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WHAT HAPPENED SO FAR


Rowan Hale walked out of the Hall of Fates with an Innkeeper class after six years of war and a bridge held against impossible odds. Nobody was impressed. He was. The Hearthfire Inn at the Oakridge crossroads was a ruin with a dead hearth and a leaking roof, and he spent the first week putting both right. The System gave him Welcoming Presence, Hearth Sense, and a restorative cooking skill. He didn't argue with any of it.

Valentina Voss came through his door at midnight, the only survivor of an ambush in the Whispering Woods that wiped out her entire party. She stayed. The inn healed her faster than it should have, and the connection between them became the first Hearthsworn bond. Meanwhile, the woods were moving pieces — coordinated goblins, organized trolls, crown inspectors on the trade roads checking cargo manifests without insignia. When three drunk adventurers tried to make their problem Rowan's problem, the System handed him House Rules and he handed them the floor.

The trolls came to Oakridge in force. Rowan and Valentina fought them back to back through the village, and in the final exchange she took a tusk through her side that should have killed her on the road. It didn't. The inn reached miles to pull them both home, the Tether activated for the first time, and Valentina woke up in the Hearthfire instead of a village street. The inn closed Book 1 at Level 4, word of it had spread along the trade roads, and a guild investigator was already riding for Oakridge — carrying a file thick enough to be a weapon.


STAT BLOCK


[INNKEEPER — LEVEL 4]

[HEARTHFIRE INN — OAKRIDGE CROSSROADS]
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ACTIVE SKILLS

[Welcoming Presence — Level III] Those who enter your inn feel at ease. Tension eases. Trust builds faster. At this level the effect has learned to be selective — it recognizes the people who need this inn specifically, not just anyone who needs an inn. You've noticed it finds the interesting ones first. That's not coincidence.

[Hearth Sense — Level II] You know when someone under your roof is in distress or danger. At this level the range has extended to the threshold — you know when something means harm before it crosses. The inn has started forming opinions about arrivals before you do. You're catching up.

[Stock the Larder — Level II] Food prepared in your kitchen carries restorative properties. Wounds close faster. Fatigue clears. Strength and stamina return ahead of schedule. At this level the effect compounds with Restful Night. You kept men fed on campaign with half the ingredients and twice the pressure. Same principle. Different stakes.

[House Rules — Level I] You may impose binding conditions inside your inn. The inn enforces them. No violence. No disrespect. No leaving without settling debts. Current level holds most people long enough. Not all people. Level accordingly.
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PASSIVES

[Restful Night — Level II] Guests recover from fatigue, injury, and distress faster than natural rest accounts for. Applies to everyone under your roof. They don't need to know. They'll come back anyway.
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HEARTHSWORN BOND

[Tether — Level I] Hearthsworn: Valentina Voss — Vanguard Captain, Iron Vipers (dissolved). A Hearthsworn on the edge of death may be called back by the Keeper's will. One use confirmed. She noticed the wound was healing wrong. Good. Means she's paying attention.

[The inn grows with the people inside it.]

[You've noticed this.]

[Good. Keep noticing it.]


CHAPTER ONE
THE INVESTIGATOR'S BREAKFAST


She'd been awake before the light changed.

I heard her through the ceiling while I banked the coals — measured movement, not restless, not pacing. Working through something with her full attention. Investigators certain of their case sleep fine. The ones with their first crack don't.

I got the fire going under the stove and started breakfast.

Bacon first, fat rendering slow and even while I collected eggs from the coop and tore herbs from the garden beds Valentina and I had turned days ago. Yesterday's bread was good enough to toast, so I cut it thick and held it over the open flame until the edges caught color and the smell joined the bacon rolling through the ground floor. Stock the Larder ran its quiet operation underneath all of it and I let it work while I thought about what I'd seen on her table last night when I brought water up.

I'd expected the guild seal on the document. I hadn't expected the thickness of it.

That file had been built over months. Institutional attention sustained over time, not assembled in response to a specific event. Whatever she was actually here for had been building long before the trolls hit Oakridge.

I didn't know what it was yet. I intended to find out.

The overnight guests came down one by one while I worked — a cloth merchant from Eldenforge, two rangers on a northern contract, and an older woman who'd stopped for one night four days ago and kept finding reasons to extend her stay. I fed all of them, refilled the bread basket twice, kept the bar stocked, and had the common room running at full capacity before the morning light was properly established through the eastern windows.

Valentina hadn't come down yet. She slept late when there was no operational reason not to, having apparently decided that civilian life's primary virtue was the absence of mandatory dawn formations. Sera hadn't come down either, which was interesting given she'd been awake since before I had.

I kept working and waited.

Sera arrived at first light with the document already open.

She had it on the table before she sat — satchel positioned on the bench where she could reach it without turning her body, writing stick out across the top of the open page. She'd taken the corner table again, same as last night. Wall at her back, sightlines to both the door and the bar. I'd used that table myself on my first night here before I understood the room well enough to know I didn't need to anymore.

I brought breakfast without being asked.

She ate efficiently, treating the food as fuel. Then the first bite of eggs hit and she paused — a small involuntary stop, her expectations revised without permission — and continued eating with more attention than before. I watched her write in the document while she ate. Not the main case file. A smaller section off to the side with a separate heading I couldn't read from my angle. Three entries before she pushed the empty plate back.

"The food," she said, not looking up. "What's in it?"

"Herbs from the garden."

She looked up. The flat look said she wanted more.

"The class has restorative properties," I said. "Food prepared in this kitchen carries them. Rest taken here compounds the effect. It builds with consistent exposure."

She wrote in the small section. I poured her a second water without comment. She drank half before realizing she'd picked it up, set it down, and looked at the glass with the expression I'd watched on every person who drank anything in this inn — the pause, the reassessment, the slightly annoyed recognition that it felt better than authorized. She wrote something else in the small section.

I asked how long she'd been with the guