 
    “Whoa!” I exclaimed. “That’s dramatic.”  
 
    “It’s tradition to welcome midnight by the side of the bonfire,” Sae said.  
 
    “Usually with a glass of cider in your hand,” Wemba added.  
 
    “Wemba.” Sae rolled her eyes. “That’s just your tradition, it’s not one for everyone.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say no to cider by a bonfire,” I said.  
 
    “See!” Wemba said in glee. “The human agrees with me.” 
 
    “I mean, who would say no to that?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Alright, alright.” Sae tutted. “But tonight’s not just about cider and pancakes, you know. When you stand by the fire, you’re meant to think about the year that’s gone and how the gods have blessed you.”  
 
    “I will think about those things, too,” I promised her.  
 
    “So long as I get blessed with some alcohol at some point, I’ll think of anything you want me to,” Wemba said.  
 
    I laughed as Sae swatted my roommate’s arm.  
 
    The air was filled with the scent of frying pancakes and the sweet tang of freshly poured apple cider. There was a booth where a man was selling skewers of sizzling meat that looked like lamb, and there was another booth where someone was selling oranges stuck full of cloves and dusted with cinnamon powder.  
 
    “Those are pomanders,” Sae explained to me. “They bring good luck and ward off illnesses.”  
 
    “Do you want one?” I asked her.  
 
    “Ohhh…” Sae gave me an adoring look. “I would.”  
 
    “Then you shall have one,” I said and held up my hand to stop Wemba’s inevitable comment. “And no, Wemba, I shall not be buying you one, too. This is just for my lady.”  
 
    Sae giggled and glowed happily while Wemba pretended to sulk.  
 
    The pomanders were wrapped around with long skeins of ribbon so they could be worn around the buyer’s neck or hung up somewhere.  
 
    “You can wear them when you attend the Os,” the vendor told Sae as he handed over a pomander to her. “And then afterward, for the rest of the year, you can keep it in your clothes chest and the perfume of Breost’s blessings will cling to your clothes and remind you of the goddess’ kindnesses.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Sae said to him as she hung the pomander around her neck, and then she turned to me with the biggest smile on her face. “Thank you, Henry, this is so kind of you.”  
 
    “I want you to have fun tonight,” I told her.  
 
    “I am having fun,” she assured me, and then her eyes lit up as she spotted a striped booth. “There’s the puppet show!”  
 
    She pulled me along with her, and we squeezed onto the edge of the rough wooden benches that had been set up in front of the booth.  
 
    I’d kind of expected that the puppet show would be for children, but to my surprise, there were plenty of adults in the audience as well, and when the first puppet appeared on the booth’s little stage, everyone erupted into applause.  
 
    The puppet’s body was made of cloth to allow for the puppeteer’s hand to manipulate it, and the face was made of clay and painted in bright colors. It was in the shape of a man with a long, white beard and hair made of felted wool, and it was wearing a long black robe and holding what looked like a tiny harp carved in minute detail out of wood.  
 
    “Welcome!” announced the puppet. “I am Scop the Storyteller, and I am here to tell you a tale of bravery, of piety, of gods, of men… of heroes.”  
 
    “Woo!” someone yelled, and another person whooped.  
 
    “The tale…” The puppet paused for dramatic tension. “Of the very first Hero!”  
 
    “Yes!” Sae cheered, and everyone on the bench with us cheered and clapped with her.  
 
    “This is a good one,” Wemba murmured in my ear.  
 
    I nodded and settled in to enjoy the show. I wasn’t sure exactly what to expect, but I was surprised by how much I enjoyed the spectacle.  
 
    The story followed a married couple called Guma and Guthcwyn. The puppets of Guma and Guthcwyn were made in the same way as the puppet of Scop, but Guthcwyn wore a brown dress and Guma had a black beard. Guma was a farmer of wheat and Guthcwyn raised bees. Interestingly, it didn’t say what race they both were, and it was difficult to tell from the puppets themselves.  
 
    I wondered perhaps if that detail was kept intentionally vague so every race could see themselves in the characters.  
 
    Guma and Guthcwyn were happy, but in the olden days in which the story took place, the gods kept to themselves, and the people were too busy with their farming to wonder if there was more in the universe than they’d been led to believe.  
 
    “But then… one day…” Scop said. “The ground started to fail. All of Guma’s crops died. All of Guthcwyn’s bees flew away. And the couple were left with nothing but doubts.” 
 
    “Oooooh,” chorused the crowd, who had doubtless heard this same story a hundred times before but were still loving every minute of it.  
 
    “And it was not just this couple who were affected!” Scop cried. “For all throughout the land, this blight had spread. The ground became dry and empty. The animals died. Children failed to thrive. Wombs closed up and became as barren as the fields. Where once there had been singing, there was now only silence. And no one could tell what would make this blight leave. Except… Guma and Guthcwyn.”  
 
    The crowd stomped their feet on the ground and clapped their hands enthusiastically.  
 
    The puppet of Scop went on to describe how Guma and Guthcwyn traveled all across the land to try and find out what was going wrong. They walked high and low, crossed valleys and forests, traversed cliffs and caverns, and finally ended up in a field of sunflowers.  
 
    A new canvas background flipped down in the back of the booth to show a painted scene of bright yellow flowers, and a new puppet entered the scene. 
 
    Even before Scop announced the next part of the story, I recognized this new character as Breost, Our Fertile Mother. I’d seen a mural of the goddess’ likeness painted on the wall of the Great Hall on my first night in House Siggwin, and the goddess’ black skin, shaved head, and saffron-yellow robe were unmistakable.  
 
    “And here in this field,” Scop said, “Guma and Guthcwyn met a woman holding a lamp. She told them that her name was Breost. And they told her that they had traveled far and wide to try and find an answer about why the land was failing. Breost told them that the ground was sick because there was no balance between the gods and the people of the land. Guma, who only saw Breost as a mortal being, scoffed in disbelief. But Guthcwyn looked hard at the woman standing before them, and she believed.” 
 
    The crowd murmured as the puppets paused for a moment. 
 
    “What must we do to save the land?” the Guthcwyn puppet asked.  
 
    “You must feed it,” Breost replied. “You must nourish and nurture the ground.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” Guthcwyn asked.  
 
    “And Breost smiled a lovely smile and spoke the First Godword,” Scop continued. “‘You must cook,’ she told them, and that was the First Godword.” 
 
    Scop told of how Guma and Guthcwyn had no idea about how to cook in a way that would nurture the land, as before this they had cooked only to keep their bodies alive and had not considered that their souls might also need to be nourished.  
 
    Guma despaired and said they could not complete this task.  
 
    But Guthcwyn was wise, and she asked Breost to help them.  
 
    Breost gave them a recipe and told them that if they could find the ingredients and cook the dish according to the instructions she gave them, then she would be strengthened enough to go and find the other gods. Together, the pantheon would work to bring balance back to the land.  
 
    Guma and Guthcwyn agreed to take on this quest and find the ingredients needed to craft Breost’s dish. So, they traveled high and low, back across the valleys, forests, cliffs, and caverns to collect the ingredients they needed. It was a long and hard journey. The land was so sick that it was hard to find what they needed. They fought battles and traded away their possessions until all they were left with was the clothes on their backs.  
 
     And then one day, they returned back to their home village.  
 
    But the blight had spread, and the ground in the village was black and dry. Their once-comfortable home was withered and destroyed.  
 
    “Guma and Guthcywn looked at each other with death in their eyes,” Scop said. “The blight had taken over. There was no life left in the land, and the desolation was complete. Or was it?” 
 
    The crowd gasped in wonder as tiny yellow sparks flew across the background.  
 
    “As they stood outside the ruins of their home,” Scop said, “one of Guthcwyn’s bees buzzed over their heads. Guma and Guthcwyn looked at each other once more, and something almost like hope flickered in their souls. They followed the bee into the ruins, and there in the middle of the destruction, they found the hive.”  
 
    The crowd drew in a collective breath of delight.  
 
    Guma and Guthcwyn harvested the honey from the hive, which was the final ingredient they needed to complete Breost’s recipe. And once they had completed the dish, they laid it out as an offering underneath the hive that had given them the final piece of the puzzle.  
 
    Breost appeared to the couple again, accepted their offering, and told them that to keep the land fertile and happy, they would need to teach their offspring how to cook for the gods because, as long as the gods were fed, they could uphold their end of the bargain and keep the blight at bay.  
 
    Guma and Guthcywn agreed. Breost vanished away with the offering, and within moments of her leaving, signs of life began to creep back into the black ground.  
 
    “The flowers bloomed again,” Scop said. “The sun shone, the rains came, the trees whispered their old songs, and laughter was once again heard across the land. Guma and Guthcwyn fulfilled their promise to Breost and taught their children, and their children’s children, and their children’s children’s children how to cook for the gods. And for their efforts, Breost named Guma and Guthcywn as her heroes, and for the rest of their days, the couple could speak to the goddess as no other mortals could. And it was said, when they died, Breost came to collect their souls, and now they walk with her in the fields of sunflowers and enjoy her blessings every single day.”  
 
    The Scop puppet bowed extravagantly, and the crowd burst into cheers and applause.  
 
    I clapped along with everyone else, and when the noise had died down a little, I turned to Sae and Wemba.  
 
    “That was really fun,” I said.  
 
    “Did you like it?” Sae smiled widely. “Aren’t they a good time?”  
 
    “It was,” I agreed. “I didn’t know that story before, either, so it was a fun way to learn about it.”  
 
    “It’s my favorite show,” Sae said. “The First Godword, the First Heroes… it’s just so exciting, and it always helps remind me about why we cook.” 
 
    “Is that why people say ‘hero’ here?” I asked. “Because of this story?”  
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” Wemba replied. “It’s just something people say, so I hadn’t really thought too much about it. But I guess it is because of this. Who wouldn’t want to be a hero of the gods?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a grin. “Being a hero always sounds kind of uncomfortable to me. Look at Guma and Guthcwyn… They had to go all over the place and sell all their possessions when they went on their quest.”  
 
    “But think of the rewards they got!” Sae’s dark eyes were wide, and she adjusted her sunflower crown where it had become crooked by her excited head movements. “They were so blessed! And not only that, but they were able to speak to Lady Breost herself, and they got to walk in paradise with her when they died!”  
 
    “True,” I conceded. “It’s just all the other uncomfortable bits beforehand that I have a problem with.”  
 
    “Oh, you.” Sae gave me a playful nudge with her shoulder. “You’re joking because I know for a fact that you’d do exactly the same thing if you were in Guma and Guthcwyn’s situation. If someone called on you to save the world, you wouldn’t run away.”  
 
    “No,” I said with a chuckle. “You’re right, I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Well, seeing as you don’t have to save the world right now,” Wemba said. “How about we go and get a mug of cider instead?”  
 
    “Sounds good to me!” I said.  
 
    We got up and stretched our legs and rubbed the ache out of our backsides from sitting on the hard wooden benches.  
 
    The cider stall was close by, and I treated the others to a mug of steaming hot cider each. Even though the days were still warm, the nights had started to get colder, and I wrapped my chilled fingers gratefully around the wooden mug.  
 
    “Let’s go sit by the fire,” I suggested. “Sae, are you cold?”  
 
    “Only a little bit,” she said. “I like being cold tonight.”  
 
    “Why is that?” I asked with a surprised smile.  
 
    “Because then I can be warmed by Breost’s light,” she said as though it was obvious. “The cider, the bonfire, all of this is for Breost’s glory. I want to be able to feel it in my body as well as in my soul.”  
 
    Coming from someone else, that might have seemed like a weird statement. But Sae said it with a sincerity that was impossible not to respect and take seriously. Her cheeks were flushed, and there was a spark of joy in her dark eyes that melted any cynicism I might have had about the festival. I might not share Sae’s piety, but I could see the effects of it on her, and I kind of loved how passionate she was about her faith.  
 
    There were more rough wooden benches set up around the fire, and we found a couple of empty spots near the front. We took our seats, sipped our cider, and chatted together about everything that had gone on during the last twenty-four hours.  
 
    I told them about Isernesk and his sauce, about Flaeth and her moods, and about Caffie making an appearance.  
 
    “That’s so funny,” Wemba said. “All the stalls in the square, and you picked hers to get your shirts from. All the houses in the city, and you get assigned to hers.”  
 
    “Could be a sign of something important.” Sae waggled her eyebrows at me with a suggestive smirk on her face.  
 
    “You’re terrible,” I told her. “I thought you wanted to set me up with Pawen?”  
 
    “I just like seeing how flustered you get when I bring up the subject,” Sae giggled.  
 
    “Evil,” I chuckled with a shake of my head. “You’re pure evil.” 
 
    “You like me really.” Sae leaned her head against my shoulder.  
 
    I turned so I could smell the fresh, clean smell of her silky hair. I closed my eyes for a second to inhale her scent, and then I kissed her forehead gently.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said in a casual tone. “I guess I like you.”  
 
    Sae laughed quietly and snuggled closer to me.  
 
    I like you.  
 
    I love you.  
 
    I love you, Sae.  
 
    The words were burning on the tip of my tongue. But maybe this wasn’t the best time to say them. We were in a crowded place, and things were pretty noisy. Plus, I didn’t really want to make a declaration like that in front of Wemba, who would probably be happy to overhear it, but who would also definitely tease us mercilessly about it at the same time.  
 
    “Henry?” Sae peered up at me. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “Yes.” I kissed her forehead again. “I’m alright. Are you alright?”  
 
    “I’m alright.” She smiled.  
 
    Just then, a gong sounded.  
 
    I hadn’t noticed it before, but there was a gong set up by the side of the bonfire, and a woman in a sunflower crown had struck it once so its booming note reverberated through the square.  
 
    “That means we have ten minutes left before midnight,” Sae told me.  
 
    “I’m ready for more cider,” Wemba said. “Can I get you two another round?”  
 
    “Thanks, Wemba.” I handed him our mugs, and he went to stand in the line for a refill.  
 
    “I’m happy I’m here with you, Henry.” Sae gave a little contented sigh. “Today has been so wonderful. I feel so blessed.”  
 
    “Me, too.” I put my arm around her narrow waist and squeezed her. “Being with you always makes me feel blessed.” 
 
    “I feel the same way.” Sae gazed up at me, and the warm firelight flickered on her face and kindled her milky skin to a warm, honey-yellow glow. Her eyes seemed even darker in the leaping light of the flames, and her freckles were beautifully highlighted and seemed to shift when I looked at them, like constellations in the night sky.  
 
    The words were heavy on my tongue.  
 
    I opened my mouth to say them out loud.  
 
    But then Wemba dropped down onto the seat next to us and handed us our mugs, which were sticky and hot with fresh cider, and the moment was lost.  
 
    I sipped my drink and listened to Sae and Wemba teasing each other over who looked the best in their flower crowns. I might not have had the chance to tell Sae what I felt for her, but that didn’t detract at all from the warm glow of happiness around my heart. I hadn’t expected to enjoy the festival in such a sincere way, but I surprised myself with how easy I found it to engage in the celebrations.  
 
    Sae nudged me out of my thoughts.  
 
    “It’s time!” she exclaimed.  
 
    I looked up and saw the woman approaching the gong again. She paused for a moment to make sure everyone in the crowd was watching her, and then she struck the gong three times.  
 
    As the third note faded away, a reverent hush fell over the market square.  
 
    All around us, people leaned forward and gazed into the dancing flames of the bonfire. Some of them looked very solemn and grave, while others were smiling. Some people were holding hands, and I saw more than one couple kiss each other fervently with expressions of total and unbridled joy on their faces.  
 
    Sae was leaning forward with her elbows on her knees and the half-empty mug of cider dangling from her hands. Her face was peaceful but remote, as though she was concentrating on listening to a piece of music that was playing far away.  
 
    For all his jokes, Wemba was taking this seriously as well. His eyes were closed, and his lips moved silently as though he was praying.  
 
    I didn’t know what to do exactly, but it felt strange not to mark this moment with everybody else, so I bent my head and stared into my mug of cider.  
 
    “Lady Breost,” I murmured under my breath. “If it was you who brought me here, then I send you my thanks for this enormous blessing that you have given me. I hope that I may hear your voice and reach a greater understanding of what it is that I am meant to do here. I want to cook, and I will cook, but if you have anything else for me, like a message or a sign… then I’m listening,”  
 
    There was no reply.  
 
    The only sounds in my head were acknowledgments of what I was hearing with my ears: the snap and crackle of the flames, the shuffle and creak of people on the wooden benches, and the distant cough of someone nearby.  
 
    Maybe if everyone in this square was praying to Breost right now, then she probably had to prioritize some requests and put others lower down on her list of priorities. And I guessed that the ramblings of a human who didn’t quite believe in her would be very low down on that list.  
 
    Gradually, the square started to get livelier again. 
 
    People changed from whispering to speaking at a normal volume to shouting at each other to make themselves heard.  
 
    Wemba went to get another drink of cider, and Sae grabbed my hand.  
 
    “Come with me?” she requested.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked.  
 
    “I saw a little shrine that had been put up on the other side of the square,” she said as she pulled me along with her. “I want to pray.”  
 
    “I thought that’s what we just did?” I asked in confusion.  
 
    “We all did that,” Sae said. “But I want to pray by myself, too.”  
 
    The shrine that she led me to was a small wooden structure painted in bright yellow and orange colors. It was about three feet tall, pointed at the top, and inside the shrine were religious offerings that had been left by other people. I spotted plenty of pieces of dried and candied citrus fruits, along with some sticks of cinnamon, some red and yellow beeswax candles, and a little bowl of honey.  
 
    Sae dipped the tip of one finger into the honey and touched it to her tongue.  
 
    Then she knelt down on the hard cobblestones in front of the shrine and pressed her hands together over her heart. Her lips moved soundlessly for a few moments, and then she looked up at me.  
 
    “What would you petition the goddess for?” she asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “In a way, I feel like most of my petitions in life have already been granted.” 
 
    “What about the placement?” Sae asked. “If you wanted, I could ask for guidance and help for you during your time in the Semeresk house.”  
 
    “Yes, that’s a good idea,” I said. “Thank you.”  
 
    She smiled at me and looked back at the shrine. She prayed silently for a few more minutes.  
 
    I looked down at her bowed head, then at the offerings that had been left in the shrine, and I felt a kind of warmth wash over me. My stomach was full of cider, the heat of the bonfire’s flames hadn’t left my skin, and I was here in this magical city with Sae at my side. 
 
    Whoever or whatever had brought me here, I thanked them.  
 
    I bent down and touched my finger to the pot of honey in the same way that Sae had done. I put my finger to my tongue, and I smiled as the sweetness spread through my mouth.  
 
    Sae finished her prayer and stood up.  
 
    “Did she answer?” I asked.  
 
    “I think so.” Sae smiled, and then she stood on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thank you for coming out with us tonight. This has been so much fun.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ve had a really nice time.” I pressed my lips against hers.  
 
    “There you are!” Wemba called.  
 
    He came over to us with another mug of cider in his hand. His dark eyes were bright, and his cheeks were flushed from the alcohol.  
 
    “I think we’re going to have to cut you off soon,” I told him.  
 
    “Do what to me?” He blinked in confusion.  
 
    “Stop you from drinking any more cider,” I said.  
 
    “Ohhh,” he groaned. “I can’t believe you would hurt me like that, Henry.”  
 
    “I’m saving you from more pain tomorrow morning,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Pah, nothing a raw egg won’t fix.” He waved his hand dismissively.  
 
    “Gods, Wemba.” Sae made a disgusted face. “Your hangover cure sounds as bad as the hangover itself.”  
 
    “Fine, fine.” Wemba laughed. “This is my last drink, I swear.”  
 
    “And I hate to say it…” I grimaced apologetically.  
 
    The others groaned.  
 
    “I know that look,” Sae sighed.  
 
    “Well, it is past midnight,” I pointed out. “And I have to be up early tomorrow. Without a hangover.”  
 
    “Oh, fine.” She kissed me again. “I’ll see you soon.”  
 
    “You definitely will,” I told her. “Do you need any help getting Wemba back to the academy?”  
 
    “Excuse me,” Wemba said indignantly. “But I am in perfect shape to get myself back to the academy, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a grin. “In that case, I’ll say goodbye to you both.”  
 
    “Farewell, my friend,” Wemba announced solemnly. “May our paths cross once again.”  
 
    “You know, sometimes it’s very difficult to tell when you’re drunk and when you’re just being you,” I told him.  
 
    “I like to keep you on edge,” he said with a grin.  
 
    I pulled him into a big bear hug.  
 
    “You’re ridiculous,” I chuckled. “And a good friend.” 
 
    “Aw, thank you, human, so are you.” He pounded me on the back for good measure.  
 
    “You two,” Sae said with a fond smile.  
 
    I hugged her again, and then I waved goodbye to the two of them as they crossed the market square.  
 
    The crowds were thinning out now that midnight had passed, and some of the stalls were pulling down their canvas covers and trying to sell the last remains of the wares.  
 
    “Honey cakes, love?” a seller called to me as I walked past her stall. “Last bag of the night, I can give you a good price for them.”  
 
    “How much?” I asked.  
 
    “For you, my love, two pennies,” she said with a smile.  
 
    I counted out the little bronze coins and handed them over to her. She gave me a red paper bag full of the cakes.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and as I walked across the square and through the streets, I opened the bag and looked inside.  
 
    There were about half a dozen little cakes inside, and I took one out to look at it. It was a simple, round yellow sponge cake, but the top was darker and sticky with a glaze of some kind. I put the cake into my mouth, and the sweet taste of honey and cinnamon melted on my tongue.  
 
    “Goddamn,” I mumbled to myself. “That’s good.”  
 
    I was tempted to finish the entire bag myself, but there were enough cakes left to take back and share among the rest of the Journeymen, so I decided to do that instead.  
 
    The house windows were still lit up when I returned, and when I knocked on the side door to be let in, I had to wait for a while and knock for a second time before anyone answered.  
 
    Finally, the door was opened by the same little fey boy who had let us in when we first arrived. He had yellow ribbons tied around his wrists and a mug of some steaming liquid in the other.  
 
    “Wha’?” he demanded.  
 
    “Can I come in?” I asked.  
 
    “‘Sfine,” he muttered.  
 
    “Are you old enough to be drinking?” I asked him as I closed the door behind me.  
 
    “I’m old,” he said in an offended tone. “I’m so old.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I believe you.”  
 
    I did not believe him, but I guessed the rules for drinking were different in this universe. There was also the fact that I didn’t know how old the boy was, how fey matured, or how the alcohol in this world affected the different races.  
 
    It would be interesting if alcohol had completely different effects on fey than it did humans. Maybe it was like the wicfood, but in reverse, and my understanding of alcohol only worked with a portion of the population here.  
 
    I went up to the bedrooms and found that my room was completely empty. Isernesk and Blodlaeth still weren’t back yet, and I hoped that they wouldn’t roll in loudly at three o’clock in the morning and wake everyone up. Still, it was a festival, and they probably needed to blow off some steam after a stressful first day.  
 
    But I needn’t have worried because I slept through the night without any disturbances, and I was awake and dressed even before Flaeth hammered on the door to say breakfast was ready.  
 
    When I’d woken up, not long after dawn, I’d found to my surprise that I was still the only one in the bedroom. It didn’t look like the other two beds had been slept in at all.  
 
    I went downstairs to the kitchen and found Blodlaeth and Isernesk at the table drinking a thick, brown liquid out of two glasses.  
 
    “Long night?” I grinned.  
 
    “My grandfather’s morning-after cure,” Blodlaeth said. “You want some?”  
 
    “Um…” I looked at the thick, viscous liquid in their glasses. There were some mysterious lumps bobbing near the surface. “I think I’m alright, actually. I didn’t drink much last night.”  
 
    “We did,” Isernesk said with a grin.  
 
    “Have you slept at all?” I asked.  
 
    “Not a wink,” the dwarf replied.  
 
    Just then, Flaeth and Pawen came in the door. They were each holding a tray of food that must have been made up for us by the staff in the other kitchen.  
 
    “There you are,” Flaeth said. “I assume you were all out late last night enjoying the festival.”  
 
    She managed to make it sound like some disgusting activity that we should be ashamed of.  
 
    “Yes, we were,” Isernesk said in a defensive tone. “And we had a great time, too.” 
 
    “You do know this festival is meant to be about remembering the blessings of Our Fertile Mother,” Flaeth sneered. “Not about drinking until you throw up and staying out all night.”  
 
    “That’s for Lady Aegwa’s Day,” Pawen said in a grave voice.  
 
    I snorted out a laugh, and Pawen grinned at me from behind Flaeth’s back.  
 
    “I suppose you were out late, too,” Flaeth snapped at me. “Personally, I think they should ban humans from the festivals.”  
 
    “I actually had a really good time,” I said. “I saw a puppet show about The First Hero and The First Godword. It was really amazing learning more about Lady Breost and the reason why we cook.”  
 
    Flaeth looked flabbergasted. She’d clearly expected me to come back with some angry retort, not a thoughtful comment on the religious aspects of the festival.  
 
    “Well,” she said finally. “Yes. These are holy days, not parties. And we should all remember that.”  
 
    She and Pawen put the trays down on the table.  
 
    I piled my plate high with bread, scrambled eggs, and sliced fruit. Isernesk and Blodlaeth looked a little green at the sight of the eggs, but they took plenty of bread and butter.  
 
    We had almost finished eating when there was a knock on the kitchen door, and a maid from upstairs came in.  
 
    “If you please,” she said. “Master Semeresk would like to speak to Flaeth.”  
 
    Flaeth shot to her feet and almost knocked over her chair in her haste. She dabbed at her lips with a napkin, smoothed down her green hair, and followed the maid out.  
 
    “I wonder what that’s about,” Isernesk said.  
 
    “It’s probably about the offering,” I said. “Do you know if they’re going to the temple again today?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Isernesk shrugged. “I suppose they are.”  
 
    “I heard Flaeth say they will be making some of the offerings here in the house,” Pawen said. “I think because they have two areas they’re focusing on right now. The festival and the baby.”  
 
    “That would make sense,” Isernesk said. “They would make the regular festival offerings at the Os along with everybody else. But for something personal like the health of the mistress, they could make those offerings here.”  
 
    “Is that how it’s normally done in rich families?” I asked. “You can make personal offerings at home?”  
 
    “Well, yes.” Blodlaeth shrugged. “You can make offerings anywhere, can’t you?”  
 
    “That’s true.” I thought of the shrine in the market square last night. “So, how will that work? Will the family come down here or do we go up there?”  
 
    My heart leaped a little at the thought of seeing Caffie again.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Blodlaeth said in an irritated tone. “I’ve never done something like this before, and believe it or not, Flaeth hasn’t blessed me with her plans.” 
 
    I made a sound of amusement in my throat, and Blodlaeth actually looked a little regretful at his hard tone.  
 
    We finished our breakfast, cleaned up, put on our aprons, and waited impatiently by the table for Flaeth to return.  
 
    When she finally came back into the kitchen, it was with a determined spring in her step and a steely glint in her eye.  
 
    “What did they say?” Isernesk asked her.  
 
    “Today we are going to make the first offering for the family’s personal petition,” Flaeth said. “An offering to Lady Breost to ensure the health and safety of Mistress Semeresk and her unborn child. The family will be making the offering inside the house today rather than traveling to the Os to do it.”  
 
    I looked at Pawen and raised my eyebrows the tiniest bit as a way of saying ‘you were right’.  
 
    She raised her eyebrows back in acknowledgement and smiled.  
 
    “This offering needs to be cooked with the utmost skill and delicacy,” Flaeth said. “We are petitioning Lady Breost to keep Mistress Semeresk and the baby safe and well, so it’s extremely important that everything is done exactly right.” 
 
    We nodded our heads seriously.  
 
    “What kind of offering are we making?” Isernesk asked.  
 
    “It will be a sweet and simple meal,” Flaeth replied. “Pancakes with a citrus and dent flower sauce, raspberry leaf and ginger tea, and a lemon, lavender, and cwithbud cake. Pawen, you will make the pancakes. Isernesk, you will make the citrus sauce and assist Blodlaeth with making the cake. Henry…”  
 
    The fey’s green eyes drilled into me.  
 
    “You will be assisting me,” she said. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 9  
 
    Be careful what you wish for, I thought to myself dryly as Flaeth beckoned impatiently for me to come and stand by her side. I wasn’t chained to the sink anymore, but I wasn’t sure if assisting Flaeth would be any better.  
 
    “You and I will be helping out where necessary and overseeing matters.” The fey’s voice was stiff and formal. “And you will also brew the raspberry leaf and ginger tea.” 
 
    “I can make a swincnut drink as well,” I said.  
 
    Flaeth’s head snapped around as she stared at me.  
 
    “A swincnut drink?” she repeated.  
 
    “Yes,” I said in a calm tone. “Like the one you tasted at my Journeyman test.” 
 
    Flaeth was silent. I saw a muscle flickering in her clenched jaw.  
 
    “Is it safe for pregnant women?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’ve read nothing in my studies that would suggest the swincnuts or the drink itself are in any way harmful during pregnancy.”  
 
    “Swincnuts have no wic properties,” she sneered.  
 
    “Not by themselves,” I said in the same calm tone as before. “But they are a perfect vehicle to add other wicfood ingredients to.”  
 
    There was another long moment of silence during which I was sure I could hear Flaeth grinding her teeth.  
 
    “Fine.” She spat out the word like it was a slug on her tongue. “You can make the drink. But you will still be making the tea, and you will still be ready to assist the other members of the team when necessary.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said with the biggest smile possible. “It will be my pleasure.”  
 
    Flaeth just grimaced and turned away. 
 
    I went to the cupboards and started looking around to see if the kitchen contained any swincnuts.  
 
    I wouldn’t have been surprised if there hadn’t been any, but this was a very well-stocked kitchen that had been used by Journeymen before, so it had a wider range of ingredients than a normal kitchen might have. I found a bag of swincnuts tucked away in one of the cupboards, and I pulled it out with a grin.  
 
    Now we were in business.  
 
    I tipped the contents of the bag out onto the table, then I took a pan, tossed in a handful of swincnuts, and put the pan on the stove. I tapped the cooking stone to activate it to a medium heat and stirred the swincnuts around in the pan to ensure they would roast evenly on all sides.  
 
    After a few minutes, I tapped the cooking stone again to increase the heat. I stirred the nuts steadily and made sure they were always moving so there was no chance of them burning and sticking to the bottom of the pan.  
 
    The swincnuts darkened to a deeper, richer brown. The familiar, bittersweet smell of the roasted nuts rose into the air as I took the pan off the heat and tipped the contents onto a wide plate so they could cool down.  
 
    When I’d made the drink for my Journeyman test, I’d roasted all the nuts that I used, but lately, I’d been experimenting with using a mixture of roasted and unroasted kernels as it gave an interesting depth of flavor to the drink.  
 
    So, while the roasted nuts cooled, I took another handful of them and began cracking them open. I separated the hard, brittle shells into one bowl, and put the soft, dark, oily kernels into another bowl.  
 
    “Why are you making two batches?” Flaeth demanded.  
 
    She’d been hovering at my shoulder and watching my every move with a laser intensity.  
 
    “It’s just one batch,” I said. “I’m using a mixture of roasted and unroasted nuts in the mixture. It makes the flavor more interesting.”  
 
    “Why are you keeping the shells?” she snapped.  
 
    “The shells can also be used to make a tea,” I answered calmly. “If Mistress Semeresk enjoys the drink, which is made from the kernels, then she might also enjoy the tea.”  
 
    “The tea is raspberry leaf and ginger,” Flaeth hissed.  
 
    “Not for the meal,” I said. “Just to drink whenever she feels like it.”  
 
    Flaeth stared at me in a total lack of understanding.  
 
    “What?” she asked. “Why?”  
 
    “Flaeth, she’s pregnant,” I said, and I was more than a little bemused that the fey needed this spelled out to her. “She’s probably quite stressed and anxious now. It’ll be nice for her to have a tasty drink during the day.”  
 
    Flaeth’s dark brown eyebrows knitted together in a scowl.  
 
    “That’s not for you to presume,” she snapped. “How do you know what she wants?”  
 
    “I don’t,” I replied. “But where I come from, swincnuts are very popular with pregnant women.”  
 
    Flaeth scoffed.  
 
    “I’m sure Mistress Semeresk isn’t interested in following the traditions of whatever backwater you came from,” she said.  
 
    “Maybe not.” I shrugged. “But it doesn’t inconvenience me to save the shells in case she does want the drink after all.”  
 
    Flaeth scowled at me again, but I didn’t think I was imagining the slight look of confusion in her eyes.  
 
    I hoped that what I’d said might get through to her in some way. Maybe I could convince her that she didn’t need to be so aggressive all the time, and that not every encounter she faced was a battle that she had to win. Maybe I could show her that my priorities were making a high-quality dish without being an asshole to everyone around me.  
 
    Maybe I could show her all of those things.  
 
    But I wasn’t very hopeful.  
 
    “You shouldn’t…” she began again, but I cut her off.  
 
    “Would you mind not standing so close to me?” I made sure my tone was politely neutral. “I want to make sure I’m as calm as possible so no negative emotions get accidentally transmuted into the drink. I’ll be adding some of the wic elements soon.”  
 
    Flaeth opened her mouth to snap out a retort that would probably have been both savage and sarcastic. But she must have realized I had a point, and if she carried on being rude to me, there was a chance that she might end up sabotaging the offering.  
 
    So she just huffed and turned away. 
 
    I grinned to myself as I dipped my hands into the roasted nuts. They were cool enough to touch now, and I peeled off the hard shells and separated them from the kernels in the same way that I had with the unroasted nuts.  
 
    Then I tipped both sets of kernels into a mortar, scraped in a vanilla pod, and took some deep breaths to clear my mind before I added the wic ingredients. My method for adding the magical elements to the drink had changed a bit since the Journeyman test.  
 
    During my test, I’d added the shells and the kernels together and focused on my memories of drinking hot cocoa and eating chocolate chip cookies on the couch with my mom and grandmother. It had been an intense experience, and although I had been very happy with the final product, recently I’d been trying to find ways to infuse those same emotions into the drink without draining myself to do it.  
 
    It hadn’t mattered during the test because that was all I’d had to focus on, and the drink had been the final part of the exam, but I couldn’t afford to do that on this placement. If I tired myself out on one dish and wrung every last drop from my emotional experiences, then I would have nothing left to give for the next dish.  
 
    So, rather than throwing myself headfirst into specific memories and exploring them in deep detail, I instead glided over the memories and allowed them to flow through me in a gentler way.  
 
    As I added sugar for sweetness, a pinch of cinnamon for luck and to honor Lady Breost, a dash of hleowan for warmth and memory, a few grains of salt for balance, and a sprinkling of sporettan for heat and emotion, I let the faces of my family float to the front of my mind.  
 
    I remembered my mother’s face and my grandmother’s smile. And from there, I let my mind wander through all the associated feelings that came with those images. The feelings of love and support that had infused my childhood. The plastic frames of my grandmother’s glasses and the way that they used to turn pink in the sun. The freckles on my mother’s arms and the wrinkles on the backs of her hands that had deepened as the years went by.  
 
    Before, I had plowed deep into every memory and exhausted myself plumbing the depths of every detail. But this time I let the process work more organically. As the memories pulsed in my mind, I let the emotions flow out of me, through my hands working the mortar and pestle, and into the swincnut paste I was making.  
 
    The nuts combined with the other ingredients and formed a smooth, deep brown mixture. Combining the roasted and unroasted nuts together created a thicker paste with a firmer consistency, so once everything was worked together, I used a spoon to scoop up small balls of the mixture, which I placed on a plate which then went into the kitchen’s cool box.  
 
    I had a few minutes to breathe, so I glanced around at the others to see how they were getting on.  
 
    Pawen was finishing up the pancakes, Isernesk’s sauce was ready in a small jug by the trolley, and Blodlaeth was just removing the cake from the stove. Isernesk was whisking up a simple honey and thyme glaze to go on the top.  
 
    Flaeth was also at the stove, but she was boiling a kettle of water. As I watched, she poured the steaming water into a teapot, replaced the lid, and began to mouth words silently to herself.  
 
    It took me a moment to realize that she was reciting the wuldorsped, which was a simple prayer that people often used to time specific things like brewing tea or kneading dough.  
 
    I waited until her lips had stopped moving and she carefully removed the infuser from the pot.  
 
    “Flaeth,” I called. “I thought I was making the tea?”  
 
    “Yes, well,” she snapped. “You were taking too long. Is that drink of yours ready yet?”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a smile. “I appreciate the help. The swincnut drink is almost ready.”  
 
    Flaeth frowned. But she didn’t say anything else, so I decided to count that as a victory. 
 
    I took a smaller pan, filled it with cream, and placed it on the stove. I activated the cooking stones to a low setting and gently heated the cream until it was warm. I removed the pan from the heat, tapped off the cooking stones, and took the swincnut balls out of the coolbox.  
 
    I dropped one into a cup and carefully poured the hot cream over it. I stirred it all together until the ball had melted and the cream was a soft, dark brown shade.  
 
    “Henry!” Flaeth snapped. “Is it ready yet?”  
 
    “It’s ready.” I turned around with the warm cup in my hands and took a saucer from the cupboard to go with it. 
 
    The trolley was ready and waiting, and once everyone had placed their dishes on board, Flaeth replaced the cover to keep everything sealed and at the right temperature.  
 
    “Come with me,” she ordered. “We need to set it out upstairs.”  
 
    She pushed the trolley out of the kitchen without waiting for an answer.  
 
    We hurried after her. Flaeth went to the end of the passageway where the steps led up to the bedrooms. I was expecting her to ask one of us to lift the trolley up the stairs for her, but instead, she pressed a panel on the wall beside the stairs. The panel slid back to reveal a hidden space about six feet wide and about six feet high. I realized it was a kind of dumb waiter. Or an elevator.  
 
    Flaeth pushed the trolley forward but stopped as we started to follow her in.  
 
    “You need to take the stairs,” she said. “That’s the whole point of having two ways up. People go up one way, the food goes up another way, and no one gets in each other’s path.”  
 
    “But we don’t know where to go,” Blodlaeth said. “None of us have been upstairs before.”  
 
    Flaeth clicked her tongue irritably.  
 
    “Fine,” she said. “It’ll be crowded, though.”  
 
    “We don’t mind,” Isernesk assured her.  
 
    We all crowded into the space. It was pretty tight, but I reckoned we could still have squeezed in a few more people if we’d had to.  
 
    Flaeth pressed a small box on the wall. The panel slid closed, and with a lurch and a groan of hidden cogs and machinery, the dumb waiter began its journey upwards. 
 
    The walls of the space were plain white plaster, and there was a collection of caged light stones clustered on the ceiling above our heads. Their cool white light filled the space, and I had a sudden flashback to the fluorescent bulbs in the elevators back home. All we needed was some annoying muzak being piped into the space, and my deja vu would be complete.  
 
    I wondered if this was used to transport members of staff all over the house. It would be useful if any of the family members wanted to have a hot bath, for instance. The washrooms in our bedrooms were equipped with the same basic showering facilities as the rooms back at House Siggwin, which worked by pulling a pump handle on the wall until lukewarm water gushed out of a faucet high up on the wall. It was perfectly serviceable for everyday showers, but I reckoned that richer families would probably want the option of having a luxurious bath as well. The dumb waiter elevator would be the perfect way to transport tubs of hot water up to the bedrooms.  
 
    The dumbwaiter ground to a halt. Flaeth pushed the box on the wall again, the panel slid open, and we came out into a hallway. 
 
    There was a thick, dark red carpet under our feet, and the walls were covered in gleaming wooden panels and hung with giant paintings in thick, ornate, golden frames. The nearest painting was a portrait of a stern-looking dwarf family. The woman sat on a chair in the center with a baby on her lap and a man standing behind her with his hand on her shoulder. None of them looked like they were enjoying themselves, and even the baby had the blankly terrified look of someone taken hostage and being forced to participate in this against their will.  
 
    “This way,” Flaeth hissed.  
 
    She led the way down the hall and around a corner to the left. Here there was another painting, but this one was a landscape and depicted rolling hills and dark, spiky trees in the distance. I looked closer and saw what looked like a tiny unicorn standing on the very top of one of the hills. I wondered if that had any significance.  
 
    But I didn’t have any time to examine it in further detail. Flaeth pressed something concealed in the paneling on the wall, and I realized it was a door handle. There was a whole door cleverly designed to meld seamlessly into the rest of the wall.  
 
    Flaeth pushed the trolley forward, and the rest of us followed her inside this secret room.  
 
    Pawen let out her breath in an impressed gasp. Isernesk whistled, Blodlaeth raised his eyebrows, and Flaeth glowered at us all for daring to be anything less than poised and implacable.  
 
    “Don’t gawk,” she snapped. “We’ve got work to do.”  
 
    But it was hard not to gawk around at the room we were in.  
 
    It was a pretty big room, maybe around thirty feet wide, but the main feature that I couldn’t look away from was the solid gold table set in the very center.  
 
    It was a huge thing that almost took up the entire room. The top was a seamless, solid slab of gold that was almost a foot thick. The legs were as thick as tree trunks and covered in ornate and intricate carvings of leaves, flowers, and animals. It gleamed and shone in the light of the dozen candles set in the magnificent silver candelabra in the middle of the table. The main stem of the candelabra was as thick as my wrist, and the branches were elaborately embellished with curlicues, swirls, and delicate, tiny flowers worked in silver with mother of pearl accents. It shone with a rainbow hue when it caught the light of the candles it held up.  
 
    I was sure I’d read somewhere that there were some rooms in the Os where candles burned night and day as a constant, neverending petition to the pantheon, and I guessed that this must be a similar situation here.  
 
    There was a bowl of freshly-cut sunflowers on the table, and there were more sunflowers arranged around the base of the candelabra and placed at the four corners of the table.  
 
    It was a breathtaking spectacle, and I could have looked at it for a lot longer, but Flaeth was already taking off the cover of the trolley as though seeing a place like this was something totally normal and mundane to her.  
 
    Hell, maybe it was. I knew Flaeth came from money, so maybe every room in her rich daddy’s house was just like this one.  
 
    Flaeth hung the cover carefully in its place on the back of the trolley.  
 
    Isernesk started to reach for his dish, but the fey actually smacked his hand away before he could touch any of the plates.  
 
    “No!” she snapped. “Each dish must be placed on the altar table in a specific order.”  
 
    “You didn’t tell us that earlier,” Isernesk retorted.  
 
    “I expected you to follow my lead and do as you were instructed regardless of what I might or might not have told you.” Flaeth’s eyebrows were drawn together into an angry line. “Pawen, you first. Put your dish to the left of the candelabra.”  
 
    Pawen nodded and carefully lifted the dish of pancakes from the trolley. Her face was set in an expression of supreme concentration, and I was proud of how steady her hands were and with the delicacy she put the dish down on the table where Flaeth had directed.  
 
    “Good,” Flaeth said. “Now, Isernesk, the sauce, next to the pancakes, to the left of the candelabra.”  
 
    When Isernesk had done this, Flaeth took the teapot and placed it carefully on the table, dead center in front of the candelabra.  
 
    “Now Blodlaeth,” she instructed. “Place your cwithbud cake down here, next to the teapot, to the right of the centerpiece. And Henry…”  
 
    She looked at me, and for a moment I thought I could see actual anxiety in her eyes. Not tension, irritation, frustration, or anger. Genuine anxiety.  
 
    And despite myself, despite her, despite everything, my heart still felt for her.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked.  
 
    “Put the swincnut drink in front of the teapot,” she said.  
 
    I wondered what the meaning of that was. Maybe the center of the table was the traditional spot for all drinks? Or was Flaeth actually honoring me in some small way by allowing my drink to be placed in front of the teapot that held the tea she’d brewed?  
 
    I couldn’t tell, so I just put down the cup and saucer as she had directed.  
 
    “That’s it,” Flaeth murmured.  
 
    We all took a step back from the table to admire our handiwork.  
 
    It was an impressive sight.  
 
    Perhaps it was the purity of the metal that the table was made from, but it seemed to glow with its own softly golden light, and it reflected on the silver bowls and platters that the food was served on. The candelabra’s candles flickered slightly as though in an invisible breeze, and their quivering flames chased light and shadow across the table and over each dish.  
 
    And at the very front was the silver cup and saucer holding the swincnut drink I’d invented, prepared, and served.  
 
    A happy smile spread across my face as I looked at the table and then looked around at my fellow Journeymen.  
 
    They were smiling too, and even Flaeth’s normally hard face seemed to have softened a little bit.  
 
    “Well done, everyone,” I said in a heartfelt tone.  
 
    Technically I supposed it wasn’t my place to offer praise or congratulations– I wasn’t in charge, after all– and there was a chance that a lowly human giving a compliment would rile some of the others. But I didn’t really care about that. Everyone had done a fantastic job, and it looked amazing.  
 
    “We did a good job, didn’t we?” Isernesk actually made eye contact with me, and he grinned.  
 
    “We did,” Blodlaeth affirmed.  
 
    “The swincnut drink looks great, Henry,” Pawen said to me with a smile. “It smells really good, too.”  
 
    “Yeah, it does,” Isernesk said. “Swincnuts, though?”  
 
    “I never thought of using swincnuts for anything important,” Blodlaeth said.  
 
    “Yeah, they just come together really well,” I said with a smile. “I’ve got some of the paste leftover that I used for the drink, so I can make another cup if you guys would like to try it.”  
 
    “Those aren’t your ingredients to use as you will, human,” Flaeth sneered. “They’re not to be frittered away on your own projects.”  
 
    Clearly, my period of favor was over. 
 
    “No, I understand that,” I said. “It’s just the leftovers.”  
 
    “Yeah, Flaeth, come on,” Isernesk protested. “It just smells so good, I’m curious.”  
 
    “You need to keep things professional, Journeyman,” Flaeth snapped. “And as for you, human, it’ll take more than a drink to impress me. So, I’d suggest you start listening to me unless you want to end up back on pot wash duty.”  
 
    “I mean, it’s not up to you, though, is it?” I pointed out. I managed to keep a calm tone, but I was pretty done with Flaeth managing to posture her way through every moment. “It’s up to the family to decide the good parts of this meal. If they like the drink and they want more of it, then… Well, you can’t stop them.”  
 
    Flaeth sneered and spun around to flounce out of the room.  
 
    But as she turned, her elbow caught against the platter of pancakes. The impact knocked the platter out of its alignment, and the corner of the dish hit the silver candelabra.  
 
    One of the candles wobbled and was about to topple out of its holder. But I lunged forward and caught it just in time before it could fall. The flame flared and settled back down again as I pressed the candle carefully back into its rightful place.  
 
    Flaeth was staring at the table in open-mouthed horror at what she’d almost done.  
 
    “I…” She swallowed.  
 
    “Do we need to replace the dishes?” I asked. “Is the order and placement still okay?” 
 
    Wordlessly, she shook her head.  
 
    “Um…” I glanced at the others to see if they knew.  
 
    “They’re fine,” Flaeth whispered in a hoarse voice.  
 
    Then suddenly she turned and ran out of the room.  
 
    Isernesk let out his breath in a long whistle. “Well. That was dramatic.”  
 
    “She probably couldn’t believe that she actually made a mistake,” Blodlaeth snickered.  
 
    “I think she cares about it all very deeply,” Pawen said in a low voice. “She’s very anxious.”  
 
    “Anxious?” Isernesk scoffed. “She’s insane, that’s what she is.”  
 
    I thought that was a bit harsh. I understood what it was like to care about something above all else and for that drive and passion to define your life and personality.  
 
    Still, I’d met plenty of driven people in my life so far, and somehow none of them had managed to let their passion turn them into complete assholes.  
 
    “We should get out of here,” I said. “The family will probably be coming to do their offering soon.”  
 
    I took hold of the trolley handle and wheeled it out of the room. We went back down in the dumbwaiter to the kitchen, and then, to my surprise, everyone joined in with the cleanup.  
 
    Isernesk and Blodlaeth were hard workers, and with their and Pawen’s help, soon the entire kitchen was spotless and ready to go for when we needed to cook the next offering.  
 
    Blodlaeth looked at Isernesk who nudged him hard.  
 
    “Um, Henry,” Blodlaeth mumbled. “The swincnut drink…”  
 
    “Yes, of course,” I grinned. “Who would like a cup?”  
 
    Everyone nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    Pawen got out more cups as I heated the cream and took the remaining swincnut balls out of the cool box. I made a drink for each of them, and while they were waiting for them to cool, I ran up to the bedroom and brought down the box of honey cakes I’d bought at the festival last night.  
 
    “Here,” I said as I came back into the kitchen. “Who wants a honey cake?”  
 
    “Thanks, Henry,” Isernesk said with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” Blodlaeth said.  
 
    Pawen smiled at me as she took a cake from the box.  
 
    “The drink smells amazing,” she whispered to me.  
 
    “Try it,” I said in an encouraging voice.  
 
    Pawen took a sip. Her amber eyes widened in surprise. She took another sip, and then another, and then another.  
 
    “Ohhh,” she breathed.  
 
    “Do you like it?” I asked.  
 
    She nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    “Sweet Mother Breost, Henry,” Isernesk exclaimed. “This is made from swincnuts?”  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Blodlaeth mumbled with his nose deep in the cup. “It’s so damn tasty.”  
 
    “I’m glad you all like it,” I chuckled.  
 
    “It’s incredible,” Pawen said in an awestruck voice.  
 
    Just then, there was a knock at the kitchen door, and a servant from upstairs looked in.  
 
    “Hello,” he said. “The family has completed their offering. They want to meet the cook responsible for the drink in the silver cup.”  
 
    “There you go, Henry,” Pawen gasped. “They love it! I knew they’d love it.”  
 
    “Are you the cook who made it?” the servant asked me.  
 
    He hadn’t seemed to notice my race before, but now he looked me up and down with a puzzled, almost outraged expression on his face.  
 
    Flaeth wasn’t here to take the credit, so I nodded.  
 
    The servant frowned. He looked around at the other Journeymen, but no one said anything, so he just exhaled sharply and shrugged.  
 
    “Come with me, then,” he directed.  
 
    Pawen gave me an excited smile as I took off my apron. I smiled back at her, and then I followed the servant out of the kitchen and up the stairs.  
 
    We came out into the same hallway that the dumbwaiter had led to, but this time the servant turned left. He led the way to a door a little further away. He knocked, waited a moment, and then opened the door and led the way in.  
 
    “Master Semeresk,” he announced. “I have brought you the cook you wished to meet.” 
 
    The room was a very grand parlor with thick, red woolen rugs on the floor and more gloomy portraits hanging on the wood-paneled walls. There was a long couch in sage-green velvet in the center of the room along with several matching armchairs. There was a dwarf woman lying on the couch with a soft, dark green blanket draped over her legs and her hugely pregnant belly. A dwarf man sat in one of the chairs opposite her.  
 
    I assumed they were Master and Mistress Semeresk. 
 
    They both looked up eagerly as I came in.  
 
    And then their faces changed from excitement to confusion.  
 
    “What is a human doing here?” the dwarf man demanded. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 10  
 
    “This is the cook responsible for the drink in the silver cup,” the servant replied.  
 
    Part of me was amused that he’d worded it like the drink was a mistake that I’d agreed to own up to.  
 
    “I was told you wanted to meet me, sir,” I said.  
 
    “But– but–” he spluttered.  
 
    “You made the drink?” Mistress Semeresk asked me.  
 
    “I did, ma’am,” I replied.  
 
    “Ohhh, in that case…” She held out her hand to me, and when I took it, she squeezed it gently. “I am sincerely grateful to you, Journeyman. What is your name?”  
 
    “Henry, ma’am,” I replied.  
 
    Even inexperienced as I was with gauging the ages of the different races here, I could tell that Mistress Semeresk was very young. She had big blue eyes and long flaxen hair plaited in two heavy braids that were wound around and pinned to the back of her head. She was extremely pregnant, and even through the heavy, embroidered velvet robe she wore, I could see she must be very near her due date. Her cheeks were flushed and rosy, and she smiled at me with a sweetness that was so genuine, I couldn’t help but smile back at her.  
 
    “Henry,” she said. “The drink was perfect. Thank you.”  
 
    “A human!” Master Semeresk barked. He was an older dwarf with a red beard and mustache streaked with gray. Even by dwarf standards, he seemed stout, and he had fiery purple eyes that scowled at me as he leaped out of his chair and snatched his young wife’s hand away from me. “Why were we not told that we had a human on the Journeymen staff?”  
 
    “Maybe because they didn’t want to upset you, dearest,” Mistress Semeresk said in a calming tone.  
 
    “Upset me?” he shouted. “Why would I be upset? I’m not upset!”  
 
    “Of course not, dearest,” she soothed.  
 
    “I won’t stand for this,” he blustered. “A human under our roof? And cooking for us? And not only cooking for us but during a festival? And not only during a festival but when my beloved wife is in the most vulnerable state of her life? What in the gods’ name has a human been feeding us?”  
 
    “You enjoyed the steak, darling,” Mistress Semeresk said. “And the pancakes this morning. You were very complimentary. And you did enjoy the drink as well.”  
 
    “No I did not,” he huffed. “At least, not that much. I knew there was something afoot when I saw that silver cup. I should never have allowed a team of people into our kitchen without personally vetting them myself.”  
 
    “You trusted Seothan’s word,” his wife said gently, but there was a thread of authority in her tone. “And I think that was a good choice. We would never have enjoyed such bounty if you had thrown out the human straight away.”  
 
    “I don’t want a human’s bounty!” he shouted.  
 
    “Well, I do,” Mistress Semeresk declared, and she smiled at me. “I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed that drink, Henry. You must tell me what was in it.”  
 
    “Poison, no doubt,” Master Semeresk grumbled. “Or rats. Or manticore flesh.”  
 
    “No, dear,” his wife said patiently. “Otherwise neither of us would be alive right now, would we?”  
 
    “It was swincnuts, Mistress Semeresk,” I replied. “Swincnuts, vanilla, sugar, cinnamon, hleowan, salt, and sporettan.”  
 
    “Swincnuts?” Her blue eyes opened wide in surprise. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”  
 
    “Some human concoction, no doubt,” Master Semeresk growled.  
 
    “No, sir, I assure you, it’s all perfectly safe,” I said in a calm tone. “I made this drink for my Journeyman exam and it drew a lot of praise.”  
 
    “Hmm.” He scowled at me. “I won’t stand for it, you know. This won’t do, no it won’t.”  
 
    “What won’t, sir?” I tried to keep my voice level, but internally my heart was pounding. I’d figured the family would enjoy my food and not care so much who had made it, but maybe I’d been wrong and maybe these prejudices did run too deep for food to fix.  
 
    “Heallesk,” Mistress Semeresk pleaded. “Don’t do anything rash.”  
 
    “I have your safety to think of,” he barked. “Yours and the baby’s.”  
 
    “But, dearest, we are both perfectly fine.” She reached for her husband’s hand and squeezed it with a tender smile. “You can see that for yourself.”  
 
    “You don’t know that,” he insisted.  
 
    “Really, Heallesk?” She gave a gentle laugh. “I think I can tell better than you if the baby is happy or not.”  
 
    “I’ve had children before,” he protested. “This is your first.” 
 
    “Dearest, you have one child,” Mistress Semeresk said. “And you did not carry her in your womb, so between the two of us, I do think I have seniority on this subject.”  
 
    Master Semeresk scowled, but it was a fact that couldn’t really be argued with.  
 
    Just then, the door to the parlor opened behind me.  
 
    “Well, hello there,” a familiar voice said.  
 
    I turned around and saw Caffie standing in the doorway. She was dressed in more intricate clothing than I’d ever seen her in before– a dress of soft brown velvet that was laced snugly over her torso and pushed her breasts up to impressive levels and boasted a wealth of cleavage. The sleeves were adorned with a neat waterfall of cream-colored lace, and there was a similar lacy hem to the skirt. I’d seen the fey women in the city wear similar outfits, but they tended to wear silks and satins, and everything in Caffie’s outfit that was neat and understated was ramped up to eleven in the fey women’s outfits.  
 
    The warm color complemented her russet hair and purple eyes, and I almost did a double take at how beautiful she looked. Of course, I’d noticed before that she was pretty, not even the simplest of clothes could hide that, but she looked so different from how she appeared in the market. Her hair was neatly braided in two tidy plaits, and there was a faint reddish stain to her lips and cheeks and a smudge of brown underneath her eyelashes like she’d applied some makeup there.  
 
    But despite her grand appearance, the mischievous twinkle in her eye was exactly the same, no matter what she was wearing.  
 
    “Henry Cotton,” she said as she crossed the floor and came into the parlor.  
 
    “Cafoth Semeresk,” I greeted her with a smile.  
 
    “Cafoth!” Master Semeresk barked. “How do you know this… this…” 
 
    “This cook, Father?” Caffie filled in sweetly. “Oh, he was very helpful the other day when I needed to replace that fork that Brigid dropped.”  
 
    “Why are you consorting with… with…” he blustered.  
 
    “With kitchen staff?” Caffie smiled.  
 
    “Pantheon take it, Cafoth!” her father roared. “Stop finishing my…”  
 
    “Prejudices?” She grinned as Master Semeresk’s face turned red. “Why are you shouting, Father? I thought you were very pleased with the offering today. Rosol, you liked it, didn’t you? Especially that drink.”  
 
    “I did,” Mistress Semeresk said with a sigh. “That’s what I’m trying to convince your father of.”  
 
    “I don’t need convincing,” Master Semeresk snapped. “I’m not a child to be coddled into changing my mind.”  
 
    “Of course not, Father,” Caffie said in a voice that trod the line between sincerity and sarcasm so finely that even I wasn’t sure what her tone was.  
 
    Master Semeresk glowered at her. 
 
    Caffie raised an eyebrow and folded her arms.  
 
    Mistress Semeresk looked pleadingly from one to the other.  
 
    “If you really don’t want me here, then…” I began, but Mistress Semeresk broke in with a little exclamation. 
 
    “No!” she cried. “Heallesk, you cannot send him away! He made the goddess’ drink for me! I need him here with us until the baby is born.”  
 
    “Rosol,” her husband began, but she cut him off.  
 
    “Heallesk,” she said firmly. “When I tasted that drink, I felt the goddess’ pleasure. I knew she was happy with the offering that we had arranged for her. The baby kicked in my womb, and I knew… I knew, Heallesk, without a shadow of a doubt, that this was a good thing to come into our lives. That the goddess was smiling down at us, at me, and at the baby.”  
 
    There was a light shining in Mistress Semeresk’s blue eyes. She gazed up at her husband with a sweet, rapturous smile on her face, and when he still frowned at me, she pressed his hand to her cheek and then held it against her swollen belly.  
 
    Master Semeresk’s face changed suddenly from furious scowl to open-mouthed surprise.  
 
    “The baby!” he gasped.  
 
    He stared at his wife in wonder.  
 
    “Did you feel it?” she smiled.  
 
    “I felt him!” he exclaimed. “I felt him kick!”  
 
    “That’s what I’ve been telling you.” Her voice was very gentle, and even though her husband was clearly years, if not decades, older than she was, in that moment, she had a gravity and authority that made her seem the older one. “The baby felt Mother Breost’s blessing.”  
 
    “Sweeting.” Master Semeresk’s voice was low. “I cannot risk your well-being over this.”  
 
    “You will not be,” she insisted, and she cupped her husband’s cheek in her hand and smiled at him. “You will not be, Heallesk, I can promise you that.”  
 
    The love shining out of the Semeresks’ faces was so intense that it brought a lump to my throat. I wanted to say something encouraging that would convince Master Semeresk that I would never do anything to hurt his family, but I couldn’t think of anything I could say that would get through to this dwarf who held his prejudices so tight against his chest.  
 
    I looked at Caffie. She was gazing at her father and stepmother with an expression of frustration on her face, and I remembered her telling me about how highly her father valued his family.  
 
    The question was whether he would trust his own judgment or his wife’s when it came to deciding what was best for mother and baby.  
 
    “Father,” Caffie began.  
 
    “Cafoth.” Master Semeresk shook his head with a sigh.  
 
    “I’m just saying!” she protested. “You liked the offering, Rosol loved the drink. Where is the problem here?”  
 
    Master Semeresk heaved a deep sigh.  
 
    “Fine,” he said.  
 
    “Thank you, Heallesk,” his wife whispered. “I know Mother Breost is smiling on us.”  
 
    “Hmm,” he grunted and then pointed at me with a stern finger. “No human tricks, you understand?”  
 
    “Father!” Caffie hissed. “Sweet Lord Hebban, you’ve no idea how rude you’re being.”  
 
    “Excuse me, Cafoth!” the dwarf bellowed. “I am being perfectly polite and reasonable!”  
 
    “Thank you, Master Semeresk, for your patience,” I said hastily before Caffie could get a retort in. “And Mistress Semeresk, for your kind words.”  
 
    Master Semeresk just grunted again.  
 
    Mistress Semeresk beckoned me closer, took my hand again, and gave it another warm squeeze.  
 
    “Thank you, Journeyman.” The sweetness of her smile could have melted the hardest heart, and I could see why her husband was powerless against her.  
 
    “You’re very welcome, my lady,” I replied with an answering smile.  
 
    “Alright, alright.” Master Semeresk gestured impatiently. “Now get out of here.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said politely. “Thank you, sir.”  
 
    “Cafoth!” The dwarf shouted as his daughter followed me out of the room. “Where are you going?”  
 
    “Just consorting with the human, Father,” Caffie called over her shoulder.  
 
    The door closed behind us on Master Semeresk’s furious bellow of outrage.  
 
    Caffie grinned at me.  
 
    “Well,” she said.  
 
    “Well indeed,” I agreed.  
 
    “Now you’ve met my father,” she said. “And his new wife. And the baby, I suppose, as much as a person can meet a baby at this stage. What do you think of them?”  
 
    “Well, the baby wasn’t much of a conversationalist,” I said in a solemn voice.  
 
    Caffie snorted out a giggle.  
 
    “That’s true,” she said. “I’ve been trying to get Rosol to work on that, but she won’t listen.”  
 
    We grinned at each other.  
 
    “Well,” I said. “I guess I’d better get back to the kitchen. Flaeth will probably have a strict schedule that we’re meant to be sticking to.”  
 
    “I’ll walk down to the kitchen with you,” Caffie said.  
 
    “Escorting me home?” I teased.  
 
    “Well, I did tell my father that I was consorting with humans.” Caffie’s purple eyes twinkled. “I might as well do that. You know. Since I said I would.”  
 
    “That’s great logic,” I told her. “Flawless.”  
 
    “Thank you, I am flawless, but so few people recognize that.” She grinned.  
 
    I chuckled.  
 
    “What?” she asked as we walked toward the servants’ staircase. “You don’t believe that I’m flawless?”  
 
    “Well…” I gave her a teasing smile. “I don’t know you that well yet. You could have all kinds of hidden faults.”  
 
    “Oh, I could, could I?” She raised her chestnut eyebrows in mock outrage. “Well, Henry Cotton, you do know how to sweep a girl off her feet.”  
 
    “Hey, I’m just trying to be honest.” I raised my eyebrows, too. “I hear that’s a good trait to have.”  
 
    “Ooh, see now you’ve backed me into a corner.” She pointed a finger at me in a gesture that was disturbingly like her father’s. “Because if I say no, then we both know I’m talking shit. But if I say yes, then I have to admit that you may be right and I might have faults.”  
 
    “What a bind you’re in,” I agreed.  
 
    “Not the worst place to be in, though.” She shot me a look that was pure flirtation. “Especially if you’re the one who put me there.” 
 
    She was so bold that a laugh burst from my lips before I could call it back. My cheeks flushed a little as she grinned at me.  
 
    We walked down the steps and came out into the passageway. Both of the kitchen doors were closed, but Flaeth’s voice still managed to make itself heard through the wood.  
 
    “Oh, dear.” Caffie looked at the door and then at me. “That doesn’t sound good.”  
 
    “No,” I sighed. “That sounds like Flaeth.”  
 
    “How can she be mad?” Caffie asked. “The whole team just made an amazing offering. And the Master called you up specially to give you his thanks.”  
 
    “Yeah, that might be it.” I squared my shoulders in preparation for whatever was going on behind that door.  
 
    “Should I come in with you and explain that everything is alright?” Caffie asked in a concerned tone.  
 
    “No, that’s okay,” I said. “That might make it worse, actually. But thank you, that was a kind thought.”  
 
    “You’re welcome.” The dwarf smiled at me. “I guess I’ll see you again at some point, then, Henry Cotton.”  
 
    “I believe you will, Cafoth Semeresk,” I replied.  
 
    “You sound like my governess.” She rolled her eyes playfully. “See you later, then.”  
 
    I gave her a little wave before I opened the door and stepped into the kitchen.  
 
    The entire team was there. Blodlaeth, Isernesk, and Pawen were still sitting at the table with their mugs of swincnut drink and the leftover honey cakes. But Flaeth was standing over them with her cheeks angrily flushed, her face twisted into a snarl, and her hands in the middle of some dramatic gesture.  
 
    Her head snapped around as soon as she heard the door. When she saw me, her eyes narrowed like a cat’s, and she pounced on me and actually tried to grab the front of my shirt.  
 
    I took a quick step back out of her reach, and she dropped her hands but didn’t lower her voice. 
 
    “Where were you?” she barked. “How dare you go upstairs by yourself! What did they say? What happened?”  
 
    “Flaeth!” I hadn’t intended to raise my voice, but she was all up in my face, her voice was ringing in my ears, and it was such a whiplash to go from Caffie’s flirting to this outright aggression.  
 
    The fey gaped at me. For a second, she was actually speechless.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her in a calmer voice. “They wanted to speak to the cook who made the swincnut drink. So, I went up and met them, and Mistress Semeresk said how much she liked it and how thankful she was to me that I’d made it for her.”  
 
    “What?” Flaeth blurted out.  
 
    “She said she could feel Mother Breost smiling down on her when she drank it,” I said.  
 
    Flaeth had another moment where she didn’t seem to be able to do anything except stare at me in total and utter shock.  
 
    Pawen raised her eyebrows at me from behind Flaeth’s back. I widened my eyes at her the tiniest bit, and she smiled down into her empty mug.  
 
    “Well, anyway.” Flaeth cleared her throat and shook herself. “That doesn’t matter now.”  
 
    “Of course, it doesn’t,” Isernesk muttered under his breath.  
 
    Amazingly, Flaeth ignored him rather than challenging him.  
 
    “This afternoon, I have arranged for us to visit one of the God Gardens in the city,” she said. “It is a chance for us to gather fresh ingredients for the rest of the offerings.”  
 
    “What about the market?” Blodlaeth asked in surprise.  
 
    “The God Gardens are even better than the market,” Isernesk told him before Flaeth could bite his head off for being ignorant. “They’ve got all kinds of things that you’d never find in the market. You have to pay a fee every month to be able to access them and harvest the plants and herbs there.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Flaeth gave a sharp nod. “This is a huge opportunity, so let’s not waste it. The regular kitchen staff will be making us sandwiches, so we will eat quickly and then one of the family’s carriages will take us to the Garden.”  
 
    “Oooh,” Pawen said in an impressed voice.  
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” Flaeth said to her crushingly. “It’s not the family’s main carriage, it’s their second carriage.”  
 
    “Still, though,” I said. “Riding in a carriage will be pretty fun.”  
 
    “It’s so we don’t have to carry baskets of ingredients back with us through the city,” Flaeth snapped. “It’s not a day trip out.”  
 
    “Oh, no,” Pawen said in a grave tone. “I thought it was a holiday. I had my best dress picked out.”  
 
    Her deadpan delivery was so spot-on that everyone except Flaeth snorted with laughter.  
 
    “We leave in thirty minutes,” she snapped. “Stragglers will be left behind.”  
 
    She sounded like she was a captain about to send a troop of soldiers into battle rather than accompany a team of cooks around a garden.  
 
    But there were no stragglers, and by the time the allotted thirty minutes had passed, we had eaten our lunch, tidied up, taken off our aprons, and were all piling into the family’s carriage that would take us to the God Garden.  
 
    It might have been the family’s second carriage, but it was still an impressive and very comfortable vehicle. It was drawn by two chestnut horses wearing red plumes in their bridles, and the inside of the carriage was painted a dark maroon color while the seats were covered in red velvet that matched the horses’ feathers.  
 
    There was a long seating bench on either side of the carriage with space for six people in total. Pawen and I sat next to each other, and Isernesk elbowed Blodlaeth out of the way to snatch the space next to us. Blodlaeth had to sit with Flaeth on the other seat, and he spent the journey scowling at the three of us in front of him.  
 
    The Garden was tucked away behind a high wall on the very outskirts of the city.  
 
    When the carriage came to the tall, black iron gates, a guard came out to stop it. The carriage driver spoke to the guard and presumably showed a token of some kind that showed the Semeresk family had paid to be allowed access to the Garden. The gates opened, and the carriage drove through on a wide gravel path that curved around and then stopped.  
 
    We jumped out of the carriage, and I stared around in wonder.  
 
    Behind the wall was a huge orchard. It stretched away into the distance, and the trees were so huge that from my vantage point, I couldn’t look through them to see where it might end. The trees were covered in apples, pears, rosfruits, and milscapuldor. Roses and marigolds grew between the tree trunks in beautiful spots of red and orange color, and some of the tree branches frothed with white and pink blossoms. The air was heavy with the sweet perfume of flowers and ripening fruits, and as I looked around me, the wind shifted a little and brought to me the smells of roses, apples, and something weirdly familiar.  
 
    I couldn’t place it for a second, and then I got it.  
 
    Ozone.  
 
    Which was a very weird thing to smell in an orchard.  
 
    The last time I’d smelled something like this was when I’d been walking through a storm seconds before I ended up in Innothlig.  
 
    But then the wind changed, the smell of ozone vanished, and the only scents left were those of fruit, flowers, and freshly cut grass.  
 
    So I looked away from the orchard and around at the rest of the Garden. 
 
    The gravel path curved away to the left. There was a little brick house that I assumed belonged to a caretaker of some kind or was maybe a gardener’s hut. And beyond that was something that sparkled between the pine trees that ran along the side of the path.  
 
    “This way!” Flaeth called. “Follow me.”  
 
    “This is exciting,” Pawen whispered to me as we followed Flaeth along the path. “I’ve never been to a God Garden before.”  
 
    “It’s very impressive,” I agreed.  
 
    “Very lixen?” she guessed and then quietly giggled.  
 
    We followed the path around, and there in front of us was the tallest greenhouse I had ever seen. It must have been around forty feet high, and the walls and roof were made of panes of thick, crystal-clear glass connected by heavy iron supports. It sparkled in the sunlight, and when I tried to take it all in, the sight momentarily blinded me as the light flashed and burned in my eyes.  
 
    My vision went dark.  
 
    And for a second, I thought I heard something.  
 
    Henry.  
 
    It was a voice calling my name.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    For a second, everything went dark.  
 
    There was nothing except that voice calling to me.  
 
    Calling my name.  
 
    And then, suddenly, there was a hand on my arm, and the whole world rushed back in again.  
 
    The greenhouse, the orchard, the garden.  
 
    My blurred vision began to clear.  
 
    “Henry?” The voice wasn’t coming from inside my head. It was Pawen speaking to me. 
 
    I blinked a few times and turned to look at her. 
 
    “Henry?” she asked again.  
 
    “Yes?” I shook my head to clear the ringing in my ears.  
 
    “Are you alright?” There was a concerned look on her face.  
 
    “Yes, sorry, the sun was in my eyes.” I smiled at her to alleviate her worry. “I’m okay now.”  
 
    She smiled back at me in relief.  
 
    “Journeymen!” Flaeth barked.  
 
    She was standing in front of the greenhouse door, and we all hurried to catch up with her.  
 
    “What are we all meant to be looking for here?” Isernesk asked.  
 
    “This is a chance for you to prove your initiative and piety,” Flaeth snapped. “As you would have found out if you had just let me speak.”  
 
    “Sorry.” Isernesk rolled his eyes.  
 
    “You know the brief of why we are here on this placement,” Flaeth said. “So, this is your chance to set yourself apart from the crowd. We are here in this Garden which has unparalleled amounts of fresh ingredients just waiting to be gathered. Use what you know of the brief, what you know of cooking and wicfood, and gather intelligently. When we return, we will go over what you have harvested and discuss how you plan to use these ingredients in our brief.”  
 
    “And you decide which dishes go ahead?” Isernesk challenged.  
 
    “A majority vote will decide,” Flaeth told him with a crushing calmness in her voice.  
 
    Isernesk raised his eyebrows in surprise and went quiet.  
 
    I was surprised, too, as this seemed like a prime opportunity for Flaeth to lord over the rest of us. But maybe she was growing and learning from being on this placement. 
 
    Flaeth turned and pushed the greenhouse door open. We followed her inside.  
 
    The first thing that struck me was how warm the air was inside. It made sense, it was a greenhouse after all, but even so, it was an adjustment from the fresh air outside. The atmosphere was warm and somehow thick and heavy as well. It was like I could feel every plant in the building breathing, and I was getting the cloud of their exhales directly into my lungs. The air was sweet, fruity, and ripe.  
 
    The second thing that I noticed was how green everything was.  
 
    That shouldn’t have been a surprise, either, given how this was a greenhouse, but the visual impact of it was almost dizzying. In front of us were rows of plants set in long raised beds stretching back into the greenhouse. They were flowering in every color of the rainbow, and some were covered in patterns I’d never seen in nature before. The plants nearest to where I was standing had long, smooth, dark-green leaves that curled over at the very tips. Their stems were very thin, and the leaves seemed to sway in an invisible breeze like flags in a parade. The flowers were long and smooth like the leaves and shaped like a trumpet. The petals were a deep, moody-red color, and they curled open to reveal an orange center that almost seemed to glow with a luminous light. There was a path of orange and red spots on the inside of the petal that led the way to that glowing heart, and when I looked at them, I could feel my vision blurring as my eyes struggled to focus on the intense mixture of colors.  
 
    I looked away quickly and took several deep breaths of the heavy, humid air.  
 
    “There are baskets there,” Flaeth said, and she pointed to a shelving unit beside the door that held rows of wicker baskets and woven linen bags. “Take as many as you need, and gather what you want. There is no limit here but obviously do try to be sensible.”  
 
    I took a basket and slung it over my arm. The handle settled into the crook of my elbow, and the weight of it helped steady my head a little. There was a pair of pruning shears at the bottom of the basket, and there was a length of twine running between the handle of the basket and the handle of the shears. Presumably, that was there to make sure that none of the shears were taken away or got lost when they fell down in some foliage.  
 
    “Henry?” Pawen looked at me, and the concerned frown was back on her face. “Are you sure you’re alright? You don’t look very well.”  
 
    “I think it’s just the air in here,” I said. “The perfume of all the flowers is making my head ache a bit. But I’ll be okay, I’ll get used to it.”  
 
    “Alright, if you’re sure.” She nodded. “I wanted to look for wuroot here.”  
 
    “Wuroot?” I tried to remember what I’d read about it. “That’s good for fatigue, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “I thought a tonic of it with ginger might be a welcome drink for Mistress Semeresk.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Do you know what you’re going to look for in here?” she asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I replied. “I’ll probably just have a look around first and see what’s here.”  
 
    “Alright.” She pointed to another corner of the greenhouse. “I think I saw a wuroot bush over there, so I’m going to head that way. I might bump into you, but this place is so big, I might not.”  
 
    “Don’t get lost,” I called after her.  
 
    She waved and vanished into the greenery.  
 
    I took a deep breath and walked down the rows of flower beds toward the back of the greenhouse. It was kind of hard to judge in this world what was significant and what was just a random by-product of living in a magical city.  
 
    Did the smell of ozone and the weird feeling this place gave me mean that I was about to be hurled back into my world? Did it mean nothing at all? Maybe there was a plant here or something that just happened to smell like ozone. Maybe I was just dizzy and overwhelmed by the sensory experience of this place.  
 
    The only thing I knew for sure was that whatever was coming my way, I was going to face it head-on.  
 
    As I walked away from the flower beds, the intense perfume in the air got a little less cloying, and I found it easier to breathe. The plants back here were mostly shrubs and bushes, and the ones that did have flowers were more subtle in their fragrance than the ones at the beginning of the greenhouse.  
 
    The colors, though, were still pretty damn intense.  
 
    I passed a small, perfectly round shrub about three feet wide that had neat leaves that shone a vibrant dark purple. Tiny pink flowers peeped out from between the leaves, and they almost seemed to twinkle like stars.  
 
    There was another bush that looked plain black at first, but when I brushed my hand over it, it suddenly flared into color and every leaf blazed a brilliant electric blue.  
 
    A tree towered overhead with long, drooping fruits hanging from its branches. They were shaped like aubergines, but they were a mottled green and purple color. The tree itself was covered in dark-green bark that had flaked away in places to reveal the pinkish-purple naked wood underneath.  
 
    I saw another shrub that looked like it had been run through a psychedelic filter, and when I got closer, I saw that every one of its little leaves was a different color from the one next to it. When I turned my head this way and that to look at it, the yellow, green, red, blue, and orange leaves all seemed to shimmer together into one vivid haze of color.  
 
    I walked by another tree, and this one had a tree trunk that was bright, emerald green and threaded through with veins of a much darker green. Its leaves were a green so dark they almost looked black, and when I touched one of them curiously, it left a strange, lime-colored dusty powder on my hands that glowed with its own luminescence.  
 
    It was a crazy experience, and I could have just wandered around the greenhouse all day without even thinking about looking for ingredients.  
 
    But just then, I spotted a tub full of dark brown, thorny vines that curled over and over on themselves. I recognized it as hos bramble, and that reminded me of why I was actually here.  
 
    I collected some of the hos bramble flowers and snipped off a few of the thorns with the shears in the basket.  
 
    And as I moved deeper into the greenhouse, I started to recognize more of the plants I saw. Some of them I’d seen in the cupboards in the Semeresk kitchen and others I’d noticed before in the pantries at House Siggwin. But a lot of the plants I’d never actually seen in real life before, and I only knew them from seeing them in illustrations and diagrams in cooking books.  
 
    I spotted a plant with huge, teardrop-shaped leaves that shone with the gleam of old gold, and I hurried toward it.  
 
    “Hey, Henry.” It was Blodlaeth.  
 
    He was already at the plant and snipping free several of the leaves to put into his basket.  
 
    “Hey, Blodlaeth,” I replied. “This place is pretty special, isn’t it? I’ve only seen faetedleaf as pictures in a book before now.”  
 
    “Yeah, me, too.” The fey held out some of the leaves he’d collected. “You want some?”  
 
    “Thank you,” I replied with a smile as I put the heavy, golden leaves in my basket.  
 
    “I don’t actually know what they’re used for,” he confessed. “But I figure most gold plants are good for Breost’s Day, aren’t they?”  
 
    “Faetedleaf is supposed to attract wealth and abundance,” I said. “You can use it when making luckbread or money cakes. But I’ve seen some recipes that use it to enhance the wic properties of other ingredients, so it’s always a good thing to have.”  
 
    “Alright, then, that’s good to hear.” Blodlaeth sighed. “I can see what Flaeth’s getting at with making us harvest the ingredients ourselves, but it’s kind of pointless for most of us, isn’t it? We only need to know about wicfood, not so much about the gods.”  
 
    “She said this would be a test of our piety, didn’t she?” I recalled.  
 
    “Yeah, and I mean, that’s fine for the students who want to go on and make it to Yarl Cook, but everyone else?” He shrugged. “We don’t need to bother about piety so much. Apart from in an everyday context, of course.”  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded.  
 
    “Anyway, I’m going to see if I can find some karlberries.” Blodlaeth nodded to me and headed into the greenery.  
 
    I walked on and after a few paces, I could no longer hear the sounds of Blodlaeth’s movement. Even my own footsteps crunching over the gravel were muted as though they were happening very far away. The air was very still, but the plants around me were fluttering their leaves ever so slightly.  
 
    I passed a huge, spongy-looking red bulb that was as big as a pumpkin. There was one single flower growing out of it, and the stem was as thick as my wrist and almost as tall as I was. The flower was as big as my head with triangular pinkish petals that were flecked with darker red and yellowish-white spots. It had a flesh-like quality that was a bit nauseating to look at, and the inside of the flower where the petals met was a queasy, grayish-green shade. Even the plant’s smell was an off-putting cocktail of a light floral scent and something so ripe that it was on the way to decaying. 
 
    The plant’s perfume made my head spin, and I walked quickly on.  
 
    I spotted more plants that I recognized from books and diagrams.  
 
    There was a translucent, yellow-green pod ribbed with thick, magenta veins planted inside a metal cage. It was surrounded by a collar of small, pale green, triangular leaves with serrated edges, and there was something moving around inside the pod. I knew that it had to be the pisecynn plant. Its seeds were kinetic, and as the plant ripened, they moved around more and more inside the pod. When it was fully ripe, the seeds would burst out of the pod and burrow in whatever fertile ground they could find.  
 
    I’d read one terrible account of a gardener standing too close to a ripened pisecynn plant, and when the seeds burst out, they burrowed into his flesh and took root inside his body.  
 
    The seeds were a source of potent mind magic, and they were a popular ingredient to enhance the effectiveness of other ingredients. By themselves, the seeds could be made into a sweet-tasting tea or paste that would make the drinker speak the truth no matter what. I had tasted the pisecynn plant’s power on my first day of classes at House Siggwin when I’d sampled a truth tart during my first class on wicfood, so I knew firsthand just how powerful its effects were.  
 
    It was a dangerous plant to have in a greenhouse, which I guessed explained the cage. This plant wasn’t fully ripe yet, so it didn’t pose a threat, but I still gave it a wide berth as I walked around the metal cage to keep it at bay. 
 
    I walked along a little further and found several clumps of herbs that I bent down to harvest. These were much less threatening than the pisecynn plant, and their simple aromatic scents rose up into my nose and steadied my breathing. The shears snipped through the leaves, and I placed them carefully into my basket, stood up, and looked around.  
 
    I recognized the pink and purple flowers of the caler plant, and I knelt down to dig in the soil around the base. Boiling the roots of the caler plant could produce a substance known as calerbrew, which was a great thickening agent. It had no flavor of its own, so it could be used in both sweet and savory dishes. I unearthed the thick, gnarled, white root and snipped off a length of it to place in my basket.  
 
    There was a bush a few feet away covered with flowers that looked like very small, delicate roses. Their petals were pastel shades of blue, pink, and yellow, like something out of a child’s nursery, or an Easter decoration back home.  
 
    I went over to the bush out of curiosity and bent to smell the blooms.  
 
    Henry.  
 
    The voice dropped into my head like a stone crashing into water.  
 
    I staggered under the force of it and almost went headfirst into the bush before I managed to right myself. I staggered up again and looked around wildly as my heart pounded and my head throbbed.  
 
    But even before the next words echoed painfully in my skull, I knew that there wasn’t anyone in the greenhouse who could have spoken to me in the voice that I’d just heard.  
 
    Henry.  
 
    “What?” I murmured under my breath. “What is it? I’m listening.”  
 
    Find the bearnbean. 
 
    “The what?” I whispered.  
 
    Find the bearnbean.  
 
    “What is a bearnbean?” I kept my voice low so that if anyone passed by, they wouldn’t immediately assume that I was a crazy person talking to myself.  
 
    Find the bearnbean.  
 
    “Is that it?” I asked.  
 
    Silence.  
 
    “Well, that’s helpful,” I muttered.  
 
    The voice didn’t respond to my jibe.  
 
    I took a couple of deep breaths to try and steady myself and figure out what the hell had just happened.  
 
    I’d heard a voice inside my head. It had said my name. It had told me to find something called a bearnbean.  
 
    As I went over these thoughts, I suddenly realized that I knew what a bearnbean was. It was an herb used in wicfood. As far as I remembered, it was used for confidence, or strength, or something like that. 
 
    So, why the hell would a mysterious voice tell me to go find some?  
 
    Scratch that, why was I hearing a mysterious voice at all?  
 
    Of course, this actually wasn’t the first time that I’d heard a mysterious voice inside my head.  
 
    During my dedication ceremony at the Os, after I’d passed my Journeyman exam, I’d thought that I’d heard someone speaking to me. 
 
    Someone calling my name.  
 
    I’d almost managed to convince myself that it hadn’t happened.  
 
    But now the memory of that moment slammed back into my brain, and I was forced to admit that it had been very real. As real as what had happened just now.  
 
    Was it the gods?  
 
    That would make sense, in a weird kind of way, because they seemed to be the main figures of authority here in this world. I’d heard the voice in the Os, the temple where the gods were worshiped, and now here in a garden which was dedicated to the pantheon and full of the magical ingredients used to make their offerings.  
 
    But why the hell would the gods be talking to me?  
 
    It wasn’t false modesty, either. I knew I was a good cook, and that did count for something in this world, but I was also a human. And the prevailing opinion in this world was that humans could not cook, and therefore could never reach the same levels of piety as the other races could.  
 
    The gods might talk to a fey, dwarf, skinfolk, or finfolk person, but they would never talk to a human.  
 
    Why would they?  
 
    We were blasphemers. Our very existence was a mockery of the gods’ divinity.  
 
    Right? 
 
    I shook myself and brushed away the thoughts that had been worming their way inside my head. There was a pain pounding behind my eyes, and there was sweat on my forehead and my upper lip.  
 
    These weren’t my words, they were the words of the people around me. It wasn’t what I believed, and it wasn’t how I acted. Hell, if I did believe that, I’d pack up and leave House Siggwin right now.  
 
    I didn’t believe that, but when I heard it all the time, day in and day out, it was scary how quickly that prejudice had become normalized inside my head. But hearing that mysterious voice had snapped me out of that funk, and now I remembered just how ridiculous that prejudice was.  
 
    There had been no danger that I might have started believing it before, but the words had still managed to sink into my subconscious in some way. 
 
    The words had become normal. 
 
    “Blasphemer” had started to feel like an extra nickname I hadn’t asked for.  
 
    But I needed to always keep in mind the people who flung that word at me were deceived. Their own fears and anxieties blinded them, and whatever foolish ideas they held had nothing to do with reality or with me.  
 
    I scrubbed my hand over my face.  
 
    God, I needed some fresh air.  
 
    Hearing the voice had rattled me, and I felt a conflicting mixture of emotions inside me that I couldn’t accurately describe. I felt confusion, frustration, hope, excitement, fear, worry, and even more confusion.  
 
    I didn’t know what this could mean, and I couldn’t exactly ask anyone about it, either.  
 
    I walked along the greenhouse paths, and suddenly I found a small door in between a couple of large, lacy ferns. I glanced behind me, and I didn’t see anyone, so I pushed open the door and stepped outside.  
 
    The fresh air was like a balm on my face.  
 
    I closed my eyes and let the sunlight shine its gentle rays on me as I sucked down several deep breaths of the clean, light air. It was blessedly free from the heavy perfumes of the plants, and the gentle breeze lifted my hair from my sweaty forehead and ran cooling, soothing hands down my cheeks and throat.  
 
    And then the voice came again:  
 
    Henry. Find the bearnbean.  
 
    But this time it was softer. Rather than falling into my brain with a thud, it slipped in gently, like a feather wafting in on a light wind.  
 
    I heaved a deep sigh.  
 
    “You could tell me a bit more about this, you know,” I muttered. “You’re not giving me much to go on.”  
 
    Silence again.  
 
    Well, it might not be any more informative, but I appreciated the voice’s attempts at being less intrusive this time. The pain in my head suddenly vanished, and the cool breeze touched me again in a soothing wave.  
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered under my breath.  
 
    The door that I’d come through led into the back of the orchard that I’d seen from the front driveway. The trees rustled their leaves gently, and I braced myself for the smell of ozone to hit me.  
 
    But the only thing I smelled was the soft, faint perfume of fruits ripening on the boughs of the trees.  
 
    “Any more words of wisdom?” I craned my neck back and looked up at the sky.  
 
    A cloud passed over the sun and momentarily cast the orchard in shifting, running shadows. The breeze came again, ruffled my hair, and raised goosebumps on my arms.  
 
    Then the cloud drifted on across the sky. The sun came out again and lit up the orchard with its golden light.  
 
    Coincidence?  
 
    It was getting hard to tell.  
 
    Still, I knew one thing for sure, and that was that I needed to find the bearnbean.  
 
    I looked at the door that led back into the greenhouse and heaved a deep sigh. But there was nothing for it, so I pulled myself together and stepped back across the threshold.  
 
    Oddly enough, this time, the air seemed lighter somehow.  
 
    It was still heavily perfumed, and the plants still crowded in on all sides, but the atmosphere was less oppressive, and it no longer seemed like I was suffocating in the plants’ exhalations with every breath I took.  
 
    Maybe it had just been so intense before because whoever it was, whatever god it was, had been trying to get my attention.  
 
    “Don’t worry, it worked, you got it,” I muttered under my breath as I threw a slightly frustrated look up toward the greenhouse’s glass ceiling.  
 
    “Henry!” The voice startled me, but it came from outside my head, not inside.  
 
    Pawen was walking quickly toward me with her basket over her arm overflowing with herbs, plants, flowers, gourds, and all sorts of plants.  
 
    “There you are,” she said as she came up to me. “I wondered where you were.”  
 
    “You didn’t get lost, then, I take it?” I nodded toward her stuffed basket.  
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Pawen smiled happily. “I found so many things. This place is fantastic. What have you gathered?”  
 
    “Not much,” I admitted as I held up my basket for her to see. “To be honest with you, I had to step outside for a moment. The air in here is so heavy and perfumed, it was making my head spin.”  
 
    “Really?” Pawen looked around the greenhouse with a surprised look on her face. “I don’t think it’s that strong. I mean, I can smell the flowers, but they’re not overpowering.”  
 
    “I guess I have a sensitive nose.” I shrugged. “But you’ve certainly found a lot. Did you happen to see any bearnbean?” 
 
    “Bearnbean?” she repeated. “What do you want that for?”  
 
    I had to bite my lip to hold back a slightly hysterical laugh from spilling out of my mouth. The urge to say “I don’t actually know what I want it for, but a mysterious voice that may or may not belong to one of the gods told me to find it” was palpable. 
 
    “It’s for an experiment,” I said after a moment when I had my voice back under control. “I’ve read about it in the wicfood books.”  
 
    “I think I saw some back there.” Pawen pointed to the path that led right.  
 
    “Show me?” I asked her with a smile.  
 
    “Of course.” She smiled back at me and led the way down the path.  
 
    Our boots crunched over the gravel, and I couldn’t help but marvel at how different the greenhouse was now compared to when I’d been walking through it earlier. Maybe it had been the gods trying to talk to me, or maybe it was just that I was now walking through it with Pawen, but it seemed a much calmer and everyday place now than it had before.  
 
    I could hear my own footsteps this time, and they no longer seemed so muffled and far away. The plants were still, and the only movements they made were when we brushed past them. The perfumes of the fruits and flowers were present, but they were no longer overwhelming in the way that they had been before.  
 
    Pawen walked ahead of me, and maybe it was the sight of her ass in her terracotta tunic that was doing the job of distracting me from the rest of the greenhouse. She rarely showed it off, but the skinfolk woman had a superb figure with compact hips, a narrow waist, and long, slender limbs. She was built like a runner or a cat, and every movement was infused with a graceful energy that made it hard to look away from her.  
 
    It struck me then that Pawen probably had no idea just how beautiful she was.  
 
    She never acted like she had the power to stop men dead in their tracks, and on the times we’d been out in the city, she seemed to be completely oblivious to all the admiring glances that inevitably came her way.  
 
    I guessed, given her history, she might be deliberately ignoring them. I didn’t imagine that having her heart so cruelly broken would make her feel in the mood for some casual street flirting. But something told me that even before her tragedy, Pawen had had no real idea of the power she held.  
 
    As though she could hear my thoughts about her, the skinfolk woman stopped and glanced over her shoulder at me.  
 
    “Here it is,” she said, and she knelt down by a small plant that was rooted at the edge of the path. 
 
    It had dark brown, deeply wrinkled leaves, and going by looks alone, a casual observer might think it had dried up and died. But when I touched the leaves, they were heavy and had a juicy feeling like they were full of liquid.  
 
    The real treasure of the bearnbean was the small red nodules that grew along the plant’s root system. I knelt down and began to dig with my hands through the soft, loose soil. Soon I unearthed the plant’s black roots, and then I spotted several of the bright, cherry-red growths in the soil.  
 
    I plucked a handful of them and put them in my basket.  
 
    “Do you want to gather anything else?” Pawen asked. “There is some flenbalm just along here, and some golureads and blaehaewaen leaves.”  
 
    “Golureads?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “They have those here?”  
 
    “Yes, I know, I was surprised, too.” Pawen nodded. “They’re just this way.”  
 
    She turned and walked further down the path.  
 
    I stood up and brushed the soil from my knees. I turned to follow her. And then I paused, knelt down again, and snipped a few of the juicy bearnbean leaves from the little brown plant. I dropped them into my basket and hurried after Pawen.  
 
    I gathered golureads, blaehaewaen leaves, flenbalm root, wucuru root, blaw blossoms, bluethorn, macsen, and gentleroods. They were all powerful ingredients to make wicfood with, and my mind was already turning over some of the possible dishes I could make with these combinations. Another part of my mind was thinking about the bearnbean roots and leaves that were sitting quietly at the bottom of my basket.  
 
    And another part of my mind was very preoccupied with how close Pawen was to me.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright?” Pawen asked me. 
 
    She knelt by a redblossom bush and held one of the branches steady so I could trim a length of flowering twig.  
 
    “Yes,” I answered in surprise. “I’m alright.”  
 
    “You just seem… distracted,” she replied.  
 
    I put the twig of redblossom in my basket and gave her a reassuring smile.  
 
    “I am fine,” I said. “I guess I’ve just got a lot to think about.”  
 
    “With the dishes and the offerings.” She nodded.  
 
    “Not just that,” I said.  
 
    We were both kneeling down on the path to reach the redblossom’s delicate twigs. Our faces were very close to each other, and I found myself falling into the golden glory of Pawen’s eyes.  
 
    She didn’t blink, and she held my gaze steadily.  
 
    I was conscious of the space between us, which seemed impossibly small and cavernously wide all at the same time.  
 
    I could trace the red and yellow flecks in her amber eyes. I could have stroked the faint golden down of peach fuzz on her arms, cheeks, and body. I could smell the wild, womanly musk of her body. I could have counted the rapid beats of her pulse beating in her throat.  
 
    I swallowed hard.  
 
    The skinfolk woman’s bright eyes ran over me, and it was like every second of her gaze left a fiery trail in its wake.  
 
    More than anything, I wanted to lean in and kiss her.  
 
    But then Isernesk suddenly appeared at the end of the path, and Pawen sprang away from me like she’d been burned.  
 
    “There you two are,” Isernesk said. “Flaeth wants us to head back now.”  
 
    “Okay.” My voice was husky, and I cleared my throat to hide the pounding of my heart.  
 
    “What did you guys find?” Isernesk asked and peered interestedly into our baskets. 
 
    He seemed completely oblivious to the idea that he might have stumbled into something and interrupted a moment, but I was glad that he didn’t think anything of it.  
 
    “Bits and pieces,” I said.  
 
    “Did you see the flaescmet flower blooming?” he asked as we walked along the path back toward the front of the greenhouse.  
 
    Pawen shook her head wordlessly.  
 
    “Was that the big pink flower growing out of the bulb?” I asked. “I saw it. It was a bit disgusting, actually.”  
 
    “It really was, wasn’t it?” Isernesk chuckled.  
 
    He seemed in a very good mood, and I wondered if being around plants and out of Flaeth’s scrutiny for a while had helped his mood. I couldn’t deny that it had been nice to not be in constant danger of being yelled at.  
 
    Of course, as it turned out, I’d just swapped Flaeth shouting at me for an unknown voice dropping commands into my head. 
 
    I thought to myself with grim humor, be careful what you wish for.  
 
    We walked back to the greenhouse door where Flaeth was waiting for us with Blodlaeth.  
 
    “I trust you used the time wisely?” she said.  
 
    It was a rhetorical question, but I answered it anyway.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We did. Did you find anything good?”  
 
    That seemed to startle her. Maybe she hadn’t expected that anyone would ask her about her experience.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, and her tone was the most neutral I’d ever heard from her. “I did. They have some beautiful plants here.”  
 
    “It’s very lovely,” I agreed.  
 
    Flaeth seemed almost like she was about to say something else. But then she half-shook her head and turned away. 
 
    “Let’s get back,” she said. 
 
    We piled into the carriage and traveled back through the streets to the Semeresk house. There was a detour where one of the streets was closed due to an overturned cart, so after a lot of shouting and grumbling at the people in the street, the driver opened a little hatch in the carriage roof and shouted down to us that we’d have to go the long way around.  
 
    “Fine,” Flaeth sighed.  
 
    The long way took us closer to the market square, and I looked out the carriage windows to see what stalls were out today. Then I suddenly spied a familiar figure.  
 
    “It’s Sae!” I exclaimed in delight. 
 
    “Who?” Flaeth asked in an irritated tone.  
 
    “Sae, my girlfriend.” I pointed to where Sae was examining some apples at one of the fresh fruit stalls.  
 
    Blodlaeth and Isernesk nodded approvingly.  
 
    “Girlfriend?” Flaeth frowned. “You mean, she’s your woman?”  
 
    “Yes, that’s it.” I banged on the carriage roof until the driver opened the hatch. “Can you stop and let me out?”  
 
    “Where are you going?” Flaeth demanded. “We have offerings to make.” 
 
    “I won’t be long,” I promised her. “I’ll only stay a few minutes, and then I’ll walk back to the house.”  
 
    “I’ll take care of your basket,” Pawen offered.  
 
    Flaeth clearly didn’t like the idea, but she couldn’t very well order me not to talk to my girlfriend, even if she might have wanted to.  
 
    “Fine.” She rolled her eyes. “Just don’t be late.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I nodded to Flaeth and the others, smiled at Pawen, and leaped out of the carriage as it slowed to a halt.  
 
    I ran across the square and threaded through the stalls, carts, and traders to reach Sae’s side.  
 
    “Sae!” I gasped.  
 
    The finfolk woman spun around with a look of total surprise on her face, and then she let out a little “oof” as I caught her and flung my arms around her.  
 
    “Henry!” she giggled. “What a surprise!”  
 
    “A nice one, I hope.” I dropped a dozen kisses onto her smiling face. 
 
    She giggled again and put back the apple that she’d been examining. She was still smiling, but there was something else in her face that I immediately noticed.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked in concern.  
 
    “Yes, I’m fine.” She looked around at me in surprise.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I pressed.  
 
    “Yes.” She smiled. “It’s very sweet of you to notice.”  
 
    “Sae, I’m your man,” I said. “I care about what happens to you, and I want to know if anything makes you upset.”  
 
    “I’m not upset,” she insisted, but her voice wobbled a little.  
 
    I looked at her intently for a moment, and then I pulled her into my arms and hugged her tightly.  
 
    Sae let out a little quivering sigh and buried her face against my chest.  
 
    “Sae?” I murmured into her hair.  
 
    “It’s nothing.” Her voice was muffled. “I just failed an assignment, that’s all.”  
 
    “What?” I drew back and looked down at her. “What assignment was it?” 
 
    “It was just orange candies for my sweetmeat class.” She shrugged and tried to smile.  
 
    “But you’re really good at making candies.” I frowned.  
 
    “Yes, well.” She shrugged again and looked down. “I didn’t watch my syrup closely enough. And… and Rothlaf turned up the cooking stone heat when I wasn’t looking. So it burned.”  
 
    My mouth dropped open.  
 
    “Sae,” I gasped. “That’s awful, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” she insisted. “I’m just a bit… a bit…”  
 
    Her voice wobbled again.  
 
    I pulled her back into a tight embrace. I could feel her small, soft body nestling against me like a chick under a mother hen’s feathers, and her breath came in a shaky gasp.  
 
    “It’s just the first time I’ve ever completely failed an assignment,” she whispered. “And it was in the sweetmeat class, where I normally do really well. And… and I was going to offer the candies later on today in the academy chapel and give thanks to Lady Breost for how good she’s been to us both.”  
 
    Pure, white-hot rage boiled up inside me.  
 
    It wasn’t just that Rothlaf had deliberately sabotaged Sae’s dish. That was bad enough. But he must have known that orange candies would make the perfect offering to Breost, and he definitely knew how religious Sae was.  
 
    “That fuck,” I growled. “I’ll beat the shit out of him.”  
 
    “No!” Sae raised her face from my chest and stared at me with imploring eyes. “Henry, please, you mustn’t do anything rash. I know we’ve joked about killing Rothlaf, but if you do anything against him and he reports it, he could get you kicked out of the academy.”  
 
    Her huge, dark brown eyes were misty with unshed tears. She took my face in her hands and gazed into my eyes with such a pleading expression that I couldn’t argue with her.  
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you. That would make me more upset than all the failed assignments in the world.”  
 
    My throat was tight with emotion.  
 
    The rage that had flared in my chest was still burning, but Sae’s words had tempered it down to a lower heat. Sae’s melting eyes had awoken a passionate protectiveness inside me that wouldn’t be so easily quenched.  
 
    “I promise I won’t do anything rash.” I kissed her gently.  
 
    She sniffed and smiled.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to cry on you,” she said. “Are you free now?”  
 
    “No, I’ve got to get back to the house,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, then you must run!” she exclaimed. “I don’t want you to get in trouble on my account.”  
 
    “You’re more important than me being late,” I told her. “I saw you from across the square, and I wanted to see you, even if it was just for a few moments.”  
 
    Sae smiled delightedly.  
 
    “I’m very glad you did,” she whispered.  
 
    We kissed again. I gave her a big bear hug, and then she went back to perusing the stall, and I ran at a brisk pace back to the Semeresk house.  
 
    I made it back there quickly enough that Flaeth couldn’t yell at me for being late, and in a little while, we were getting ready to cook the dishes for the offering that evening.  
 
    It would also be made in the family’s dedicated room upstairs, so we had a little more time to get the meal ready as we didn’t need to account for the family’s travel time to the Os. It was a simple enough offering of three courses. A starter dish of rosemary, lemon, and salt crackers, a main course of lamb served with roasted greenroots in a gnast, firepepper, and hos bramble gravy, and a dessert of sporettan and orange cakes drizzled with thyme-infused honey.  
 
    Flaeth put me in charge of the starter, perhaps because she remembered that I’d made crackers as part of my Journeyman test.  
 
    It was a very simple recipe, but I was glad for the excuse to keep my hands busy, and after I was done with my dish, I went to help out Blodlaeth, who’d been put on pot-washing duty. He looked at me with a puzzled expression on his face but shrugged and handed me a towel to help with the drying.  
 
    I managed to make some light small talk with him while we worked, and even though every fiber of my being was sizzling with impatience, I kept it together until the cleanup was done.  
 
    “Thanks,” Blodlaeth muttered as we took off our aprons.  
 
    “No worries,” I told him with a smile.  
 
    “You’re strange,” he said.  
 
    He sounded so genuinely confused that I had to laugh.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Everyone’s strange in their own way.”  
 
    The fey still looked confused.  
 
    Everyone else was heading their separate ways, and I quietly slipped out the side door into the gathering dusk.  
 
    The sky overhead was a dark, murky purple in the east and a lurid, bloody red in the west where the sun was sinking behind the houses. The streets were still pretty busy, but nowhere near as much as they had been last night. There were a few traders with trays of flowers, pomanders, and ribbons for sale, and some of them called out to me to try and flag me down, but I just smiled, waved, and hurried on.  
 
    I knew exactly where I was going.  
 
    The streets were lit by tall iron street lamps, and their cool white light illuminated the path for me as I made my way to the pub where I’d seen Rothlaf taking lunch.  
 
    I waited outside and looked in through the windows to see if I could spot him. Sure enough, the bastard was there at the same table as before. He had two of his friends with him. There was a decanter of wine on the table, and they were all drinking and laughing together.  
 
    A grim, dark grimace crossed my face, and I retreated into the shadows to wait.  
 
    Rothlaf and his friends drank their way to the bottom of the bottle.  
 
    Then they ordered another.  
 
    And they might have gone on all night long, but they were getting rowdier and drunker. Then one of the friends started arguing with a fey at the next table.  
 
    From my vantage point outside the pub, I had a clear view of the dumb, drunken anger on both feys’ faces. Then Rothlaf’s friend grabbed the decanter of wine, which was still three-quarters full, and hurled it at his enemy at the other table.  
 
    The crash echoed throughout the street, and I drew back even further out of sight as shouts, clattering, and the tinkle of smashed glass came from the pub. 
 
    There was more shouting. 
 
    Then more smashed glass.  
 
    Finally, the pub door opened, and the fey from the opposite table was hurled out of the building. He landed in a crumpled heap on the ground and lay there for a stunned second before he scrambled to his feet again.  
 
    Rothlaf and his friends sauntered out of the pub after him.  
 
    Before the fey could collect his senses, one of Rothlaf’s friends grabbed him and pinned his arms back. The fey started to shout something, but Rothlaf punched him in the face, and his shout was cut off into a broken gasp.  
 
    Rothlaf hit him again, and again, and again.  
 
    The fey went limp in the other’s arms. 
 
    Rothlaf said something, and all of his friends chuckled heartily. The one holding the fey dropped him to the ground, and he laid motionless.  
 
    They stepped over his body and walked on.  
 
    I clenched my jaw and followed them. I kept to the shadows, and I tracked them all the way back to House Siggwin, where they paused at the gates.  
 
    Rothlaf took a moment to smooth back his hair and pull his long white braid over his shoulder to adjust the tie on the end. His two friends had their arms around each other’s shoulders and were starting to sway as they tried to stay upright.  
 
    I stepped out of the shadows.  
 
    “Rothlaf,” I said.  
 
    The fey’s head whipped around in shock.  
 
    Before he could move, I stepped in close and smashed my fist into his face. He went down like a sack of potatoes and hit the ground with a thud.  
 
    I whirled around with my fists up to take on his friends, but they just stared at me with looks of dumb incomprehension on their faces.  
 
    “Wha’?” one of them mumbled.  
 
    “Is that… is that the human?” The other squinted at me through the darkness.  
 
    “My nose!” Rothlaf screamed. “You broke my nose!”  
 
    He was struggling up onto his hands and knees. Blood poured from his nose, stained his chin scarlet, and dropped in dark coins onto the front of his shirt.  
 
    “Oh, shhhhiiiit,” the second friend slurred.  
 
    He took a step toward me. I darted in low and punched him in the jaw and then in the belly. The breath shot out of him like air from a punctured balloon, and he doubled over as he clutched at his stomach.  
 
    The other friend stared at the scene in front of him and started to back away slowly toward the gates.  
 
    I bent over and grabbed Rothlaf by the front of his shirt and hauled him up onto his feet.  
 
    “No, no, don’t,” he whimpered. “Don’t hurt me, oh, gods, oh, sweet Mother Breost, protect me.” 
 
    “If you ever mess with Sae again, I will hurt you far worse than this.” My voice was a low growl. “You might be in pain now, but this is nothing to what I’ll do if you bother Sae, if you harass her, if you sabotage her cooking, if you interfere with her in any way. Do you understand me, Rothlaf?”  
 
    The fey’s colorless eyes were blank with fear. He tried to speak but choked on the blood dribbling into his mouth. He swallowed and nodded his head fervently.  
 
    “Good.” I let go of his shirt, and the fey stumbled back, fell over his feet, and landed on his ass again.  
 
    “You won’t get away with this!” he squealed. “I’ll tell… I’ll tell everyone…”  
 
    “What?” I knelt down by his side, and he flinched away from me. “You’ll tell everyone that you got your ass handed to you by a lowly human? How will that look for your reputation, hmm?”  
 
    Rothlaf’s eyes widened as he realized his mistake.  
 
    “I mean, if we were going to start telling tales, then I think that guy back at the pub might have a story to tell as well.” My tone was conversational. “What do you think, Rothlaf? Should we all start telling our stories about tonight? Or shall we leave well enough alone? Me with my tales, you with Sae?”  
 
    Rothlaf stared at me for a long moment.  
 
    “Yes,” he whispered finally. “I won’t go near Sae.”  
 
    “That’s a good boy.” I patted his shoulder, and he shuddered away from my touch. “See you around, Rothlaf.” 
 
    I could feel him staring after me as I walked away. I didn’t look back.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The next morning when I came downstairs into the kitchen, Isernesk and Blodlaeth both gave me such shit-eating grins that, for a moment, I wondered if I’d misjudged them both and was about to wander into a trap of some kind.  
 
    “Morning,” I said as I sat down at the table and pulled the plate of toast toward me.  
 
    “Morning,” Blodlaeth replied.  
 
    “Did you go out somewhere last night?” Isernesk asked innocently.  
 
    Ah.  
 
    “Just for a walk,” I said with a shrug as I dropped a few slices of toast onto my plate. “Can you pass me the butter?”  
 
    “A walk,” Isernesk repeated.  
 
    “Did you go anywhere nice?” Blodlaeth asked.  
 
    “Blodlaeth.” I raised my eyebrows at him. “I didn’t realize you cared so much.” 
 
    “No!” Blodlaeth protested as Isernesk snickered. “I’m not– I don’t–”  
 
    “I’m teasing you,” I told him with a grin.  
 
    He let out his breath in a frustrated sigh.  
 
    Just then, Flaeth and Pawen came into the kitchen.  
 
    “Morning, everyone,” Flaeth said briskly as she sat down at the head of the table. “We’ve got a busy day ahead of us.”  
 
    “Oh, really?” Isernesk deadpanned. “Why?”  
 
    “Don’t be foolish,” Flaeth snapped. “You know why.”  
 
    “Tomorrow is Breost’s Day,” Pawen said in a calm tone.  
 
    “Exactly.” Flaeth grabbed a slice of toast from the plate and buttered it savagely like she would rather be decapitating helpless infants. “We have no time to waste. Tomorrow will be a very busy day indeed.”  
 
    Her gaze was suddenly fixed on me.  
 
    “What happened to your hand?” she demanded.  
 
    My knuckles had scabbed over in the night from where they’d connected with Rothlaf’s nose and his friend’s jaw. They were tender and swollen, but nothing I couldn’t deal with.  
 
    “Oh, that?” I looked down at my hands as though I was noticing them for the first time. “Oh, yeah, I was kneading bread.”  
 
    “What?” Flaeth stared at me.  
 
    Isernesk and Blodlaeth both snickered behind their hands.  
 
    Flaeth looked at them, and then at me, and then at Pawen, and then back at me.  
 
    “What?” she barked again.  
 
    “What?” I queried innocently.  
 
    Isernesk let out a snort of laughter.  
 
    “What?” Flaeth snarled at him.  
 
    “Nothing,” he managed.  
 
    Flaeth’s angry green gaze swept over us. Her face showed confusion, outrage, and irritation before she clearly decided that none of this was worth her time.  
 
    “Get a grip, Journeymen,” she ordered. “We’re here to do a job. Now, there will be five offerings tomorrow.”  
 
    “Five!” Isernesk exclaimed. “That’s a lot, isn’t it?”  
 
    “It’s Mother Breost’s Day, Journeyman,” Flaeth said irritably. “Of course, there are going to be more offerings.”  
 
    “Alright.” He rolled his eyes.  
 
    “As I was saying,” Flaeth continued. “There will be an early morning offering that the family will make here in their room upstairs. Then they will travel to the Os for a lunchtime offering, then again in the evening they will make another offering at the Os for dinner. Later on in the evening, they will make their final offering here in the house.”  
 
    “That’s four,” Blodlaeth said.  
 
    “The fifth offering will take place tonight,” Flaeth said. “At midnight, when the family welcomes in Breost’s Day upstairs.”  
 
    “So, technically it’s the first offering, not the fifth,” Blodlaeth commented.  
 
    “Yes, fine, it’s the first offering.” Now it was Flaeth who rolled her eyes. “Henry, tonight you will make the swincnut drink again as Mistress Semeresk spoke so highly of it last time.” 
 
    I was surprised that she would admit that I’d created something that the family liked. But I just nodded.  
 
    “I was thinking…” I said. “I could make swincnut candies instead of the drink because I can make them in advance and keep them in the cool box for when we need them. It’s not like the drink where we have to worry about keeping it warm.”  
 
    “Yes,” Flaeth said. She thought about it for a moment longer then nodded. “Yes, we will do that.”  
 
    This really was a good morning if Flaeth was agreeing to one of my ideas.  
 
    I caught Pawen looking at me out of the corner of her eyes, and she raised her eyebrows slightly at me.  
 
    I raised mine back at her, and I could read the amusement flickering in her gaze.  
 
    “You will also make the swincnut drink for Mistress Semeresk today,” Flaeth directed. “As you said. Perhaps it will be a comfort for her.”  
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “That sounds good.”  
 
    “Of course it does,” Flaeth retorted.  
 
    She hadn’t completely thawed, then.  
 
    But I didn’t care. I was cooking, I had decent room to experiment with my own dishes, and although my knuckles were stinging, the look of dumb surprise on Rothlaf’s face as he hit the ground would stay with me for a long, long time.  
 
    As soon as we finished breakfast, Flaeth divided up the rest of the tasks among the others, and I got to work creating my swincnut candies.  
 
    I’d written this recipe out, but this was the first time that I’d actually made it. I decided to use the same mixture of roasted and unroasted nuts as I had before, so I divided up two portions of the nuts and roasted one portion in the pan.  
 
    While they cooled, I peeled the rest of the nuts.  
 
    I had a good-sized portion of the swincnut shells by now, and I decided to use them to make a tea for Mistress Semeresk. It was a less decadent drink than the creamy concoction I’d made before, but I figured that giving her a variety of options would be interesting for her, and this way she could decide which version of the drink she liked best.  
 
    I took three cups from the shelves and three small pans from the rack. I put a cupful of cold water into each of the pans, and then in one pan I added a spoonful of the roasted swincnut shells. In the second pan, I added a spoonful of the unroasted shells, and in the third pan, I put in a mixture of both roasted and unroasted.  
 
    I tapped the cooking stones to activate the heat and carefully watched all three pans as the water heated. A few bubbles rose up from the bottom of the pan and rose to the surface. The water started to turn a soft, clear brown color as the swincnut shells released their flavors.  
 
    A lovely, sweet, slightly malty smell rose from the pans as the water started to boil.  
 
    “That smells good,” Pawen called to me.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said over my shoulder.  
 
    I let the pans boil for about five minutes before I tapped the cooking stones to deactivate them and turn off the heat. The bubbles subsided, and I gently stirred the liquid to agitate the swincnut shells one final time as the liquid cooled.  
 
    Flaeth came to stand by my elbow. She stared critically into the pans.  
 
    “That’s different to what you did before,” she said.  
 
    “This is a tea,” I explained. “It’s lighter than the after-dinner drink I made before. I figured Mistress Semeresk could have it now because it’s not so rich.”  
 
    “Why have you made three batches?” the fey asked with a frown.  
 
    “The swincnuts release their flavors differently depending on whether they are roasted or unroasted,” I said. “I’ve made one batch with roasted shells, one with unroasted, and one that is a mixture of both. I thought I would give three options, and Mistress Semeresk can decide which one she likes best so I know for future reference.”  
 
    “I see.” Flaeth frowned, but she turned away without saying anything more.  
 
    The pans needed to completely cool before the tea would be ready to serve. I planned to add them to hot milk with a spoonful of honey to round out the sweetness, but I wanted to let them sit with the remaining heat in the pan to make sure that the shells released the full potency of their flavor.  
 
    So, in the meantime, I got to work on creating the swincnut candies.  
 
    First off, I placed a marble sheet and a silver platter in the cool box so they would have enough time to chill before I needed them.  
 
    Then I used a similar method to the tea and divided the kernels into three bowls: one roasted, one unroasted, and one that was a mixture of the two.  
 
    I found three mortars in the pantry and ground the kernels into a smooth, dark-brown paste. The roasted kernels were less oily than the unroasted, and I was concerned with how well they would hold their integrity. But I had a solution in mind for that.  
 
    I sprinkled cinnamon, sugar, a pinch of salt, and vanilla into each mortar and worked the ingredients into the paste. Then I melted butter on the stove and added in heavy cream along with a few shavings of the caler root that I’d harvested from the God Garden the day before.  
 
    I turned the heat down and slowly let the caler root work its magic through the melted cream and butter. Caler root was a wic food ingredient, so I let my mind wander back through my memories of gathering it.  
 
    Almost immediately, my mind went to the moment when the mysterious voice came crashing into my head. My first instinct was to banish thoughts of that event, as it hadn’t been the most peaceful of things to experience. But then I decided to work through what had happened in my memory.  
 
    I remembered the pain of it, the weird, intense feeling of having another presence inside my brain, and the overwhelming emotions that had overtaken me. And then I remembered the peace of stepping out of the greenhouse into the fresh air. The soft scents of the fruit trees, the gentle sunlight, the cool breeze, and the way that the voice had mellowed and become a softer, more gentle presence inside my brain. And then I thought of Pawen finding me in the greenhouse and showing me where to find the herb I needed. I thought of her, of her smile, of the feelings of protectiveness I had toward her, and the rush of relief when I saw her smile at me. 
 
    My hands slowly stirred the wooden spoon around the pan. I let every feeling inside me pour down into the butter, cream, and caler root, and I hoped that when Mistress Semeresk tried these candies, she would be able to feel the same sense of safety and relief that I’d felt when I saw Pawen’s face.  
 
    I smiled to myself as I took the pan off the heat.  
 
    I scraped the swincnut paste into three different bowls, and then I added the cooling mixture of calerbrew and dairy products and stirred them quickly.  
 
    “How the hell are you managing to balance three different bowls at once?” Isernesk clucked his tongue in frustration. “I can barely juggle one bowl at a time.”  
 
    “Practice,” I said with a chuckle. “That’s all it is.”  
 
    “Ah, hard work,” he sighed. “Is this the swincnut drink you’re working on?”  
 
    “Candies,” I replied. “I’ll probably need to get some outside opinions on these, so if you’re up for testing a few samples…”  
 
    “Yes,” he said immediately. “Sweet Lord Aewaxa, yes.”  
 
    “Okay.” I grinned. “That’s good to hear.”  
 
    “I just can’t believe you can make things like this out of swincnuts.” Isernesk shook his head. “That drink you made? I’ve never tasted anything like that before.”  
 
    “There are so many things that can surprise us,” I said. “It’s pretty awesome.”  
 
    “Pretty awesome,” he repeated in a curious tone.  
 
    “Yeah, you know,” I explained. “It’s good.”  
 
    “It is good,” he said with a nod.  
 
    He threw another interested look at the pan and then moved away. I heard him mumbling “pretty awesome” under his breath, and I chuckled quietly to myself.  
 
    The three different mixtures were cooling and stiffening into a thick, dark-brown paste. I activated the water pump and held my hands under the stream of cold water for a few moments until my fingers were properly chilled. I took out the marble slab and the platter from the cool box, scooped a spoonful of the paste from the first bowl, and dropped it onto the slab where I quickly rolled it into a ball. Then I put it on the chilled platter.  
 
    I worked as quickly as possible to scoop out the paste, roll it into a ball, and put it on the platter. Whenever my hands started to get warm, I ran them under the cold water again so the heat from my skin wouldn’t melt the candies before they could go in the cool box.  
 
    I scooped and rolled until all the bowls were empty.  
 
    It was pretty clear just by looking at them which candies were made from which nuts. The roasted nuts created a rich, dark paste that was almost black, while the unroasted nuts were a much lighter, creamy brown color. The candies that were made from a mixture were somewhere in between the light and dark shades.  
 
    The calerbrew and the swincnuts’ natural oils helped the mixture hold its form, but I wasted no time in placing the platter back into the cool box where they could rest and fully harden up before they were served.  
 
    “Phew,” I breathed.  
 
    “Have you finished?” Pawen came to stand by my side, and she looked up at me with a concerned expression on her face. “You’ve been working nonstop.”  
 
    “I wanted to get them done so they had enough time to chill,” I explained.  
 
    “Come outside with me and have a breath of fresh air,” she suggested.  
 
    “I need to heat the milk for the swincnut tea,” I said, but Pawen shook her head firmly.  
 
    “No,” she said. “You need a break. Come on. Just a wuldorsped moment in the sunshine.”  
 
    “Okay.” I gave in with a smile. “Just a wuldorsped moment.”  
 
    Pawen smiled back at me, and we went out of the kitchen together. I expected Flaeth to yell after me and demand to know where I was going, but she was sitting at the table peeling an orange. She looked up briefly as we left the kitchen, but she didn’t say anything to call us back.  
 
    Pawen and I went out the side door, and rather than turn left toward the front gate, Pawen turned right and led the way down the side of the house where there was a wooden fence with a door set in the middle.  
 
    She pushed it open, and we walked into the garden that I’d seen from the window in my bedroom with its bright, lush lawn, the stone fountain, and long, narrow flower beds. 
 
    “It’s kind of funny to see normal flowers now after everything we saw in the God Garden,” Pawen commented.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed.  
 
    “Did you have a good time at the God Garden?” Pawen looked at me closely. “It seemed like… I don’t know, like something happened. Was it one of the others? Or Flaeth?”  
 
    “No,” I assured her with a smile. “It wasn’t any of them.”  
 
    “Because you don’t need to protect them if they did or said anything.” Pawen’s voice was low but very earnest. “I would back you up if you wanted to make an official complaint about them.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “But it’s okay.” 
 
    “I mean it.” Pawen glanced at me with her wide golden eyes and then looked quickly back down at her feet. “I would have your back, Henry.”  
 
    There was something very vulnerable about the low tone of her voice, but then she looked up at me again, and her golden gaze was steady. There was a loyalty burning there that I hadn’t seen before, and my heart gave a leap at the sight of it.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said again but in a much more serious tone this time. “That means a lot. And you, too, Pawen. If you ever need my help, you just have to ask me for it.”  
 
    “I know.” Her amber eyes burned for a second longer, and then she dropped her gaze to the neatly trimmed lawn again and was silent.  
 
    “Thank you for encouraging me to come out here,” I said. “It is good to get some fresh air.”  
 
    “You’ve been working hard,” the skinfolk woman replied in a low voice. “I thought you needed a break. Just a little one.”  
 
    “Just a wuldorsped moment.” I smiled. “Yes, and I appreciate that. It’s nice to know that you’re looking out for me.”  
 
    “Always.” Pawen took a little step away from me and moved closer to the flower bed. She ran her hand over the bright red blooms as though caressing an animal.  
 
    “Do you have any plans for Breost’s Day tomorrow?” I asked.  
 
    “We’ll be here,” she replied. “We’ll be cooking.”  
 
    “Yes, I know, but after that,” I said. “Will you be going out tomorrow night?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Maybe. What about you?”  
 
    “I don’t know, either,” I said.  
 
    “If I do go out…” Pawen’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Would you like to come with me?”  
 
    “I would,” I said in a heartfelt tone. “I would like that very much.” 
 
    Pawen’s eyes flicked up to meet mine.  
 
    We gazed at each other.  
 
    My heart was racing like an engine, and from the way Pawen’s chest was rising and falling, it seemed that she was also having a reaction to the moment.  
 
    I took a step closer to her.  
 
    She didn’t back away.  
 
    “I was thinking,” she murmured. “About what you said. About when we kissed.”  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about our kiss, too,” I whispered.  
 
    “I was thinking about it…” Her eyelashes fluttered. “About you. About how you said it would be my choice what happened between us.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded fervently. “Always.” 
 
    “You won’t push me to do anything I’m not sure about?” she asked.  
 
    “Never.” I shook my head. “I do want to… do things with you, Pawen, but only if you’re as interested in doing them as I am. Otherwise, there’s no point. I would never want you to feel uncomfortable or uneasy with anything we might do together.”  
 
    “So, if I said I just wanted to leave it here?” Pawen’s eyes smoldered like live coals. “Just one kiss? Nothing more?”  
 
    “Then…” My heart plummeted, but I kept my voice steady. “I would respect that decision. I would be disappointed, but that wouldn’t mean anything. It wouldn’t mean that we still couldn’t be friends if you wanted to stay friends.”  
 
    The skinfolk woman nodded silently.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, but it seemed almost like she was just talking to herself.  
 
    “Is that what you want?” I asked. “To just be friends?” 
 
    “No!” She looked up in startled confusion. “No! Not at all, I… I really like you, Henry, and I want…” 
 
    Her voice trailed away. She swallowed and looked down at her feet.  
 
    “What do you want?” I pressed gently.  
 
    “I want… you.” She took a trembling breath. “That’s what I want, Henry.”  
 
    “I want you, too,” I whispered.  
 
    Pawen looked at me. Her eyes were misty with a golden haze of unshed tears, but she smiled at me, and it made her face so beautiful that I could hardly bear it.  
 
    She reached out and took my hand in hers.  
 
    The skin of her palm was strong and callused. Her hand was warm in mine, and her long, strong, slender fingers wound through my own. I brushed the back of her knuckles with my thumb, and I thought I felt the faintest tremor shiver through Pawen’s body.  
 
    I looked down at our joined hands, then up into Pawen’s beautiful face. Her breath was coming quickly, but she smiled at me, and I recognized this as a powerful gesture of trust on her part. She was like a wild animal coming close to the campfire for the first time. She was ready to flee at a moment’s notice but hoping for the warmth and security that meant she would no longer be out in the cold.  
 
    My thumb moved back and forth over her knuckles, and Pawen’s fingers grasped mine with a softness and a strength that I was beginning to learn was typical for her.  
 
    “This has been more than a wuldorsped moment,” she whispered.  
 
    “I guess we’d better be getting back to the kitchen before Flaeth comes out here after us,” I murmured.  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    For a moment, neither of us moved, and then Pawen gave my hand a squeeze, and I released her fingers.  
 
    She reached out as though she wanted to touch me again, but then she pulled her hand back and walked across the garden to the gate.  
 
    I followed her and, together, we went back through the side door to the kitchen.  
 
    Isernesk and Blodlaeth were sitting at the table and busily chopping greenroots.  
 
    But Flaeth was standing at the stove, and as we came in, we were just in time to see her lowering a spoon into one of the pots of swincnut tea and lifting it to her lips.  
 
    She raised her eyebrows, and a pure and genuine smile fluttered over her lips. She looked so much softer without the perpetual scowl on her face that it was like seeing an entirely different person. 
 
    She moved away from the stove and dropped the spoon into the sink. Then she turned around and saw us watching her from the doorway.  
 
    Instantly, her face pulled back into a scowl. But it wasn’t quite quick enough to hide the look of total dismay and something almost like guilt, or was it shame, that flared briefly in her eyes.  
 
    There was no time to puzzle out that mystery, though, because, with the mask back up, Flaeth’s demeanor immediately hardened.  
 
    “Where have you been?” she demanded.  
 
    “We took a little breather,” I replied. “And you were…”  
 
    “I was just checking your work,” she snapped. “It’s not going to look good for us or for House Siggwin if your filthy human muck ends up poisoning Mistress Semeresk.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed in a grave tone. “That wouldn’t be good at all. It’s a good thing we’re both being so careful with making sure the tea arrives in one piece.”  
 
    Flaeth glared at me before stalking past me to busy herself in the pantry.  
 
    Pawen and I grinned at each other. The air between us seemed to crackle and fizz with electric possibility, and all throughout the rest of the day, I could feel the tension lingering between us.  
 
    I strained the swincnut shells from the pans and poured the contents of each pan into a separate bottle. Then I boiled a kettle, poured the water into three small cups to warm them, and heated a pan of milk on the stove. I then tipped away the water in the mugs, poured in the swincnut tea, and added in a splash of hot milk on top.  
 
    I took a tiny sip from each to sample the taste. Each tea was rich and smooth, and the intense swincnut flavor was tempered a little by the warm milk. The tea made from the unroasted nuts had a malty, sweet taste, and the tea with the roasted nuts was much darker and the flavor was nutty rather than malty. The tea made from the combination of roasted and unroasted was a tantalizing mix of the two extremes, and it delivered a rich, nutty flavor with sweetness and balance. 
 
    I nodded in satisfaction.  
 
    I’d done a pretty damn fine job there if I did say so myself.  
 
    I grabbed a tray, placed the three cups on it, and added a few teaspoons along with a bowl of sugar and a tiny serving of honey. 
 
    “I’ll take this up to Mistress Semeresk,” I said to Flaeth, and she gave me a harried nod before she went back to kneading dough.  
 
    I was an old hand at balancing a heavy tray full of drinks, so I didn’t bother with the trolley and, instead, I went straight up the stairs.  
 
    I remembered the way to the parlor where I’d met the Semeresks before, and I was about to knock on the door when a voice suddenly spoke behind me.  
 
    “Can I help you?” It was a servant, and from his smartly-brushed coat and smooth hair, I guessed that he must be a butler or some other position like that, as he was too well dressed to be a simple house servant.  
 
    “This is for Mistress Semeresk,” I said and looked down at the tray in my hands.  
 
    “What are you doing up here?” the servant asked as though he hadn’t heard me.  
 
    He was a tall, broad-shouldered, slightly paunchy skinfolk man, with black hair smoothed down flat over his skull, eyebrows that seemed perpetually raised, and a patronizing smile on his face as he looked at me.  
 
    “I’m here to give this to Mistress Semeresk,” I said again.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but that still doesn’t answer my question, now, does it?” He smiled, but it was the smile of a cat playing with a mouse. “We don’t employ humans in this house.”  
 
    “Oh, no, I’m with the Journeymen team.” I tried to match his smile and keep my voice light and cheerful, but it was hard with this guy staring at me like I was a foolish toddler.  
 
    “Really?” He managed to sound like a favorite uncle patronizing a small, sticky-fingered nephew. “But that doesn’t sound very likely at all, does it?”  
 
    “Look,” I said with a sigh. “I know what you’re saying. Humans can’t cook, humans aren’t employed here, I get it, I get all of that. But if you can just take this through to Mistress Semeresk, then that’s all I care about. Just take the tray, and I’ll get out of your hair.”  
 
    “Well, no, that won’t do at all, will it?” He was still smiling that goddamn jovial smile.  
 
    “Look.” I sighed again. “Just take the tray in and tell Mistress Semeresk that Journeyman Henry sent it up for her.”  
 
    The servant looked from me to the tray to the parlor door. He pursed his lips, took the tray with the very tips of his fingers like he was disposing of a dead rat, knocked at the door, and then went in.  
 
    There was a murmur of voices from behind the door. I recognized Mistress Semeresk’s soft tones, the blustering rage of her husband, and the servant’s slimy politeness.  
 
    Sheer curiosity kept me glued to my spot, and, after a little while, he came out of the parlor and closed the door behind him.  
 
    “Well?” I challenged. “You see?”  
 
    He looked down his snooty nose at me. 
 
    “I see,” he said in a cool voice. “Oh, I see, alright, don’t you worry about that.”  
 
    “Great.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Stop by the kitchen any time you want if you really need to prove to yourself that I can actually cook.”  
 
    “No need for that,” he replied primly. “Both Master and Mistress Semeresk were adamant that the drink was welcome.”  
 
    “Great.” I gave him a cold, vindicated smile before I spun on my heel and marched back to the kitchen.  
 
    I was a little disappointed that I wouldn’t get to see Mistress Semeresk’s reaction in person, but I had no doubts that I would soon learn exactly what she thought of the swincnut tea. 
 
    The rest of the day passed quickly, and soon we were busy prepping the offerings that the family would make tomorrow for Breost’s Day. We prepared as many of the components as we could in advance so we would have less to do tomorrow, but even when that chore was done, we still had the midnight offering to prepare for the family.  
 
    As soon as we finished eating our evening meal, Flaeth announced that she was going to bed to get what sleep she could.  
 
    “There’s not much point to sleeping.” Isernesk looked at Blodlaeth and shrugged. “We’ll have to get up in a few hours, anyway.”  
 
    “Still, it’s something,” Flaeth insisted. “What are you going to do if you’re not going to sleep?”  
 
    Blodlaeth grinned.  
 
    “Pub,” Isernesk said.  
 
    “Won’t that make you more tired?” Flaeth rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Nope,” Isernesk declared. “Pub is the place to be.” 
 
    “Well, enjoy yourselves, I suppose.” Flaeth stood up from the table. “I shall see you all back here thirty minutes before midnight.”  
 
    She left the kitchen, and Isernesk leaned over the table and nudged me.  
 
    “Hey, Henry,” he said. “Want to come along?”  
 
    “To the pub?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “Yeah, why not?” He shrugged like it was no big deal and like he hadn’t been acting like I was the scum of the earth just a few days ago.  
 
    I smiled and shook my head.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “But I’d probably just fall asleep if I started drinking now.”  
 
    “Suit yourself.” Isernesk shrugged again.  
 
    He and Blodlaeth stood up from their seats and headed out of the kitchen. A moment later, the side door slammed shut behind them.  
 
    “It’s so quiet,” Pawen murmured.  
 
    “It is,” I agreed.  
 
    We were sitting on opposite sides of the table, and slowly, our hands crept across the surface to meet each other again. Our fingers laced together like stitches in a tapestry.  
 
    Pawen’s breath trembled.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I whispered.  
 
    “Mm.” She nodded. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked.  
 
    Pawen looked up at me. Her golden eyes searched my face.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered in a deliberate voice. “Yes, Henry.”  
 
    And, suddenly, she dropped my hand.  
 
    Before I could move, she had sprung out of her chair, climbed onto the table, and was on her knees in front of me. Her hand darted out and grabbed the front of my shirt to pull me forward.  
 
    Then her mouth met mine. And we were kissing. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 13  
 
    Pawen’s lips were soft and warm under mine, but there was a hunger in her kisses that awoke a fiery desire for her deep inside my loins.  
 
    Her mouth opened and closed over mine. She tasted of spices, of warmth and heat, of the smell of the cooking stones, and the dustiness of the outdoors.  
 
    I buried my fingers in her wild golden ringlets and pulled her face closer to mine. Our mouths moved in tandem with each other, and one hand cupped my cheek as her other hand knotted in the front of my shirt. She pulled me up out of my seat until I was standing over her.  
 
    I broke the kiss so I could gasp down a breath, and Pawen scooted back along the table on her elbows. Her lips were parted, her cheeks were flushed, her hair was tousled, her chest was heaving, and she’d never looked more beautiful to me than she did at that moment.  
 
    “Henry,” she whispered.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I whispered back. “You have to tell me if you’re not okay.”  
 
    “I’m okay.” She grabbed hold of my shirt again. “I want this. I want you.”  
 
    She pulled me down on top of her. I kissed her hard again.  
 
    “Tell me where to touch you,” I whispered. 
 
    “Here.” She grabbed my hand and guided it to her breasts.  
 
    “Here?” I squeezed her right breast gently, and my thumb found the raised pebble of her nipple through the fabric of her tunic.  
 
    “There,” Pawen whispered. “Yes.”  
 
    My hands went to the laces of her tunic.  
 
    “Can I undo this?” I whispered.  
 
    The skinfolk woman nodded, and I carefully untied the laces of her bodice and pulled the fabric back.  
 
    I couldn’t hold back the groan that fell out of me as Pawen’s breasts were revealed. They were exquisite, palm-sized globes that fit perfectly into my hands. Her skin was golden-brown, and her nipples were the color of dark chocolate buttons. They rose and fell with the movement of her chest as she breathed deeply in excitement.  
 
    I cupped her breasts in my hands and ran my thumbs over her nipples until they tightened even more and became dark knots that I could pull on.  
 
    “Mmm,” Pawen moaned. “Yes. Yes, that feels so good.” 
 
    “Your breasts are so beautiful,” I whispered.  
 
    “You can lick them if you want.” She bit her lip, and goddamn if her shy request didn’t send every drop of blood in my body rushing straight into my cock.  
 
    “It’s so fucking sexy to hear you say that,” I growled as I bent my head over her chest.  
 
    I caught one of her breasts in my hand and pulled Pawen’s dark nipple into my mouth.  
 
    I teased it with my tongue, and Pawen’s body spasmed in pleasure. Her eyelashes fluttered, goosebumps broke out over her golden skin, and she let out a long, breathless moan of pleasure.  
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. “Oh, yeeesss. That’s it.”  
 
    Her body writhed under me as I sucked hard on her nipples. I bit them gently and then lightly grazed them with my tongue, and Pawen shuddered with pleasure. 
 
    “More,” she begged. “More, Henry.”  
 
    She pulled up the hem of her tunic and dragged down the leggings she wore underneath it to reveal her long, muscled legs. I reached under her tunic and cupped her toned ass, which made the skinfolk woman wriggle in arousal.  
 
    Her cotton underwear was wet through at the crotch, and I pulled them down her thighs and over her knees.  
 
    Pawen’s pussy was a beautiful thing. The dark frilled lips peeked between her thighs and gleamed with moisture from her arousal. She opened her legs to me, and I could see the swollen bud of her clit between her pussy lips.  
 
    I brushed the back of my knuckle gently between her thighs, and Pawen’s whole body jerked.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I whispered quickly.  
 
    “Mmhmm.” She nodded fervently. “Gods, I just… I’d forgotten how good that could feel.”  
 
    “We’re only getting started,” I told her with a smile, and I slipped one finger gently inside Pawen’s pussy.  
 
    The skinfolk woman gasped and then moaned as I fit two fingers and then a third inside her.  
 
    “Is that okay?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “Oh, gods, yes.”  
 
    I began to move my fingers in and out of her. Pawen’s pussy was wet and tight, and I could imagine just how fucking sweet it would feel to put my cock inside her.  
 
    But the most important thing was that Pawen felt safe and comfortable with me through all of this, and for now, I was content to just use my fingers to give her pleasure.  
 
    Pawen’s breath was coming in jagged gasps, and when I brushed her swollen clit with my thumb, she let out a cry that was so loud it surprised both of us.  
 
    She clapped her hands over her mouth.  
 
    “Are you…” I began.  
 
    She nodded vehemently.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” she begged.  
 
    I worked my fingers in and out of her, and all too soon I felt the skinfolk’s woman’s pussy tighten around my fingers.  
 
    “Yesssss,” Pawen moaned. “Yessss… oh, gods, Henry, yesssss…”  
 
    She threw her head back as she came. Her body shuddered, and her bare breasts jumped as the orgasm consumed her.  
 
    After a moment, she opened her eyes and looked at me with the beginning of a breathless smile on her face.  
 
    “Okay?” I asked her.  
 
    “No,” she said with hazy eyes.  
 
    My heart sank.  
 
    “Are you…” I began, but she cut me off.  
 
    “I want your cock,” she said.  
 
    “Oh!” My heart leaped in relief. “Oh, shit, I thought you meant… was that okay, though? With my fingers, with…”  
 
    Pawen grabbed hold of my shoulders and pulled me down on top of her so she could kiss me.  
 
    “Henry,” she whispered between kisses. “Your fingers were perfect.” 
 
    “I’m okay if you don’t want to go any further,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Henry.” She placed her hands on either side of my face and smiled up at me. “I’ve been thinking about your cock for a long time.”  
 
    “You have?” I smiled back at her.  
 
    “Mmhmm.” She nodded and sat up a little so that she could undo my belt. “Ever since I first saw you in class.”  
 
    “That long?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    Pawen tossed my belt aside and pulled down my pants. She drew in her breath in a long, awestruck inhale.  
 
    “That long indeed,” she whispered. “Sweet Lady Aegwa, it’s so big.”  
 
    I kind of chuckled at hearing the same expression from Pawen as Sae, but then Pawen gently took my cock in her hand, and my laugh faded away into a groan of pure pleasure.  
 
    “Fuuuuck.” I planted my hands on the table on either side of Pawen’s shoulders to steady myself. 
 
    Her gentle fingers massaged the tip of my cock with an unbelievable dexterity, and I shivered at the almost unbearable pleasure of it. A tiny pearl of precum quivered on the end of my cock, and Pawen caught it with her finger, deliberately put it in her mouth, and sucked on it. Her eyes never left mine for a second.  
 
    “Do you…” I was finding it difficult to form words with Pawen’s fingers massaging my manhood. “Do you need to take anything? Before I… before we… Sae has a tea…”  
 
    “I know it.” Pawen nodded. “I have some that I can take tomorrow.”  
 
    “Okay.” I swallowed hard. “My god. You’re very good at that.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “I want… Do you want to finish inside me?” 
 
    I nodded vigorously.  
 
    “I really want to feel your pussy on my cock now,” I whispered.  
 
    Pawen licked her lips. She laid back down again with her knees bent and her thighs wide open.  
 
    I guided my cock to the entrance between her legs and carefully pushed just the tip of my manhood inside her pussy.  
 
    I groaned in pleasure as Pawen’s pussy welcomed me in. Her inner walls were slick with arousal, and so tight it almost hurt my cock when I pushed it inside her. The velvety heat and wetness of the skinfolk woman’s pussy was incredible, and my heart hammered with desire as my pulse whirled in my temples.  
 
    “Fuuuck, Pawen,” I groaned. “You feel so good on my cock.” 
 
    “Ohhhh…” Pawen moaned. “Oh, gods.” 
 
    “Is that too much?” I asked in a concerned voice.  
 
    “No, you feel so good inside me,” she whispered in an eager tone. “Give me more, I can take it.”  
 
    I carefully shifted my hips and pressed more of my length inside her.  
 
    “Yessss…” Pawen gasped. “Ohh…”  
 
    With one final press of my hips, I pushed my entire cock inside her waiting pussy.  
 
    “Yes!” Pawen whispered.  
 
    She wrapped her legs around my waist and held me closer. Slowly at first, I began to thrust into her, then I started to pick up the pace a little.  
 
    Pawen sighed with delight as my cock pushed deep inside her.  
 
    “Is this okay?” I gasped.  
 
    “Yes!” Her golden eyes were wide, and her lips parted as she urged me on. “Yes, Henry!”  
 
    I increased the pace of my thrusts. We moved in a steady rhythm, and our bodies worked together in a perfect dance. We seemed to know perfectly what to do in order to bring the other pleasure. Pawen’s golden breasts bounced and jumped each time I drove my full length inside her, and I pulled back a little bit so I could see them better.  
 
    “Your breasts are so beautiful,” I groaned. “I could look at them forever.”  
 
    “I liked it when you touched them,” she gasped. “That felt so good.”  
 
    “Like this?” I cupped one breast with my hand and squeezed it, then rolled her dark nipple between my finger and thumb.  
 
    “Yesssss!” Pawen gave a little mewl of pleasure.  
 
    “I love touching them,” I whispered in her ear. “I love touching you.” 
 
    Pawen lifted her hips and pressed her shoulders back against the table. The angle opened up a whole new depth of her pussy, and I groaned with delight as my cock plunged into her.  
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I panted. “You feel so good, Pawen. You’re so beautiful, and sexy, and gorgeous.”  
 
    The words fell out of me, and Pawen snaked her arms around my neck and pulled me down. She kissed me hard, and then suddenly she moaned underneath my mouth.  
 
    “Oh, gods,” she gasped. “I’m... I’m...”  
 
    “Cum for me, Pawen,” I whispered.  
 
    The skinfolk woman’s pussy convulsed, and I groaned at the incredible sensation of Pawen cumming on my cock. Her body arched, the walls of her pussy clenched around my length, and I had to grit my teeth hard to stop myself from following her over the edge into orgasm.  
 
    Pawen’s eyelashes fluttered, and she looked up at me with a dazed, almost drunk expression on her face.  
 
    “Did you…?” she asked.  
 
    “Not yet,” I whispered.  
 
    “Sweet Lady Aegwa,” she gasped. “How can you last for so long? I’ve never been with anyone who could hold out like this. I’ve never… I’ve never finished twice before.”  
 
    “Would you like to finish a third time?” I asked her in a low voice.  
 
    Pawen licked her lips and nodded eagerly.  
 
    I carefully pulled out of her. My cock shone with Pawen’s pussy juices and quivered with barely-contained desire.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she gasped.  
 
    “Can I turn you over?” I asked.  
 
    Pawen’s eyes lit up with comprehension. She nodded.  
 
    I took hold of her ankles and pulled her even closer to me. She pushed herself up on her elbows and gazed into my face with an expression of breathless anticipation. She hooked her ankle around my hip and pressed her dripping entrance close to my leg.  
 
    I could feel the heat of her pussy on my skin, and I growled in my throat and kissed her fiercely.  
 
    Her mouth was hungry under mine as she kissed me back. She tangled her fingers in my hair as though she wanted to consume me, and the heat between her legs was driving me mad. My cock throbbed with desire.  
 
    I grasped Pawen’s hips, slid her off the table, and flipped her around so that her back was pressed against my chest. She reached up to turn my face around, and our mouths met again.  
 
    My hands reached up to cup her breasts, and I thumbed her nipples until she was moaning with pleasure. She writhed against me and pressed her juicy ass against my throbbing cock until I was about to burst.  
 
    “Henry,” she breathed.  
 
    “I need to be inside you again,” I growled.  
 
    “Go on, then,” she whispered.  
 
    She leaned over the table and looked back at me over her shoulder. Her lips were parted, she was panting, and there was a gleam in her eyes that urged me onwards.  
 
    I nudged her feet apart to open her legs wider, and the shining, dark folds of her pussy lips were revealed between her thighs. I ran my hand down the valley of her spine and up over the twin mounds of her ass. I lifted her asscheeks and spread them, then ran my finger between her dripping folds to touch her pulsing clit.  
 
    She jumped with the sensation and mewled.  
 
    “Please, Henry,” she begged. “Don’t tease me.”  
 
    I pressed one hand onto her rump to steady myself, and with my other hand, I guided my cock to her entrance and thrust my whole length inside her with a grunt.  
 
    Pawen gasped as I filled her.  
 
    “Ohhh,” she moaned. “Yessssss.”  
 
    I drove into her again and again. My pelvis slapped against her ass, and when Pawen pushed herself up onto her elbows, I reached to squeeze her breasts.  
 
    She mewled again and writhed against me. The sensation was so overwhelming that my mind went blank. Every nerve ending in my body zeroed in on the feeling of the silky walls of Pawen’s pussy. Every thought in my head vanished under the need to fill her with my seed.  
 
    I gripped hold of her shoulder and drove into her with steady, rhythmic thrusts. Pawen moaned in pleasure, and the sound pushed me to a quicker pace.  
 
    “Henry,” Pawen gasped. “It’s coming…”  
 
    I could feel myself reaching the end as well, but I wanted Pawen to cum before I finished.  
 
    My cock plunged in and out of her pussy. I went harder and faster on the last few thrusts, and Pawen shuddered, moaned, and came for the third time.  
 
    Her pussy gripped my cock tightly in her ecstasy, and I couldn’t hold back any longer.  
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped, and the orgasm hit me like a truck.  
 
    I gripped Pawen’s hips and shot wave after wave of my hot cum inside her. I shuddered, my vision spotted with black, and a groan fell from my mouth. My cock gushed out its seed until I was done.  
 
    And then I pulled out of Pawen’s pussy and staggered back.  
 
    Pawen turned and looked at me. Her bare breasts were heaving, there was a slight wobble to her gait, and the insides of her thighs were slick with a combination of her juices and my cum.  
 
    “Henry,” she breathed.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I panted.  
 
    Pawen smiled, and it was a smile of such pure joy and happiness that it melted my heart to see it.  
 
    “Yes, Henry,” she whispered. “I am very okay. That was…”  
 
    She smiled and shook her head.  
 
    I held out my arms to her, and she leaned forward to rest her head on my chest as I hugged her tightly.  
 
    “That was amazing,” I whispered into her ringlets. “You’re amazing.”  
 
    “I didn’t expect…” Pawen peered up at me, and her cheeks flushed tawny-red. “I didn’t expect it to be like that with you. To be so… so good.”  
 
    “I’m glad it was good for you.” I kissed her forehead tenderly.  
 
    “It was the best I’ve ever had,” she whispered.  
 
    “Really?” My heart melted even more. “That makes it really special.”  
 
    She nodded and smiled.  
 
    I held her tightly for a few moments longer, and then I let her go with a regretful sigh.  
 
    “We should probably get cleaned up,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, gods.” Pawen looked around at the kitchen, and she suddenly looked horrified. “I forgot where we were. But we’re in the kitchen. We were on the table.”  
 
    “Yes,” I agreed with a chuckle. “Yes, we were.”  
 
    “Ooohhhh, we are going to have to scrub that down hard,” she whispered.  
 
    The shock on her face was comical. I snorted out a laugh and patted her shoulder.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “We’ll do it together. Let’s get ourselves cleaned up first.” 
 
    Pawen looked down at herself, and her cheeks flushed again as she realized that her top was unlaced and her leggings were on the floor. We both quickly pulled our clothes back on, and then we went upstairs to the bedrooms.  
 
    Pawen didn’t want to potentially disturb Flaeth by using the washroom in the women’s bedroom, and Isernesk and Blodlaeth were still out at the pub, so we both ended up using the one in my bedroom.  
 
    Then, washed and respectably clothed, we hurried back downstairs and set to work cleaning up the kitchen.  
 
    It wasn’t that much work to do, but we both scrubbed down the kitchen table twice, and even then, Pawen kept looking at it with a critical eye and wiping away invisible smudge marks.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her with a chuckle. “It’s perfectly clean and there’s nothing on it now.”  
 
    “I just feel like whoever comes in is immediately going to know what happened here,” Pawen said. 
 
    “Do you…” I didn’t know if I actually wanted the answer. “Do you regret it? What happened?”  
 
    “No!” Pawen’s head spun around, and she took my hand in hers and kissed it. “No, Henry, not at all.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” I said in relief.  
 
    “I had an incredible time with you.” Pawen bit her lower lip shyly. “I finished three times. I’ve never had that happen before.”  
 
    “I’m glad.” I smiled at her. “I had a great time with you, too.”  
 
    We looked at each other for a moment. We didn’t say anything but smiled at each other in soft and companionable silence.  
 
    Then, suddenly, there was a knock on the side door.  
 
    “That’ll be Isernesk and Blodlaeth,” I said.  
 
    “I guess I’ll go and wake Flaeth up,” Pawen said with a sigh.  
 
    We both left the kitchen. Pawen went up the stairs to the bedrooms, and I opened the side door to let in the other two Journeymen.  
 
    I’d expected them to come rolling in reeking of alcohol, but apart from a red flush to their cheeks and a very bright gleam in their eyes, both of them seemed okay.  
 
    “Henry!” Isernesk exclaimed. “There you are! Where were you? Not at the pub with us, that’s for certain.”  
 
    “You got me,” I said with a chuckle. “I was here. How was the pub?”  
 
    “It was good,” Isernesk replied. “We were very sensible, too. Only one beer each.”  
 
    “That’s very sensible,” I agreed. “Who wants some chef’s helper?”  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” Isernesk sat down at the table with a sigh. “I could definitely be in bed right now.”  
 
    I boiled the kettle on the stove and scooped ginger and senc tea into the teapot. This combination of ingredients was known as chef’s helper because it was supposed to help the drinker stay awake and give them energy. It was used for occasions just like this, and I brewed it strong and sweet to help keep everybody awake and working hard until midnight.  
 
    Flaeth and Pawen came downstairs, and Flaeth’s green eyes immediately hooked onto me.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked.  
 
    “Making some chef’s helper,” I replied. “I figured we could all use it.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea.” The phrase left Flaeth’s lips so casually that an observer could have been fooled into thinking that she offered up such pleasantries every day.  
 
    I looked into the teapot and secretly raised disbelieving eyebrows at the leaves swirling around in the bottom of the pot.  
 
    With the chef’s helper inside us, we found our second wind, and as the minutes ticked by, we got to work on creating the midnight offering.  
 
    It was a very simple dish, as expecting the family to sample a three-course lamb dinner at midnight wouldn’t have gone down well… literally. Instead, we were going to serve pancakes with an orange and lemon compote, swincnut candies, and a steaming pot of flenbalm and chamomile tea.  
 
    The compote was the most time-consuming part of the offering, but that was only because it had to chill in the cool box for a little while before it could be served. The recipe used calerbrew, just like the swincnut candies, so it was still a quicker process than it would have been ordinarily.  
 
    Soon the kitchen was full of the smells of frying pancakes and simmering citrus fruits.  
 
    I had the candies ready, and as a final touch, I ground a spoonful of sugar in the mortar and pestle until it was a very fine powder and then sprinkled it over the candies in a light dusting.  
 
    “They look like they’ve been snowed on,” Pawen commented. “Very pretty.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled.  
 
    Flaeth wheeled the trolley into the kitchen, and we loaded it up with the dishes as they were finished. As soon as the compote had chilled enough to set, Isernesk placed it on the trolley, and we followed Flaeth out of the kitchen and up to the dedicated offering room.  
 
    It was just as grand as I remembered it. Someone, a servant, I assumed, had filled the candelabra with tall, red tapers, and the candle flames flickered over the golden table as we came into the room.  
 
    “We must put the dishes on the table at exactly five minutes before midnight strikes,” Flaeth directed.  
 
    “Why?” Isernesk asked.  
 
    “Because five is Breost’s sacred number,” Flaeth replied in an irritated tone. “You should know that, Journeyman.”  
 
    Isernesk just shrugged.  
 
    There was a clock on the wall which presumably had been hung for occasions such as this. It showed that there were eight minutes until midnight, and we stood and watched the second hand tick by.  
 
    Isernesk and Blodlaeth were clearly trying very hard not to fidget, but they kept shuffling their feet and sighing.  
 
    Pawen was looking at the food on the trolley.  
 
    I looked at Flaeth.  
 
    The fey was standing as rigid as a ramrod with tension carved into every line of her body. Every muscle was tensed and ready to move at the right minute. Her eyes were fixed on the clock. There was that expression on her face again that I’d seen earlier. It wasn’t just concentration in her eyes– there was a kind of fear there, too.  
 
    I didn’t understand it.  
 
    Flaeth was in charge of the Journeyman team, we were on schedule, we had been praised by the family more than once, and everything was going well.  
 
    What did Flaeth have to be worried about? 
 
    There was something deeper going on here.  
 
    But I had no more time to ponder it because just then Flaeth snapped into action.  
 
    “It’s time.” She whirled around and lifted the first dish from the trolley.  
 
    She placed it carefully on the golden table to the left of the candelabra.  
 
    Isernesk moved forward to pick up the teapot, but she waved him away impatiently, leaned forward, and picked up the pot herself.  
 
    She put it on the table in front of the candelabra.  
 
    “Are we just going to stand here, then?” Isernesk muttered in an aside to Blodlaeth.  
 
    “Why did she bring us up here if she’s going to do it all herself?” Blodlaeth rolled his eyes.  
 
    I sympathized with them, but also a part of me could see where Flaeth was coming from. This was a religious ceremony and it was full of meaning. The order of things placed on the table, the position of the dishes, the time of placement– all of these were vital components to the ritual. If any of them got messed up, then I could only assume that would be bad, bad news. It might not even be as simple as just resetting this part of it and taking the dishes off the table before placing them correctly. We might need to recook the entire offering, which would mean the family would miss midnight and wouldn’t be able to welcome in Breost’s Day with an offering.  
 
    With all that in mind, and considering Isernesk and Blodlaeth’s laid-back attitude to religion and religious ceremony, part of me didn’t blame Flaeth for keeping them out of it.  
 
    “That’s it.” Flaeth placed the dish of swincnut candies on the table to the right of the candelabra.  
 
    She took a deep breath, and I heard how it wavered a little.  
 
    “Great,” Isernesk said.  
 
    “Good.” Flaeth ignored him and whispered under her breath in a way that seemed like she was talking to herself more than us. “Good. Good. Yes. Very good.” 
 
    She looked at the table once more, and then she gave a decisive nod.  
 
    “Is that it?” Blodlaeth asked.  
 
    “Yes.” Flaeth nodded again. “We’re done. Come on.”  
 
    She crossed the room and reached for the door handle, but as she did so, the door was jerked open by someone on the other side. Flaeth leaped back in startled surprise as Master Semeresk, Mistress Semeresk, and Caffie came into the room.  
 
    Caffie looked startled to see me, and then she shot me a flirty grin.  
 
    I smiled back at her. The dwarf was wearing a tight dress of dark red velvet that made her purple eyes sparkle even brighter than normal, and her long braids were tied with dark red ribbons.  
 
    “Hmm, you’re still here?” Master Semeresk noted.  
 
    He was supporting his wife on his arm. Mistress Semeresk’s face looked drawn and tight compared to when I’d last seen her, and somehow her stomach seemed to have grown even larger. She spotted me and gave me a watery smile.  
 
    “We are just leaving, sir.” Flaeth bowed her head.  
 
    “Thank you for the drink, Henry,” Mistress Semeresk said in a voice that was weak and quiet. “I was sorry that I didn’t get to speak to you in person when you delivered it. Eorthmata has been reprimanded.” 
 
    “He was just doing his job,” Master Semeresk grumbled.  
 
    “Heallesk,” his wife protested. “Please.”  
 
    “You are too kind-hearted, my dove,” he told her.  
 
    “We will get out of your way,” Flaeth said quickly. “It is almost midnight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Master Semeresk said.  
 
    The family moved into the room to take up their places in front of the offering table.  
 
    Flaeth opened the door to usher the Journeymen out.  
 
    And that was when Mistress Semeresk suddenly let out a little cry of alarm.  
 
    “Rosol!” Master Semeresk gripped his wife’s arm.  
 
    “My waters,” she whispered faintly. “The baby is coming. The baby is coming now.”  
 
    “Now?” He didn’t wait for a reply, and instead, he bolted to the door, stuck his head out into the hallway, and bellowed at the top of his lungs. “The baby is coming! Brigid! Cacuru! The baby is coming! Send for the doctor!”  
 
    He whirled around and ran back to his wife’s side. She was clinging to the table as her breath whistled through her clenched teeth.  
 
    “Heallesk,” she whimpered.  
 
    “I have you, my darling, I’m here.” He threw his arm around her shoulders and led her to the door. “Brigid and Cacuru know what to do until the doctor gets here, and I will not leave your side.”  
 
    Flaeth’s eyes were darting back and forth between the Semeresks and the golden table. It was the first time she actually looked unsure.  
 
    “Sir,” she began in a hesitant tone. “What about the offering?” 
 
    Right on cue, the clock on the wall let out a high-pitched chime to mark the hour.  
 
    “Midnight,” Pawen whispered. “It’s Breost’s Day.”  
 
    “Sir!” Flaeth’s voice rose.  
 
    “Just take care of it!” Master Semeresk led his wife out of the room and along the passageway.  
 
    “The swincut offering!” Mistress Semeresk craned her neck over her shoulder, and her frantic eyes met mine. “Please! Please make sure that the swincnut offering is done right! For the baby!”  
 
    “I will,” I promised.  
 
    A look of relief came over the dwarf woman’s face until it was suddenly chased away by a grimace of pain, and she clutched at her husband’s arm.  
 
    A maid came running to meet the couple, and together they helped Mistress Semeresk down the hall.  
 
    “Flaeth,” I prompted.  
 
    “You’re not doing this.” She stared at me with scandalized eyes.  
 
    “Mistress Semeresk asked me to,” I countered.  
 
    “But…” The fey looked aghast.  
 
    “I think he should.” Caffie stepped forward from where she’d been standing silently by the table and watching everything that had just happened. “Rosol asked for him. He should do it.”  
 
    Flaeth’s eyes flitted between Caffie and me. Indecision was written all over her face, but then she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, her expression was resolute.  
 
    “Alright,” she said. “We’ll all do it. Everyone, kneel.”  
 
    The six of us, five Journeymen and Caffie, knelt down in front of the golden table.  
 
    Caffie took a deep breath and began to pray.  
 
    “Blessed Mother Breost,” she said. “We petition you on this your most holy day. We ask that you shower your blessings down upon us. We crave your bounty, your kindness, and your grace. We are gathered here at this time to worship you who are the Blessed Mother of us all. You have shed your graces on countless generations of mothers and children, and today we ask that you bless Rosol and her unborn baby.”  
 
    Caffie’s voice wobbled a little bit on the last part.  
 
    I snuck a peek over at her.  
 
    Her hands were folded over her heart, and her eyes were turned upward as she prayed. She sniffed once and swallowed hard.  
 
    “Blessed Mother Breost,” Flaeth said, and I almost jumped in surprise at the change in her voice. “We ask your grace and your care to be gifted to Mistress Semeresk and her child. We petition you to share blessings of good health, safety, and good fortune upon this family. We commit mother and baby to your care, to your most precious, everlasting, and loving mercy.”  
 
    Flaeth’s voice was stripped of all the hard edges that I’d grown to expect from her. Her tone was soft and mild, and when I stole a glance over at her, I saw that even her face had softened in a way that I didn’t recognize. There was still a resolve in her features and a strength in her voice, but the callous harshness that defined all of her actions was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    When she prayed to the gods, she was like an entirely different person.  
 
    I didn’t know if I was meant to pray, but no one else offered a prayer to the goddess. Isernesk and Blodlaeth had their hands crossed devoutly over their hearts, but they stayed silent, and so did Pawen, so I decided to follow their example.  
 
    Caffie rose, went to the table, and picked up the platter of little pancakes and the jar of lemon and orange compote. She took a pancake in her hand, dipped it into the compote, and laid it carefully on the table where the platter had been. Then she turned and gravely offered the plate and jar to Flaeth, who was right next to her.  
 
    “Take, eat, and remember the blessings of the goddess,” she told her.  
 
    Flaeth took a pancake from the platter, dipped it into the compote, and placed the entire thing in her mouth. She chewed and swallowed, and Caffie moved onto Blodlaeth.  
 
    She went down the line in the same way, and finally, she came to me.  
 
    “Take, eat, and remember the blessings of the goddess,” she said.  
 
    I took a pancake, dipped it in the compote, and put it in my mouth.  
 
    The pancake was light and fluffy, and the compote was sweet, tangy, and invigorating. I swallowed it, and a feeling of energy and exhilaration zipped through my veins.  
 
    Caffie took the platter back to the table. She ate her own pancake, and then she took seven silver cups and saucers from the trolley and filled them with the steaming hot tea from the pot.  
 
    She left one on the table where the pot had stood and then turned to us.  
 
    “Take, drink, and remember the blessings of the goddess.” She gave the first cup to Flaeth.  
 
    Then in the same way, she gave every one of us a cup of tea to drink. 
 
    The tea was a light, refreshing beverage. The flenbalm had a floral and citrus flavor, and the chamomile gave it an earthiness that kept it complex and not too sweet. It smoothed out the zing of energy that the pancakes had given me, and the tea’s feeling of peace turned the previous lift into a feeling of quiet confidence.  
 
    Then it was time for the swincnut candies. Caffie handed them out in the same way as she had the previous parts of the dish, and just before I put mine in my mouth, I sent up a prayer of my own to whoever might be listening.  
 
    Don’t let Mistress Semeresk or her baby die. Let this be a happy home full of laughter, not tears. Keep both of them safe.  
 
    I didn’t know if anyone had heard me, but I felt a little better after having said it.  
 
    After we had eaten our portion of the offerings, we stayed kneeling for a little while longer. Then we stood up and slowly filed out of the room.  
 
    Caffie shut the door behind us with a sharp exhale of relief.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said to us. “We needed to make that offering, so thank you all for staying with me and helping me through it.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it.” Flaeth’s voice was gruff, and she seemed uncomfortable.  
 
    I smiled at Caffie.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I said to her. “It’s nice to see the whole process of an offering rather than just our end of things.”  
 
    “Yes, you never get to see the whole thing, do you?” Caffie smiled briefly, and then her expression became serious. “I’m sorry to just run away, but I really want to sit with Rosol.”  
 
    “Yeah, no, of course,” I assured her. “Go where you need to be.”  
 
    She gave me another quick smile and then hurried down the corridor to wherever her stepmother was being tended to.  
 
    “Let’s go back to the kitchen,” Flaeth said.  
 
    We obeyed her without question. I think we were all a little sobered by what we’d just seen and by what we’d just done. Even Isernesk looked concerned.  
 
    “Would anyone like a cup of tea?” I asked as we came back into the kitchen.  
 
    “Yes, please,” Pawen said gratefully.  
 
    Isernesk and Blodlaeth raised their hands. And then, wonder of wonders, so did Flaeth.  
 
    “Okay, full house,” I said.  
 
    “First things first,” Flaeth directed, and she tapped her fingernail on the kitchen table to emphasize her point. “Our directive has now changed. We are no longer going to be cooking offerings for the family. We are now on standby for any help that we can give to Mistress Semeresk.”  
 
    “Like what?” Blodlaeth asked, but it seemed like he was asking a genuine question rather than being disruptive, and although Flaeth frowned a little, she didn’t bite his head off.  
 
    “Anything,” she said. “A tea for contractions. More of the swincnut drink. Tea for the doctor and Master Semeresk. Whatever they need us for, we will provide it.”  
 
    We all nodded our heads.  
 
    “It’s weird thinking that there’s a whole little extra person upstairs,” Pawen whispered to me. “Just waiting to come and make an appearance.”  
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty magical,” I agreed.  
 
    “Do you like babies?” she asked.  
 
    “Of course,” I said with a chuckle. “Who doesn’t like babies?”  
 
    Pawen shrugged a little, and I gave a theatrical gasp of horror.  
 
    “I like them,” she said warily. “I guess. They’re just a lot.”  
 
    I looked at her silently for a moment. I remembered what she’d said about her ex-fiance, how he had expected her to leave her dreams of a cooking career behind and instead focus on staying at home. Presumably having lots of children had featured large in that dream of his.  
 
    So now that I thought about it, Pawen’s reticence about children actually made perfect sense.  
 
    I made more tea, but even with our stomachs full of chef’s helper, it was clear that many of us were struggling.  
 
    Blodlaeth kept on yawning, Pawen leaned her head against my shoulder, and Isernesk rested his head on his arms and closed his eyes.  
 
    “We can’t go to sleep!” Flaeth protested. “We need to be on alert, we need to…”  
 
    But her declarations were cut off by an enormous yawn. It would have been funny if I hadn’t been absolutely dog-tired at that moment.  
 
    “Need sleep,” Isernesk muttered.  
 
    “What if we sleep in shifts?” I suggested through a yawn of my own. “That way someone will always be up and listening to see if anyone upstairs needs us.”  
 
    “Yes,” Isernesk muttered. “I approve of that plan.” 
 
    “A good plan,” Pawen murmured.  
 
    I laughed and hugged her gently to wake her up.  
 
    “Come on,” I said in her ear. “You need to be in bed.”  
 
    Isernesk wasn’t too tired to let out a low, dirty chuckle. I rolled my eyes, and Pawen would definitely have been embarrassed if she wasn’t already half-asleep.  
 
    “Who should take the first shift?” Blodlaeth yawned.  
 
    “I will,” Flaeth said. “And I will come and wake one of you in a few hours.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” the fey replied.  
 
    Somehow we all managed to stagger upstairs and fall into our respective beds.  
 
    I fell asleep almost at once. My brain was going round and round with everything that had happened that day, but my body was too tired to stay awake any longer.  
 
    But my sleep wasn’t as restful as I’d hoped.  
 
    I dreamed I was in a wooden barrel on the ocean. The waves were high, and my makeshift vessel was getting thrown around all over the place. The saltwater had eaten away at the wood, and the barrel was full of holes that were letting in the water.  
 
    My feet were soaking wet, and in the dream, I was very concerned about the possibility of my feet getting infected by the constant dampness, which would affect my ability to walk.  
 
    When I looked up at the sky, I saw the moon overhead, even though it was broad daylight. I saw the sun as well, and then clouds covered the entire sky and everything went gray.  
 
    I called out across the water, but no sound came out of my mouth.  
 
    I tried again to speak because I knew that I had to call for someone, and if only I could get their name out, I would know how to keep my feet dry and how I could get out of the barrel and into a proper boat.  
 
    But my voice was silent, and the only sounds were the crashing waves and the wind whipping through the thick, gray clouds.  
 
    I awoke from the dream suddenly with my heart pounding.  
 
    I laid still for a moment with my eyes closed while I tried to sort out what was happening.  
 
    And then, as my mind and body adjusted to reality after being in the dream, I heard footsteps thundering over the floorboards upstairs.  
 
    Then someone started shouting.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    I sat up quickly in bed.  
 
    The light filtering through the gap in the curtains was bright and warm, and I guessed it must be several hours after sunrise.  
 
    Isernesk and Blodlaeth’s beds were empty, and I could hear people moving around downstairs as well as upstairs. I grabbed my clothes, threw them on, and hurried down to the kitchen.  
 
    The other Journeymen were gathered around the table, except for Flaeth, who was pacing up and down the room with her arms folded and her head bent low.  
 
    “Hey, Henry,” Pawen greeted me in a low voice.  
 
    “Hey,” I replied.  
 
    I sat down at the table, and Isernesk pushed the teapot toward me. I filled my mug with tea, no chef’s helper this time, and took a quick swallow.  
 
    “How did you sleep?” Pawen asked me.  
 
    “Weird dreams.” I shook my head. “Has there been any news from upstairs?”  
 
    “No,” she said. “They haven’t sent down any word about what’s happening or any instructions for food they might want. The regular kitchen staff sent up some breakfast, but that’s about it.”  
 
    “They must be busy,” I said.  
 
    Pawen opened her mouth to reply.  
 
    But instead, we heard the terrible, drawn-out scream of a woman in agony. 
 
    Flaeth stopped in her pacing. Pawen covered her mouth with her hands. Isernesk and Blodlaeth turned a little pale.  
 
    “Sweet Lady Breost,” Flaeth muttered.  
 
    “It doesn’t mean that there’s anything wrong,” I pointed out in an effort to encourage the others. “Childbirth is… well, it’s pretty damn painful even when everything is going well.”  
 
    “So you’re saying that those screams are normal?” Isernesk demanded.  
 
    “Well, yes, unfortunately,” I said.  
 
    “How many babies have you had, exactly?” Flaeth demanded.  
 
    She did have a point.  
 
    “Okay, I haven’t had any babies myself,” I conceded, “but back home I had plenty of friends with kids. The stories they told afterward about the birth always made my hair stand on end, but everything turned out just fine.” 
 
    The other Journeymen clearly didn’t believe me.  
 
    I couldn’t really blame them. It was so horrible to sit here and listen to the sound of another person enduring total agony. All of the birthing stories in the world couldn’t have prepared me for the brutal reality of hearing someone going through it. 
 
    “We did the offering,” Blodlaeth said, and there was a note of desperation in his voice. “That should have been enough. That should mean that she’ll be okay.”  
 
    “It doesn’t work like that, Journeyman,” Flaeth snapped. “Sometimes it doesn’t fit the pantheon’s plan to answer every prayer and petition they are given.”  
 
    “Well, it should,” he mumbled.  
 
    I agreed with him.  
 
    Mistress Semeresk screamed again, and the horrible sound made all of us shudder in horror and sympathy.  
 
    “I feel like we should be doing something,” I said.  
 
    “There’s nothing we can do,” Flaeth snapped. “We are here to serve the family as cooks. We are not doctors or midwives.”  
 
    The temptation to yell back at her was pretty strong right then.  
 
    But I reminded myself that we were all under a lot of stress right then. And maybe it was worse for Flaeth. Hearing the agonies of childbirth was hard enough as a man, but it had to be a thousand times worse to hear them as a woman and know that you might very well be making those same sounds one day.  
 
    I shivered.  
 
    The other Journeymen all had bleak expressions on their faces, and I knew one thing for sure: sitting around and listening to Mistress Semeresk’s pain wouldn’t make any of us feel better.  
 
    “Have you all eaten?” I asked.  
 
    “Just tea,” Isernesk said.  
 
    “Okay.” I stood up from the table. “We’ve got to eat breakfast, at least.”  
 
    “I’ll speak to the other kitchen.” Flaeth started for the door, but I called her back.  
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Come on, it’ll do us good to make our own food today. We are chefs, after all. Let’s make French toast.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Flaeth frowned, but it seemed to be more out of curiosity than criticism.  
 
    “You are going to love it,” I said with a grin. “If there’s one thing that makes people feel better, it’s French toast. We can make extra and send some up to Caffie and Master Semeresk as well, I’m sure they’ll appreciate it.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Pawen nodded and pushed back her chair.  
 
    “That’s the spirit.” I smiled at her. “Alright, Pawen, can you go to the other kitchen and ask them if they have leftover stale bread they don’t need?”  
 
    “Stale bread?” Pawen repeated.  
 
    “Yep.” I nodded. “Stale bread is best for this recipe.”  
 
    Pawen looked doubtful, but she went out of the door into the next kitchen.  
 
    “Isernesk and Blodlaeth,” I said. “Break four eggs into a bowl and whisk them up with milk, cream, vanilla, sugar, cinnamon, and a pinch of hleowan.”  
 
    The two Journeymen looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders, and got to work following my instructions.  
 
    Flaeth was still waiting by the door, and as Pawen came back in with a plate of bread, she came to stand by the table and watch what the others were doing.  
 
    I showed Pawen how to press the slices of bread into the egg and cream mixture until they were soaked through on both sides. There was more than enough bread for us and for the family upstairs, so I decided to use up all the bread and send some to the other kitchen for the staff there to enjoy as well.  
 
    I heated a little butter in a pan until it foamed, then I helped Pawen transfer several of the soaked slices of bread into the pan. I kept the heat high as I fried the bread, and soon the delicious, custardy smell of hot French toast filled the kitchen.  
 
    When the first lot of slices were golden brown and crispy on both sides, I slid them from the pan onto a platter.  
 
    “Flaeth,” I said casually. “Could you take these next door, please? The staff in the other kitchen might like them.”  
 
    Flaeth had been near my elbow and watching my frying technique with the intensity of a hawk. Her head snapped up when I spoke to her, and for a moment I thought I’d overstepped the mark. But then she nodded, took the platter, and went out of the room.  
 
    I smiled to myself as I dropped the next batch of soaked slices into the pan. They sizzled in the heat, and I inhaled the sweet smell of frying bread and cooking custard.  
 
    The next lot was done within moments, and I placed the slices onto another platter for Pawen to take upstairs.  
 
    She went out of the kitchen just as Flaeth came back in with the empty platter, and for a second the two of them hesitated in the doorway.  
 
    Flaeth’s mouth opened as her eyes darted from the platter in Pawen’s hands to the stairs. Pawen’s chin lifted ever so slightly, and she looked back at the fey steadily.  
 
    Perhaps Flaeth didn’t fancy going upstairs and facing the family while they were in such an emotionally charged situation. But no matter what the reason was, she stepped aside and let Pawen go past her.  
 
    Pawen went into the passageway, and Flaeth came into the kitchen and dropped the platter on the table with a noisy clang.  
 
    “I thought this was meant to be our breakfast?” Blodlaeth complained.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “Ours is coming.”  
 
    “It smells really good, Henry.” Pawen came back into the kitchen, and I smiled at her over my shoulder as she sat down at the table.  
 
    I placed the final few slices of bread into the pan and pressed them down against the heat to get a good crispy edge on the crust.  
 
    Flaeth took the platter from the table and placed it by my elbow.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said in a casual tone.  
 
    Then I took the pan off the heat and slid the slices of bread onto the platter.  
 
    The others all quickly took a piece, and Isernesk yelped as he burned his fingers.  
 
    But then there was silence except for the sound of munching. 
 
    Blodlaeth swallowed first.  
 
    “Damn,” he said. “What did you call this recipe, Henry?”  
 
    “French toast,” I replied.  
 
    “French toast,” he repeated. “Damn.”  
 
    “Is French an ingredient or the method?” Pawen asked.  
 
    “Neither,” I chuckled. “It’s the place where it’s from.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of a place called French,” Flaeth said with a suspicious note in her voice.  
 
    “Me, neither,” I said in a casual voice. “I read the recipe in some crumbling old book in the library, and it sounded so good that I had to try it. What do you think of it?”  
 
    “It’s fine,” Flaeth said begrudgingly.  
 
    “It’s damn fine,” Isernesk exclaimed. “I could eat this every single day.” 
 
    “It’s really tasty, Henry,” Pawen told me with a smile. “I love it.”  
 
    “That’s great.” I smiled back at her and sat down at the table to eat my own slice.  
 
    My teeth sank into the deliciously crunchy and custardy bread, and I closed my eyes for a moment in bliss as the tastes and textures of the recipe filled my mouth.  
 
    It might have been an exercise in keeping the rest of the team too busy to worry about what was going on upstairs, but damn, French toast really did solve almost everything.  
 
    “Pawen,” I asked as I swallowed my mouthful. “Could you brew a fresh pot of tea?” 
 
    “Of course.” She smiled at me, rose to her feet, and went to the stove.  
 
    I watched the sumptuous lines of her ass as she bent over the cooking stones, and I couldn’t hold back the smile that tugged at the corners of my mouth.  
 
    Just like with the toast, I’d asked Pawen to make tea to keep her too busy to be worried, but the perks of my request couldn’t be denied, either.  
 
    Suddenly there were footsteps in the passage outside.  
 
    Our heads swung around, and we scrambled to our feet as Master Semeresk burst into the room.  
 
    “What have you done?” the dwarf roared.  
 
    His face was flushed and red, his braided beard was messy and unkempt, and there was blood on his hands.  
 
    “Sir…” Flaeth began, but he cut her off.  
 
    “The offerings were supposed to protect her!” he bellowed. “They were supposed to prevent this from happening, they were supposed to help the birth go smoothly, they were supposed to keep her safe!” 
 
    My heart clenched with fear.  
 
    “Sir,” Flaeth stammered. “Mistress Semeresk… she’s not…”  
 
    Another scream from upstairs answered her question before the dwarf could. As horrible as the sound was, at least it meant that Mistress Semeresk was still holding on.  
 
    “Sir,” I said in as gentle a voice as I could muster. “What do the midwives say? Do they know what the problem is?”  
 
    “There wouldn’t be a problem if you had done your damn job!” he shouted. “If you’d just… if you’d…” 
 
    Master Semeresk’s furious voice suddenly faltered. His purple eyes misted over with unshed tears, and in the silence that fell, the only sound was panicked breath whistling in and out of his flared nostrils.  
 
    “Sir?” I pressed.  
 
    “She needs to keep pushing, but she…” Master Semeresk’s voice broke, and he had to swallow hard before he could keep going. “She doesn’t have the strength to carry on. It’s been hours already, and the baby… If she can just carry on for a little longer, the midwives say we might have a chance. But she can’t.”  
 
    “We can make something for her,” I said.  
 
    “Yes.” Flaeth stepped to my side. “We can make another offering to the gods for your wife, and we can make her a wicdrink to see her through this last stretch.”  
 
    “Are you…” The dwarf swallowed again. “Can you do that?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    “Absolutely.” Flaeth nodded. “Don’t worry, sir. We will start at once.”  
 
    “Please.” His purple eyes spilled over with tears, and he turned away quickly. He scrubbed his eyes and hurried out of the kitchen.  
 
    “Everyone!” Flaeth barked. “Think!”  
 
    “Um…” Blodlaeth said.  
 
    “That’s not helpful,” Flaeth snapped at him.  
 
    “Lieg berries,” Pawen suggested. “For confidence and strength.”  
 
    “Melissa for calm,” Isernesk said.  
 
    “Bearnbean.” The word slipped from my lips before I even realized that I’d spoken.  
 
    “Bearnbean?” Flaeth stared at me.  
 
    “It’s for strength and…” I frowned as I tried to remember exactly what the properties of the plant were.  
 
    “Resolve and endurance,” Flaeth said. “Perseverance. Strength.”  
 
    “We could combine it with melissa,” I said. “And cinnamon for luck.” 
 
    “And a touch of fey gloves to enhance its properties,” Flaeth added.  
 
    “I could put all those into a swincnut drink,” I continued. “Half as an offering for the gods, half for Mistress Semeresk to drink herself.”  
 
    “Yes,” Flaeth breathed.  
 
    The adrenaline was fizzing in my veins, and I knew a moment of total clarity. This would work, I felt it in my bones, and that knowledge soared through me and filled me with confidence.  
 
    This was the magic of cooking. The magic of wicfood.  
 
    Flaeth’s green eyes were wide and sparkling with energy, and I knew that she felt the magic, too.  
 
    Our eyes met. 
 
    For a single second, there was so much more than anger or fear in her green eyes. 
 
    Then we both swung around and almost threw ourselves at the kitchen table.  
 
    “Isernesk!” Flaeth barked. “Get the milk and cream!”  
 
    “Pawen,” I said. “Can you grind cinnamon and melissa together?”  
 
    “Blodlaeth,” Flaeth commanded. “Boil the kettle and get Henry a pan, and then start peeling swincnuts.”  
 
    I hurried to the pantry where we had stored away everything that we’d foraged from the God Garden.  
 
    The bearnbean leaves and root nodules were in a little basket on one of the shelves. I took them down, and I couldn’t help pausing for a second and staring down at the ingredients. They looked so nondescript and unimportant-looking. Some wrinkled, dark brown leaves that looked like they should have been thrown in the trash days ago, and a few reddish nodules barely bigger than my little fingernail.  
 
    “Please,” I whispered to whoever might be listening. “Let this work. You showed me this plant for a reason. Let it work its magic today.”  
 
    Then I hurried back into the kitchen.  
 
    I took another mortar and pestle and set to work grinding the leaves and nodules together. The leaves looked dry, but they were surprisingly wet to work with, and together with the nodules they formed a loose, reddish-brown paste that smelled like damp earth with a very faint, musky undertone a bit like patchouli. As I worked, I poured into the bearnbean every prayer, every hope, and every wish I had for Mistress Semeresk and the baby to make it through this alive and well.  
 
    I didn’t hold anything back this time, this work was too important. 
 
    I was staring so intently at my hands working the pestle that tiny black spots burst in front of my eyes. My fingers cramped, a headache pulsed in my temples, and my jaw ached from gritting my teeth so tightly. But I didn’t stop grinding, and I didn’t stop pouring my emotions into the plant until it was ready to be added in with the other spices.  
 
    I decided to use unroasted swincnuts in this drink as not only would it save time, but also the slightly more oily mouthfeel would help Mistress Semeresk keep it down more easily. The flavor of unroasted nuts was also less dark and intense, and it would blend nicely with the melissa and cinnamon. 
 
    Blodlaeth had already peeled a good handful of the nuts, and I dropped the kernels into the mortar with the bearnbean paste and worked them in one nut at a time. The mixture turned a darker shade of brown as the swincnut kernels released their oils into the paste.  
 
    Pawen came to my side with her mortar full of ground cinnamon and melissa. She tipped her ingredients in with mine, and I went back to working everything together.  
 
    “I’m going to heat the cream and milk,” Flaeth said.  
 
    “Go lighter on the cream and heavier on the milk,” I directed. “The unroasted nuts are a little more oily, and I don’t want this to be too heavy for her to keep down.”  
 
    Flaeth nodded, lifted the jug of milk and carefully measured out the right amount, then added in a light splash of cream. Then she tapped the cooking stone and carefully stirred the mixture as it began to heat up.  
 
    I switched the pestle from my right hand to my left and worked faster.  
 
    The milk was starting to simmer. 
 
    “Henry,” Pawen whispered in an urgent tone.  
 
    “It’s nearly ready,” I replied.  
 
    A few moments later, I went to the stove. Flaeth moved out of the way, and I carefully scraped the mixture into the warm milk. Flaeth passed me the spoon, and I stirred it gently to avoid the mixture burning or catching on the bottom of the pan.  
 
    There was no time to use my normal method of rolling the paste into balls but using a paste should work just as well for our purposes here.  
 
    The milk turned a tan color, and then a darker shade of brown as the mixture dissipated throughout the liquid. I stirred it a few times more until it was thoroughly combined, and then I took it off the heat.  
 
    Blodlaeth had already boiled the kettle and filled two mugs with hot water to warm them up, and I poured a portion of the hot drink into each mug.  
 
    “It’s done,” I said.  
 
    “Alright.” Flaeth nodded. “I will take one mug to the offering room and petition the goddess for her help.”  
 
    “And I’ll take the other up to Mistress Semeresk,” I said.  
 
    Flaeth hesitated just for a second, and then she gave a brisk nod.  
 
    We each took a mug, went out of the kitchen, climbed the stairs, and came out into the passageway. Flaeth headed right toward the offering room, and I went left.  
 
    I didn’t actually know the way to Mistress Semeresk’s room, but now that I was up on this floor, I could hear very clearly where she was by the commotion.  
 
    I followed the sounds, and they led me left, around a corner, and up a short flight of stairs. The sounds got louder, and as I reached the top of the staircase, I saw a door a little ajar just up ahead.  
 
    In the crack, I saw a woman in a white smock bending over a bed, and when she moved away, I saw Mistress Semeresk crouched on her hands and knees among a pile of stained sheets. Her face was red, strands of her hair were stuck to her forehead, and there was blood on her chin where she’d bitten her lip raw. She was wearing a sleeveless nightgown, and the skirt of it was splotched with bright red stains. Her arms were trembling where she was trying to hold herself up, but then she sank down against the bed and buried her forehead in the sheets.  
 
    Master Semeresk knelt by her side and dabbed at her neck with a damp cloth. His lips moved, but he was either praying or whispering to his wife in a voice that was too quiet for anyone else but her to hear.  
 
    I approached the door, moved out of sight, and knocked.  
 
    The woman in the white smock appeared. She was a dwarven woman with heavy black eyebrows and two thick black braids held back under a white headscarf. There was blood on her white smock and a smear of it on one cheek.  
 
    “Yes?” she demanded.  
 
    “This is for Mistress Semeresk,” I said as I held out the mug to her. 
 
    “What is it?” She stared at it with a suspicious look in her eye. “The woman’s in the middle of labor, she doesn’t need whatever this is.”  
 
    “It’s wicfood,” I explained patiently. “It will help give her strength.”  
 
    “Is that the Journeyman?” Master Semeresk called from inside the room. “Bring him in, Nurse, for the pantheon’s sake.”  
 
    The nurse looked at me doubtfully but held the door open.  
 
    “Um…” I hesitated. “I don’t want Mistress Semeresk to feel uncomfortable with a stranger in the room. Can you just give this to her? Make sure that she drinks it all.” 
 
    The nurse gave me a critical frown, but she took the mug and went to the bed.  
 
    I hovered outside the room and peered around the door. Master Semeresk had the mug and was trying to coax his wife to drink.  
 
    “No,” she moaned. “I can’t. I can’t do it anymore.”  
 
    “You can, my darling, just drink a little of this, just a sip.” The dwarf’s voice was as steady as a rock.  
 
    He sat down on the bed and leaned his wife against him with her back against his chest. Her head lolled against his shoulder. Her eyes looked blank and dazed, and I could only imagine what an ordeal she had been going through.  
 
    Master Semeresk gently pressed the mug against her lips. She took a little mouthful. A dribble of the drink ran down her chin, and her husband wiped it away with his thumb before he raised the mug to her mouth again. She managed to swallow, and then she took another sip and swallowed that, too.  
 
    “That’s it, my darling,” Master Semeresk whispered. “You can do it.”  
 
    Mistress Semeresk’s eyelashes fluttered. Her chest rose as she suddenly sucked down a deep breath.  
 
    “That’s it, mistress,” the nurse urged. “That’s it!”  
 
    The nurse moved closer, pulled up the soiled nightgown, and gasped.  
 
    “What is it?” Master Semeresk demanded.  
 
    “I can see the head!” the nurse exclaimed.  
 
    Mistress Semeresk fumbled for her husband’s hand. The couple laced their fingers together, and Mistress Semeresk took another deep breath, gritted her teeth, and pushed.  
 
    “My darling, you’re doing it!” Master Semeresk cried.  
 
    “That’s it, mistress!” the nurse exclaimed. “That’s it! The babe’s head is out. One more!”  
 
    Mistress Semeresk groaned and with one final, straining gasp, the baby slid out into the nurse’s arms.  
 
    The baby let out a wail, and I pressed my hand against my mouth to hold back a whoop of triumph.  
 
    “Rosol!” Master Semeresk gasped in a voice that shook. “You did it! Oh, my darling, well done!”  
 
    “Is it alive?” Mistress Semeresk’s voice was faint. “Is it well?”  
 
    “Perfectly well, mistress.” The nurse scrubbed the baby over quickly and cleared the fluid from its mouth and nose. “You’ve got a fine boy here, Mistress Semeresk.” 
 
    “A boy!” the new father gasped. 
 
    “Let me see him.” Mistress Semeresk’s face was still flushed with exhaustion, but her voice was stronger, and she held out her arms to the nurse with a desperation that could not be denied.  
 
    The nurse placed the crying baby in his mother’s arms.  
 
    “Oh, my baby,” Mistress Semeresk breathed.  
 
    The new parents stared in absolute adoration into their baby’s face. Master Semeresk stroked his chubby cheek, Mistress Semeresk kissed the damp, dark hair on his head, and the baby’s wails faded away as he gazed up at his parents with an uncomprehending look on his face.  
 
    “My son,” Master Semeresk choked.  
 
    I knew I should leave the new parents alone to bask in this moment and be with their new baby.  
 
    I stepped back from the door, but the movement caught Mistress Semeresk’s attention, and she looked up and met my eyes.  
 
    She recognized me, and a smile lit up her exhausted face.  
 
    “Thank you,” she mouthed at me.  
 
    I smiled, nodded my head, and retreated back along the passageways and down to the kitchen.  
 
    Flaeth had come back, and she was waiting with the others for my return.  
 
    “Well?” she demanded. 
 
    “All good news,” I said with a huge smile on my face. “The baby is born. A healthy little boy.”  
 
    “Oh, thanks be!” Pawen gasped.  
 
    Flaeth sat down limply in the nearest chair and let out her breath in a long exhale of relief.  
 
    “Sweet Mother Breost,” she whispered.  
 
    “That’s a relief,” Isernesk said. “It sounded like things were touch and go for a moment there.”  
 
    “Yes, I think we just managed to turn the scales at the last moment,” I said.  
 
    “So she took the drink alright?” Flaeth asked.  
 
    “Yep.” I nodded. “And it seemed to give her the strength she needed to carry on.”  
 
    Flaeth smiled, and it was such a pure smile of uncomplicated happiness at the good news that for a moment she looked like an entirely different person. Her eyes were even a little misty, and she turned her face away and dabbed secretly at her tears when she thought no one was looking.  
 
    “Gods, I need a drink,” Blodlaeth said.  
 
    “Me, too,” I agreed in a heartfelt tone.  
 
    “I didn’t even go through it, and I feel like I need a week of bed rest,” Isernesk said. “Or a good, stiff drink.”  
 
    “How can you think about the pub at a time like this?” Flaeth sniffed.  
 
    “The pub is exactly the place to think about at a time like this,” Blodlaeth protested.  
 
    “Um, excuse me.” There was a servant standing in the kitchen doorway. We’d been talking so much that we hadn’t heard his approach. “Master Semeresk sends down his heartfelt thanks to the Journeyman team and directs you to leave your duties and go out to enjoy the festival.”  
 
    “Alright!” Blodlaeth cheered.  
 
    “That’s what I mean.” Isernesk pushed back his chair and stood up. “Master Semeresk knows what’s what, I’ll tell you that.”  
 
    “Is he sure?” Pawen asked. “He doesn’t need us to be on hand in case he needs us?”  
 
    “No.” The servant shook his head. “Mistress Semeresk and the baby are both doing excellently well, and the nurse is tending to them both.”  
 
    “We’ve played our part,” Flaeth said. “Our work here is done.”  
 
    “I can’t believe it.” I shook my head. “So much build-up, and now it’s all over. And with such a happy ending, too.”  
 
    “We did well,” Pawen said with a smile.  
 
    The servant turned and left.  
 
    Blodlaeth and Isernesk were already taking off their aprons and getting ready to head out. 
 
    “Anyone who wants to join us,” Isernesk said. “We’ll be drinking in the Field and Flower.” 
 
    “See you guys later,” I called.  
 
    They waved and almost ran out of the kitchen.  
 
    “Are you going out?” Pawen asked me as we took off our aprons and washed our hands.  
 
    “Not with those two,” I said with a chuckle. “But I’d like to go see more of the festival. Sae and Wemba might be out there. Do you want to come with me?”  
 
    “Yes, please.” Pawen smiled at me.  
 
    “Flaeth?” I asked.  
 
    “I have my own friends,” the fey retorted.  
 
    She flounced out of the room, and we heard the side door bang as she went out.  
 
    “That’s that, then.” I offered Pawen my arm. “Shall we?”  
 
    “We shall,” she replied and took my arm with a sweet smile.  
 
    We walked out of the kitchen and out the side door.  
 
    The sun was beaming down on us from overhead, and I was startled to see that it was past noon.  
 
    “Wow,” I said. “I had no idea that it was so late.” 
 
    “I know,” Pawen agreed. “This day has been such a blur. It’s gone by so quickly, too.”  
 
    We walked to the end of the driveway, and once we were on the street outside, I turned back to look at the Semeresk house.  
 
    “I guess we won’t have many days left here,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, we’ll probably have to go back to House Siggwin,” Pawen said. “It’ll be strange to go back to classes and theory after having had such a hands-on experience.”  
 
    “Isn’t that amazing, though?” I couldn’t help but grin at the thought of it. “We’ve had a taste of just what wicfood can do. That’s pretty incredible. Apprentice students won’t get to experience something like this until they’re at least a year into the course, but now we’ve got something tangible to use in our studies. Our understanding isn’t just made up of books and theories now. We’ve moved out of academia and into real life.”  
 
    I paused as I realized that Pawen was smiling up at me with an amused expression on her face.  
 
    “You’re so passionate about cooking,” she said.  
 
    “Sorry.” I gave her a rueful smile. “I know I can get carried away on this subject.”  
 
    “No, don’t apologize.” Her voice was soft and gentle. “It’s amazing to see your passion. I feel… privileged that I get to see this side of you.”  
 
    I squeezed her hand linked through my arm. I was about to say something more, but just then we turned a corner and almost bumped into someone.  
 
    I started to apologize. And then I stopped as I recognized the person we’d run into.  
 
    It was Rothlaf. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Rothlaf sprang back a few steps like he’d been burned with a live wire. An involuntary squeal left his mouth.  
 
    “Rothlaf,” I said in an even tone.  
 
    The fey’s sallow cheeks flamed red. He opened his mouth and stammered but no words came out. Both of his colorless eyes were swollen and almost hidden behind a mask of purple and green bruises. His nose was puffed up to twice its normal size, and he breathed noisily through his mouth as he stared at me in utter panic.  
 
    “I… I…” he stuttered.  
 
    Pawen looked between me and Rothlaf with a puzzled expression on her face.  
 
    “How have you been?” I asked in a conversational tone.  
 
    “I didn’t touch her!” Rothlaf’s voice was hoarse and nasally. “I never went near her!”  
 
    “That’s good to hear,” I said with a smile.  
 
    Rothlaf backed away from me. His bloodshot eyes were locked on my face like a rabbit hypnotized by a weasel.  
 
    “I didn’t,” he repeated.  
 
    “Okay, I’m not saying that you…” But my words trailed off as Rothlaf whipped around and booked it down the street away from us.  
 
    “Um…” Pawen looked at me with raised eyebrows. “What was all that about?”  
 
    “Oh, it’s a long story,” I said with a sigh as we started walking again.  
 
    “Go on,” she prodded. “Tell me.”  
 
    “That was Rothlaf,” I explained. “He’s an Apprentice Cook at House Siggwin, and he’s, well…”  
 
    “He’s a dick,” Pawen said calmly. “I’ve seen him around at House Siggwin. He’s a racist and a misogynist. Did you do that to his face? I hope you did.”  
 
    “Whoa, you’re bloodthirsty,” I chuckled.  
 
    “He deserves it and ten times more,” she replied in a fierce tone. “Did you do that to him?”  
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. “Normally I don’t like to solve problems with violence, and if it had just been about me, then I would probably have let it go… But he started bothering Sae. He deliberately sabotaged one of her dishes so she failed an assessment.”  
 
    “Oh, no,” Pawen breathed. “Poor Sae.”  
 
    “Yeah.” I shook my head. “I don’t understand how one person can have so much unpleasantness in them. It doesn’t make sense to me that someone can get pleasure from making sure their peers fail.”  
 
    “That’s because you’re a good man.” Pawen put her hand on my arm to draw me to a halt. “Sae is lucky to have you in her life, you know. I’m lucky, too. You’re so protective. It makes me feel so safe with you because I know that you would never do anything to hurt me.” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I replied in a heartfelt tone. “I would feel terrible if I knew that I’d done something, anything, that had caused you pain.” 
 
    “I know.” Pawen’s voice was soft.  
 
    I looked down at her and saw that her amber eyes were sparkling. A soft smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, and she stood on her tiptoes to link her arms around my neck and drop a gentle kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    “You’re a good man,” she repeated. “And I can’t believe that… that we had such a special time together.” 
 
    “You mean…” I wasn’t sure how to phrase it delicately, but Pawen knew what I meant without me having to spell it out loud for her. 
 
    “Yes, that.” She nodded happily. “And if you wanted to… I mean, if you were happy with it as well… then maybe we could… maybe we could do it again sometime soon?”  
 
    “I would love that.” I kissed her forehead gently.  
 
    Pawen let out a happy sigh.  
 
    “I can’t believe that I… that I get to be friends with you,” she said.  
 
    I wondered if she’d wanted to say something else instead.  
 
    “Hey, don’t sell yourself short,” I replied. “Don’t forget that you’re pretty awesome, too.”  
 
    “Pretty awesome.” Pawen gave a decisive nod. “Yes. I am pretty awesome. We’re both pretty awesome.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I chuckled.  
 
    I took her hand in mine, and we walked on through the streets.  
 
    The city was buzzing with activity. Somehow in the middle of everything, I had kind of managed to forget that today was the big day itself. Breost’s Day was finally here. And even if I’d forgotten about the day, the city of Hid certainly hadn’t.  
 
    The marketplace was packed with even more booths and stalls than it had been the other night. There were more puppet shows reenacting their stories in front of excited and eager crowds. Every corner that we walked by had a little wooden shrine set up, and most of them had a line of worshippers waiting their turn to leave an offering and make a prayer to the goddess. There were flower vendors with their trays of garlands, buttonholes, and crowns, and I bought Pawen a sunflower and tucked it into her wild mane of ringlets.  
 
    She blushed and looked extremely pretty with the flower in her hair.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I feel I should give you something in return.”  
 
    “I know exactly what you can give me.” I smiled invitingly.  
 
    Pawen’s eyes lit up, and she giggled as she read my intention. She went up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against mine, then laughed again and wound her fingers through mine. 
 
    “Is my bill paid?” she said with a smile.  
 
    “Mm, I don’t know.” I waggled my eyebrows playfully at her. “I have a feeling that there may be future payments due.”  
 
    “Hidden interest!” Pawen gave a theatrical gasp.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I grinned. “I think I’ve shown my interest pretty clearly.”  
 
    Pawen giggled as we walked on through the streets.  
 
    A few small boys ran past us with fizzing sparklers in their hands, and the smell of smoke rose up into the air in their wake. We passed a stall selling long ropes of dried orange slices strung onto red, yellow, and orange ribbons that were braided together. Another vendor was pushing a wheelbarrow full of small, clay oil lamps and bundles of brightly colored candles.  
 
    Everywhere we looked there was bustle and activity.  
 
    The city was throwing itself into the celebrations with full force, and even the humans were allowed to get in on the fun. I saw several human women dancing in the street, and human children holding more of the fizzing sparklers. I’d noticed that humans normally wore very plain clothes, especially compared to the fey, but today every human I saw had swapped their normal bleached or undyed clothes for bright shades of blue, green, red, and yellow.  
 
    We made it to the market square and turned down the road that led to House Siggwin. The school walls loomed up in front of us. The gate was crowded with students coming and going, and suddenly, in the throng, I spotted Sae and Wemba. They were standing in the gateway and talking to Daw. 
 
    “Sae!” I called. “Wemba!” 
 
    “Henry!” Sae ran toward me, threw her arms around my neck, and almost knocked me off balance.  
 
    “Oof!” I gasped, then grinned and spun Sae around until she squealed.  
 
    “Oh, sweet goddess,” she gasped as I put her down on the ground again. “Pawen, hey! How are you?”  
 
    “I’m well, thank you.” Pawen’s tone was a little shy, but she smiled at Sae with genuine warmth.  
 
    Sae linked her arm through Pawen’s. 
 
    “Has Henry been treating you right?” she asked.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” Pawen smiled and showed Sae the flower in her hair. “He bought this for me.”  
 
    “He’s a good one, isn’t he?” Sae blew me a kiss.  
 
    I caught it with a grin.  
 
    “Henry!” Wemba came walking up.  
 
    Daw was with him.  
 
    “Henry,” the tutor said with a smile. “It’s good to see you. I’ve been hearing great things about you.”  
 
    “You have?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “Of course, he has, Henry,” Sae said in a matter-of-fact tone.  
 
    “You’re biased,” I told her with a smile.  
 
    “That might be true in Sae’s case,” Daw chuckled. “But even so, the Semeresk family has passed on glowing praise about your performance on the placement. They were very impressed with the entire Journeyman team, and Mistress Semeresk sent word that she particularly wished to commend the human Journeyman. Master Semeresk has pledged a very generous donation to House Siggwin’s coffers.” 
 
    “Henry, that’s amazing!” Pawen exclaimed.  
 
    “Don’t forget that you were a part of that team, too,” I reminded her.  
 
    “Yes, true,” she conceded. “But you were personally singled out by Mistress Semeresk for praise, and that’s pretty special.”  
 
    “Her recommendation will certainly serve you well in the future,” Daw said to me. “Praise coming from a lady of her status is a fine achievement for any cook, and especially for one so early in their career.”  
 
    “Thank you, Daw.” I held out my hand to him. “I’ve learned so much on this placement, and it’s been an amazing experience all around. I can’t thank you enough for helping me get this opportunity.”  
 
    “You would have got there on your own, I’m sure,” Daw replied with a smile. “You have a rare and special talent, Henry. I look forward to seeing where your future takes you. Now, I won’t keep you any longer. Go and enjoy the festival. You deserve it.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said again earnestly.  
 
    Daw nodded, smiled, and waved to us as he turned back toward the House Siggwin gates.  
 
    “Not bad for a human.” Wemba nudged me in the ribs.  
 
    “Not bad indeed,” Sae agreed.  
 
    Pawen looked a little startled by their comments, but I smiled and patted her shoulder to reassure her.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” Wemba asked as he caught the glances between Pawen and me.  
 
    “Yes,” Pawen assured him quickly. “I just… I was surprised that you would say that.”  
 
    “Oh, we’re very mean to Henry,” Wemba told her in a grave tone. “We abuse him every day.”  
 
    “Sometimes twice a day,” I said with a theatrical sigh of my own. “It’s very hard to bear.”  
 
    “You have the patience of a grandmother,” Wemba agreed.  
 
    Pawen still looked a little unsure.  
 
    “Don’t worry.” Sae patted her hand. “We’re just teasing.”  
 
    “Oh.” Pawen nodded and blushed a little shyly. “I knew that.”  
 
    “Come, my heroes.” Wemba threw his arm around my shoulders. “Let us journey to that most magical and sacred place.”  
 
    “The pub?” I guessed.  
 
    “The pub.” Wemba nodded.  
 
    “Wemba,” Sae scolded gently. “You shouldn’t joke about sacred places.”  
 
    “Come on, Sae.” Wemba raised his eyebrows. “The pub is extremely sacred, and you know it.”  
 
    “Fine.” Sae rolled her eyes.  
 
    “I have something I want to tell you guys, too,” I said.  
 
    “Ooh, what is it?” Sae asked immediately.  
 
    “Is it juicy gossip?” Wemba asked.  
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “You’ll have to wait and see.”  
 
    “Then let us make haste!” Wemba declared. “To the pub!”  
 
    I hadn’t made the decision when I came out to tell Wemba, Sae, and Pawen about what had happened at the God Garden, but seeing the happiness and festivities in the city somehow made it feel right. This was a day of magic and religion, and if I was going to tell my friends anything at all, then it made sense to tell them on a day like this.  
 
    I wasn’t going to tell them everything, the secret of my past and where I’d come from was still going to remain hidden, but I could tell them about the Garden and the bearnbean. I hadn’t been so sure about it before, but now I was ready to share this with my friends. It felt too big to keep it to myself, and if I heard the voice again, I felt like I needed to have people in my corner to talk about it with.  
 
    Maybe it was because of the dream I’d had the night before. That feeling of being all alone in a makeshift vessel had lodged into my mind like an enormous splinter, and I didn’t want to replicate that feeling in real life as well as in my dreams.  
 
    We made our way to the pub where Sae, Wemba, and I had drunk before. It was very crowded, especially considering it was barely late afternoon, and all of the booths were occupied and a lot of the tables were taken as well.  
 
    Wemba managed to squeeze a path through the heaving bodies and elbowed a spot for us at one table in the back corner of the room. We crowded around the sticky table, and Wemba vanished and returned again a few minutes later with a tray of almost clean tankards and a foaming jug of mead.  
 
    “I’m surprised you got served at all,” I commented as I looked around the packed room. “It’s so busy here.” 
 
    “I have my ways.” Wemba gave each of us a tankard and sloshed a generous serving of mead into each vessel.  
 
    “To Breost’s Day!” Sae raised her tankard. “Drincaile!” 
 
    “Drincaile!” Pawen said.  
 
    “Drincaile!” Wemba echoed. “What was it that you said, Henry? Chairs?”  
 
    “Cheers,” I grinned.  
 
    “Oh, yes, that was it.” Wemba raised his tankard. “Cheers! Drincaile!”  
 
    “Cheers and drincaile!” I knocked my tankard against theirs, and we all drank.  
 
    The sweet taste of the mead slipped down my throat, and I gazed around at the faces of my friends. It struck me then, as it had before, just how lucky I was to have friends like these. They would have been brilliant friends to have anywhere, but I was especially grateful for them in a place like this where the majority of the population hated my guts.  
 
    It would have been a hard ordeal without these guys in my life, and I was very thankful to any god that might have had a hand in sending them my way.  
 
    “Alright, then.” Wemba slammed his tankard down on the table. “Henry. What were you going to tell us?”  
 
    “Well…” I took a deep breath. “I’ve mentioned this to Sae before, but it’s kind of escalated since then.”  
 
    “Oh!” Sae’s dark eyes opened wide. “Do you mean… the gods talking to you?”  
 
    “The what doing what now?” Wemba demanded.  
 
    “The gods?” Pawen gasped. “Really?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I thought I heard a voice speaking my name during my Journeyman dedication ceremony, and I’ve had some really weird and intense dreams, too. Then, when we visited the God Garden to find ingredients, I heard the voice again. It told me to gather bearnbean, which I would never have thought to do by myself, and it turned out to be exactly the right herb that I needed later on.”  
 
    “Whoa.” Wemba stared at me. “That’s intense, hero.”  
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “That’s why I wanted to tell you about it.”  
 
    “I wondered why you gathered the bearnbean,” Pawen said. “But this makes sense now.”  
 
    “That’s so wonderful.” Sae’s eyes were shining. “The gods are speaking to you directly. That’s incredible, Henry. I’d give anything for an experience like that.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly comfortable,” I said with a grimace. “It felt like a ton of bricks getting dropped on my head.”  
 
    “Even so.” Sae smiled widely.  
 
    “So, who do you think it is?” Wemba asked. “Who’s speaking to you?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted.  
 
    “What about your dreams?” Pawen asked. “What happens during your dreams?”  
 
    I went over the dreams that I’d had in exhaustive detail, but that only made things more confusing.  
 
    “The dream where you’re walking through a field of sunflowers, well, that’s got to be Breost,” Wemba said.  
 
    “But the dream where you’re in the middle of the ocean has got to be Lord Aewaxa,” Pawen objected. “He’s the patron god of sailors.”  
 
    “But Lady Breost is the goddess of fertility,” Wemba continued. “So it would make sense that she would be the one speaking to you about an herb for childbirth.”  
 
    “But that could also be Lady Aegwa,” Sae pointed out. “She’s the goddess of things coming to fruition, so it would make sense for her to be concerned with this final part of the pregnancy where everything is completed and finishing up. I feel like Breost’s specialty is more the quickening of a baby and the conception of a child.”  
 
    “But Lady Aegwa is the patron of orgasm, isn’t she?” I said. “So wouldn’t she also be concerned more with the conception of a child rather than its birth?” 
 
    “This is too much theology for me.” Wemba poured another round of drinks.  
 
    “There’s another thing as well,” Pawen said. “The swincnuts.”  
 
    “That’s right.” Sae nodded. “None of the gods have a preference for swincnuts in their offerings. Lady Hwaeg likes nuts, but those are the regular kind, not swincnuts.” 
 
    “So, basically it could be any of them.” I shook my head. “It’s still a mystery, then.”  
 
    “For now.” Sae reached over and squeezed my hand. “Don’t worry, Henry, we’ll figure this out.”  
 
    “I know.” I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed it. 
 
    Sae’s dark eyes smoldered, and I wanted to cover her whole face in kisses. The dim light in the pub turned her hair to inky black and accented the cute pointed end of her chin.  
 
    I smiled at her and wound my fingers through hers.  
 
    I kept hold of Sae’s hand through the rest of our time in the pub, and when Wemba reached the bottom of the jug of mead, we decided to head into the city.  
 
    It was getting darker now, and we walked slowly through the streets with the sunset painted in bright, rosy colors overhead and the ground lit up with bonfires, torches, and sparklers.  
 
    Wemba and Pawen walked into the market square and sat down on a bench at a puppet show that was just about to start. Sae and I were just behind them, but we weren’t quite quick enough, and before we reached them, the rest of the bench had been taken by a crowd of enthusiastic children who were all eager for the show to start.  
 
    Wemba looked at the children with an expression of humor displayed on his face.  
 
    “Oh, no!” Sae exclaimed. “We lost out.”  
 
    “We’ll walk around for a bit,” I called to Wemba. “We’ll find you two afterward, alright?”  
 
    Wemba pantomimed feeling great despair, but Pawen patted his head gently, and the two of them waved to us and turned back as the show started.  
 
    “Shall we see the sunset?” I suggested to Sae.  
 
    “Oh, yes, let’s!” she agreed.  
 
    We walked along the side of the square and cut through the side streets to reach the harbor.  
 
    It was a lot quieter here, and we could hear the chink and chime of cables knocking against the masts of the boats anchored nearby. The sun was sinking down below the horizon in a ball of bright fire, and its reds, golds, peaches, and yellows were spreading across the sky like ink through water. The light made a rippling pathway down the water. The glow of the sinking sun turned Sae’s skin from olive to rosy gold and kindled a secret reddish glow in her eyes as she watched the spectacle unfolding before her.  
 
    She was so beautiful that it made my heart ache a little to look at her, but at the same time, I never wanted to look away. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” she breathed. “I never get tired of seeing it.”  
 
    “Me, neither,” I agreed.  
 
    I put my arm around her, and she leaned her head against my arm.  
 
    “Henry?” Sae whispered.  
 
    “Yes?” I answered.  
 
    She was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “Nothing,” she murmured.  
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled.  
 
    The wind rattled the ships’ cables against their masts and disturbed the surface of the water so the pathway of golden light broke apart and reformed in a wobbling line. A few seabirds cried overhead as they soared on the warm currents of air rising up from the water.  
 
    “Henry?” Sae whispered.  
 
    “Yes, Sae?” I replied.  
 
    “I…” She hesitated.  
 
    I looked down at her, but her face was turned away as she carried on gazing out at the water.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked in a gentle voice. “Sae?”  
 
    “I think…” Sae’s next words came out in a rush. “I think I love you, Henry.” 
 
    My heart leaped behind my ribs.  
 
    “Sae…” My voice shook a little.  
 
    “I know we haven’t known each other for that long,” she began. “But I just feel… I mean, I think that…”  
 
    I drew back a little and cupped her cheek in my hand to turn her face up to look at me. She blinked her dark eyes, and she was chewing on her plump lower lip.  
 
    “Sae,” I said, and a huge smile broke out over my face as I spoke. “I love you, too.”  
 
    An answering smile lit up Sae’s face.  
 
    “Oh, Henry!” she whispered.  
 
    Our lips met, and we kissed.  
 
    Her mouth tasted like mead, like honey, like warmth, like finding something precious after a lifetime spent searching. My heart was pounding, but there was a feeling of utter tranquility inside me that I had never felt before. I felt peaceful, powerful, and like everything in the world was totally perfect.  
 
    The kiss deepened. Our mouths opened and closed with a hungry intensity, and it was like the fiery energy in the sky above us was lighting a similar fire inside our hearts and bodies. The blood stirred in my veins, and Sae made a little murmuring sound in her throat. I pressed my growing cock against her, and the murmur turned into a purr. 
 
    She broke the kiss and looked up at me with her pupils wide and glistening in her dark eyes. 
 
    “Come with me,” she whispered.  
 
    “Where?” I asked.  
 
    Sae just smiled and held out her hand.  
 
    I wound my fingers through hers, and Sae led me along the edge of the harbor. The boats were in the main bowl of the harbor, and once we’d walked past them, there was a long jetty that stretched out into the water.  
 
    Sae led the way toward a small wooden building in the middle of the jetty. It was surrounded by barnacle-encrusted barrels, long coils of rope, buckets, and lobster pots.  
 
    “This is the harbor master’s office,” she told me with a mischievous glint in her eyes.  
 
    “I see,” I said with a grin. “Won’t the harbor master mind?”  
 
    “He’s enjoying the festival with everyone else.” Sae flashed me a saucy smile. “I didn’t realize you cared so much about the harbor master, but if you reeeaaaally don’t want to use his office for something fun and maybe a little naughty, then I completely understand…”  
 
    She began to turn around and head back the way we’d come, but I kept hold of her hand and swung her around in a circle. Sae laughed as she crashed into me, and I wrapped my hands around her waist and hoisted her up so she could wrap her legs around me.  
 
    The finfolk woman linked her arms around my neck and smiled down at me. Her chest was heaving, and the milky mounds of her breasts were so temptingly close to my face that I couldn’t resist burying my nose between them.  
 
    Sae let out a little sigh of pleasure as I pressed my face into the sweet valley of her cleavage. She must have dabbed some perfume on her skin earlier in the day, and the smell of flowers and spices mingled with the heady aroma of Sae’s own scent. The combination set my pulse thudding in my temples.  
 
    “Gods,” I whispered. “You’re so beautiful, Sae. I love you so much.”  
 
    “I love you, too, Henry,” she whispered back.  
 
    Her dark eyes were alight with passion. She bent her head and kissed me, and the feel of Sae’s soft lips under mine drove all sensible thoughts out of my head.  
 
    I spun around with her in my arms and fumbled for the handle of the harbor master’s office with one free hand. It turned under my grasp, and we almost fell into the room.  
 
    “Henry.” Sae wriggled in my arms. 
 
    My first instinct told me there was someone already inside the office, and my heart thudded in sudden alarm.  
 
    I spun around to stare wildly around the room.  
 
    But it was empty. There was no one there, only an old table, a couple of crates, and an empty bottle in one corner.  
 
    “I thought you’d seen someone,” I gasped.  
 
    “No.” Sae giggled. “I just wanted you to put me down.”  
 
    “Oh, right.” I released my grip, and Sae slid down to the floor.  
 
    She closed the door and turned around with her back against it as she played with the laces on her bodice.  
 
    “Ready for some fun?” she challenged me.  
 
    “Maybe.” I stepped closer to her and looked down into her pretty face. “That depends.”  
 
    “On what?” She licked her plump, pink lips.  
 
    I bent my head to whisper in her ear.  
 
    “On whether you’re going to take off that dress or not,” I whispered.  
 
    A little shiver seemed to run through Sae’s body. She didn’t take her eyes off me as she slowly undid the laces that were keeping her bodice closed.  
 
    I could hear the rush of the waves against the jetty, the creak of the boards in the wind, the faint cry of a seabird overhead. But all of these things melted away as Sae undid her bodice and pulled her dress open. 
 
    I nearly choked on my own desire as her white breasts tumbled out into my hands. I cupped them and lifted them. Their soft weight felt so good in my hands, and I ran my thumbs over her pink nipples to draw them into tight rosy buds that seemed to thrum with tension. 
 
    Sae moaned in pleasure, and the sound went straight to my loins and set my cock throbbing with desire.  
 
    “Mmmm,” she sighed. “Gods, that feels so good.”  
 
    Her eyelashes fluttered, and her lips parted. She gazed up at me with a hazy look in her dark eyes. It was almost like she was drunk on the sensation of my touch, and it was so fucking sexy that I needed to consume all of her.  
 
    I kissed her hard while my fingers tugged on her nipples, and when we finally broke apart and gasped for air, I knelt down and guided one of her breasts into my mouth. I licked her nipples, first one and then the other. Sae threw her head back against the door and moaned as my tongue teased her tender skin.  
 
    “I love tasting your skin,” I breathed. “Your breasts are so beautiful.”  
 
    “I love the way you touch me,” Sae whispered. “It goes all the way through my body when you do that.”  
 
    “Do this?” I tongued her nipple, then gently bit the tender pink bud and sucked on it.  
 
    “Mmmm…” Sae moaned. “Yeeeeees, oh, gods, yes.”  
 
    I could have licked her nipples for hours, but I was hungry for more, and so was Sae.  
 
    My hands went to the finfolk woman’s ass, and I squeezed her cheeks and the full expanse of her hips. The tight fabric of her tunic left little to the imagination, but I needed to feel the silky skin beneath her clothes.  
 
    I pulled the hem of her tunic up, tugged her cotton underwear down, and cupped the delicious heat of Sae’s pussy in my hand.  
 
    She gasped and pushed her pelvis against my wrist, and she was hot and wet against my fingers. When I drew back a little to look, the sight of Sae’s pussy lips swollen with desire for me was maddening to see.  
 
    I gently parted her pussy lips with my fingers. The hot, rosy bud of her clit was there, waiting for me, and it was already slick with excited juices. I ran my fingers between Sae’s pussy lips, and the finfolk woman writhed in delight. My thumb flicked her clit, and she let out a little cry of ecstasy and pushed her hips forward hungrily.  
 
    “Steady,” I growled.  
 
    “I want you, Henry,” she whispered. “I need you.”  
 
    “I want to taste you,” I murmured.  
 
    I crouched down until my mouth hovered over her pussy, and she trembled when my breath fanned across her skin.  
 
    “Yes!” Sae gasped, and then her voice died away into a strangled gasp as I bent my mouth over her pussy, and my tongue found her clit.  
 
    Her pussy tasted even better than her mouth and nipples. I lapped at the wet heat between her legs. My tongue worked her clit, and the sensitive bud throbbed with need.  
 
    Sae moaned without words and thrust her hips back and forth.  
 
    “Sae…” I breathed her name into the wet, pulsing walls of her pussy, and the vibration of the word seemed to send her into total ecstasy.  
 
    She wound her fingers into my hair and pressed my face against her pussy. She held me there, and the sweet smell of her most secret place filled my nostrils and sent a rush of desire through me. I lapped at her pussy and sucked on her clit. Sae’s body quivered, shuddered, and then reached orgasm.  
 
    “Gods!” she gasped. “Oooooohhhhhh…”  
 
    Her limbs shook, and her body jerked. Her clit throbbed and seemed to dance on my tongue. Her pussy released a final burst of juices into my mouth that tasted like the sweetest cocktail I’d ever tried.  
 
    Sae’s breath came in huge, gasping pants.  
 
    I rose from my crouch to a standing position, and she wrapped her arms around me and pressed herself against my chest. I could feel how hard her heart was hammering. When she turned her face to look up at me, her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were shining.  
 
    “You taste good,” I told her in a low growl.  
 
    “If I taste half as good as that felt, then it must be something special.” She ran the tips of her fingers over my lips with a soft smile. “Gods, Henry. You don’t know the power you have over me.”  
 
    I pressed my forehead against hers and gazed into her eyes.  
 
    “I love you,” I whispered. “I’ve never loved anyone like I love you.”  
 
    Sae wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me closer to her. Her bare breasts pressed against my chest, and she pushed her abdomen against my body.  
 
    “I love you,” she whispered in my ear, and the low sound of her voice sent a thrill down my spine.  
 
    I tucked a strand of her silky dark hair back behind her pointed ear. My fingers traced the lines of her beautiful features, and I followed the soft line of her jaw, the slope of her button nose, the slender curve of her throat to the dip and hollow of her collarbone.  
 
    Sae took my hand in hers and turned it over to kiss my palm, and then she guided it down to her breast again. She drew in her breath as I cupped her warm breast and rolled her pink nipple between my finger and thumb.  
 
    “Yes,” she sighed in pleasure.  
 
    “Are you ready for more?” I asked in a low, husky voice.  
 
    “Oh, yes, please.” Sae reached down to my belt and unbuckled it.  
 
    She pulled down my pants and then my underwear, and I jumped a little as she wrapped her fingers around my cock.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuuck,” I groaned.  
 
    “I love the way your manhood feels in my hand,” Sae breathed. “It’s so big and heavy.”  
 
    She ran her thumb over the tip of my cock, and I couldn’t hold back the growl of pleasure she pulled out of me. My body shuddered. I planted one hand on the wooden door behind Sae to steady myself as the finfolk woman grabbed my ass and pulled me closer toward her.  
 
    Sae guided my cock between her thighs.  
 
    I grabbed Sae’s hip with my free hand and slammed my length inside her pussy.  
 
    The finfolk woman gasped at the sensation of it, and I groaned with pleasure as the silken walls of Sae’s pussy welcomed me in.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuck,” I gasped. “Fuck, Sae, you’re so wet. You feel so fucking good.”  
 
    “Fill me up,” she panted. “I can take it. Go hard.”  
 
    I eased my cock a little bit out of Sae’s pussy and then thrust into her again.  
 
    Sae moaned and her fingernails dug into my shoulders.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I gasped.  
 
    “Yeeeesss,” she whimpered. “Fuck, that feels so good.”  
 
    I pulled out of her, then slammed into her again, then out, then in, then out, then in. Every time my cock thrust into the silky wetness of Sae’s pussy, it was like entering her for the first time. The feeling of her tight walls clinging to my cock was intoxicating and overwhelming.  
 
    Every time I drove into her, it made her heavy white breasts bounce on her chest. I started to thrust harder, and Sae’s breasts began to clap against her ribcage with the force of how hard I was pushing my cock inside her.  
 
    Sae moaned, and her eyelashes fluttered. She clung to me with her lips parted, and her body completely given over to the sensations I was filling her with. She was so beautiful, I couldn’t stop looking at her, and I couldn’t stop fucking her, and I couldn’t stop being so grateful that this gorgeous woman was a part of my life.  
 
    “I love you, Sae,” I whispered.  
 
    “I love you, Henry,” Sae gasped. 
 
    She opened her eyes and gazed at me with such naked adoration that, for a moment, I almost couldn’t breathe from the intensity of the emotions filling my heart.  
 
    Sae moaned as my cock pushed her closer and closer toward her orgasm.  
 
    “Tell me what you want me to do to you,” I grunted. “Tell me what to do to make you finish.”  
 
    “I want you to squeeze my nipples,” she gasped. “I love it when you do that.” 
 
    I moved my hand from her soft, wide hip to her soft, heavy breast. I pinched her nipple gently between my finger and thumb, and then, as Sae let out a little moan of pleasure, I pinched it harder.  
 
    “Like that?” I growled.  
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned. “Harder.”  
 
    I twisted the pink button that topped her breast like a cherry on a sundae. Sae gasped and wriggled, and then I cupped both of her breasts in my hands and rubbed my thumbs over her nipples until she wailed with delight.  
 
    The finfolk woman hooked her leg around my hip which opened up her pussy to me even more.  
 
    “Harder,” she groaned. “Fuck me harder, Henry.”  
 
    I followed Sae’s directions, and I plunged my cock into her pussy with every ounce of desire in my being. My hips went back and forth, my fingers pinched and twisted her tight nipples, and Sae’s eyes rolled back into her head as I fucked her like a man possessed.  
 
    “Yessssss!” she almost screamed. “I’m almost there, I’m finishing, I’m almost there!” 
 
    I thrust into her again, and again, and again.  
 
    Sae’s breasts slapped and bounced against her chest, her head thudded back against the door, and her pussy walls held my cock in a vise-like grip as I drove her over the edge into her orgasm.  
 
    “Fuck!” she screamed. “Henry, I’m– Uuuhhh!” 
 
    Her body shook. Her limbs spasmed. Goosebumps broke out all over her skin. Her pussy held me inside her, and the sensation of Sae completely losing herself in her pleasure was too incredible for me to hold back any longer.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuuck!” I groaned, and I shot my hot seed inside her as I came.  
 
    My eyes slammed closed as the tongue-numbing pleasure crashed through me in waves. My cum gushed out of me and filled up Sae’s pussy. Her body held me tight against hers, and it was like my cock and her pussy were no longer two separate body parts. In that moment, it was like we became one entity, one being, one body, one brain, one heart, and one person as our shared orgasm broke down all barriers between us.  
 
    Black spots burst in front of my eyes, and for a second, my ears rang and the world seemed to vibrate. Then everything went dark for a heartbeat of time, and it was like every nerve ending in my body went into maximum overdrive as I processed how fucking incredible an orgasm I was having.  
 
    My cock jerked, and more cum spurted out of me and filled Sae’s pussy until it was overflowing, and in a kind of waking dream, I saw my cum overflow out of Sae’s pussy and fall to the floor where it burst into bloom and sprouted flowers, plants, herbs, and fruits that were magical and potent and otherworldly.  
 
    Then my vision cleared. The strange waking dream ended, and I was back in the real world with my balls empty, my body spent, and my heart thundering away in my chest at what felt like a hundred miles an hour.  
 
    “Henry,” Sae breathed.  
 
    I looked down at her in wonder.  
 
    The finfolk woman’s lips were parted, and she was gasping for air as though she’d just finished running a marathon. She gazed up at me, and her face broke into a breathless smile.  
 
    “Sae,” I murmured.  
 
    “That was amazing,” she whispered.  
 
    “It really was,” I agreed.  
 
    “Did you…” She hesitated and bit her lip. “At the end, did you…”  
 
    “Did I what?” I asked.  
 
    “Did you… see anything?” she asked in a hesitant voice.  
 
    “Like… like from the gods, do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    She nodded her head. 
 
    “I think so.” I thought back to that strange moment when I’d seen my seed fall to the ground and bring forth amazing, colorful, magical life. “It was like… like a dream.”  
 
    “That’s what I felt, too.” Sae nodded again. “What did you see?”  
 
    “I saw…” I couldn’t think of how to properly describe what I’d seen. Words just didn’t seem enough. “I saw life. Life and magic and power. Coming from me. Made by me. By my seed.”  
 
    “I saw that, too,” Sae breathed in a tone of total wonder and awe. “I saw new life coming from you and me. Life that we’d created. And it wasn’t a normal kind of life. I mean, I don’t think it was a baby. It felt like more than that.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “It felt like magic.”  
 
    “What does it mean?” Sae’s dark eyes were wide with wonder.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Your guess is as good as mine here.”  
 
    “It was so intense,” she breathed. “It was incredible.”  
 
    I was still inside Sae, so I gently pulled myself out and shifted back to give her a little breathing room.  
 
    Sae bent down to reach for her underwear that I’d pulled off and thrown aside. She overbalanced and would have fallen if I hadn’t steadied her in time.  
 
    “I’m alright,” she assured me, and then she gave a rueful chuckle. “I probably won’t be able to walk straight for a week, but I’m alright.”  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I said with an apologetic grimace.  
 
    “No, don’t be sorry.” Sae smiled and brushed my cheek with the back of her hand. “I asked for you to go hard. And I’m glad I did. I’m never going to forget tonight, Henry, for many different reasons.”  
 
    “Me, neither.” I smiled at her, and then I held out my hand. “I’ll hold you steady while you put your underwear back on.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she giggled.  
 
    “Here.” I pulled my handkerchief out of my pants pocket. “Do you want to clean up a little?”  
 
    “I know what we can do instead.” Sae grinned at me.  
 
    In one quick movement, she pulled her dress over her head. She kicked off her boots and stood before me as naked as the day she was born.  
 
    I was speechless for a moment, and then I realized what she meant.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, of course,” I said. “The sea.”  
 
    “Come on.” Sae opened the door and sashayed out onto the jetty. “Or are you shy that people will see you?”  
 
    She threw me a cheeky grin over her soft, freckled shoulder.  
 
    I grinned in response to her challenge. Then I dropped my pants to the floor, took off my boots, pulled my shirt off over my head, charged out of the door, took a running leap off the jetty, and cannonballed into the water.  
 
    The water was cold, and the shock of it sent the blood firing all around my body as I sank below the waves. In a few quick strokes I pulled myself up to the surface again where the water was a little warmer, and then my head and shoulders broke the surface, and I sucked down several gasping breaths of fresh air. I shook the water out of my eyes and ears and looked around just in time to see Sae jump into the sea after me.  
 
    I might have flung myself into the ocean like a stone, but Sae dived in like a mermaid. Her soft white body cut through the water with the strength and grace of the seal that made up the other half of her soul, and she twisted and dove with a speed that no human could ever hope to match.  
 
    The dark water rippled over her pale skin, and I tracked her path through the waves before she popped up again by my side.  
 
    Water streamed from her face and body, and she laughed as she pushed back her green-black hair. It made a slick mane that clung to the back of her neck. Her eyelashes looked even thicker and blacker when they were dotted with drops of water, and the freckles that covered her body seemed to stand out even more prominently. 
 
    “Oh, isn’t the water lovely!” she exclaimed.  
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “I used to love cold water swimming back home. I can’t compare to you, though, you can swim like… well, like a seal.”  
 
    “The water is my home.” Sae smiled and tipped her face back to catch the dying rays of the sunset.  
 
    The rosy light poured down over the water, and it seemed to make her face glow as though it was lit from within by some holy light. Her lashes curled up on her cheekbones as she closed her eyes. With her hair slicked back and droplets of water clinging to her earlobes like sparkling diamonds, Sae seemed at once vulnerable and otherworldly. She was a creature of magic and power, and she was also a young woman with her whole life ahead of her.  
 
    I couldn’t believe that I got to spend my life with such an incredible person.  
 
    And then, as though she knew I was watching her, Sae opened her eyes. A mischievous look crossed her face, and she suddenly splashed water in my face.  
 
    “Catch me!” she cried and dove beneath the surface.  
 
    I chuckled and dove after her.  
 
    There was no way that I could actually catch her. Even in her human form, Sae was a remarkably strong and swift swimmer. But I was strong, too, and a few times I almost managed to grab hold of her. My fingers grazed the sole of her foot or the crook of her elbow before she sped away from me through the water.  
 
    But it didn’t matter because we were together, and we were having more fun than I’d thought possible.  
 
    Finally, when we were worn out, and as the sun was a thin sliver of burning ruby light just above the horizon, we hauled ourselves out of the water and sat on the edge of the jetty.  
 
    “I bet you feel clean now,” I said to Sae with a smile.  
 
    “Yes.” Sae looked down at herself and brushed her hands down over her thighs before she looked up at me with a shy smile on her face. “I’m kind of sad to wash it off, though. It makes me feel close to you to have your seed on me.”  
 
    Her words warmed my heart, and I leaned over to kiss her temple. Her face was cool and tasted of saltwater, and I could feel the pulse throbbing beneath her skin.  
 
    “I like that you like it,” I told her in a soft voice.  
 
    We wrapped our arms around each other, and I rested my cheek on the top of her head as we gazed at the final fiery glory of the evening as the sun slid down below the horizon and vanished into the dark waters of the ocean. 
 
    “What do you think it means?” Sae asked. “Our visions before?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “I guess… Well, I guess it’s a message from the gods about something.”  
 
    “But which god?” she asked. “And what are they saying?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said again with a chuckle. “I don’t think there’s a way to tell, either. I think we’re just going to have to sit tight and wait and see what happens.”  
 
    “I’d be so impatient if it was me,” Sae sighed. “I don’t understand why I had a vision, too.”  
 
    “I think it’s because you’re so important to me,” I said. “Maybe it’s a sign that whatever I’m supposed to do or be, you’re an important part of it.”  
 
    “I hope so…” Sae’s voice was full of awe. “I would be so honored to serve the gods in that way. It would be an answer to all of my prayers.”  
 
    I held her tightly against me.  
 
    For a little while, we didn’t say anything. The only nearby sounds were the splash and sigh of the waves breaking against the jetty and the cry of white gulls riding the wind over our heads.  
 
    A little further away, I could hear the sounds of the festival still going strong in the city. There was laughter, shouting, and music. It gave me a feeling of comfort when I thought of Wemba and Pawen waiting for us back in the market square, ready to spend the rest of the night in fun and good times. Maybe we would get another drink, or find a seat at a different puppet show, or buy too many honey cakes and gingerbread cookies and make ourselves sick with sugar and mead. 
 
    Tomorrow Pawen and I would pack up our things and leave the Semeresk house behind to return to our regular studies at House Siggwin.  
 
    The thought filled me with a happy glow. 
 
    “Henry?” Sae whispered.  
 
    “Mmm?” I replied.  
 
    “Are you worried about what the gods have in store for you?” she asked.  
 
    I smiled and kissed the white line where her sleek hair was parted.  
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m not worried about it at all. I’ve always loved a challenge.” 
 
    I had no idea what was ahead of me, or what challenges and triumphs the gods would throw in my path. But I knew, with Sae, Pawen, and Wemba by my side, I could face anything. 
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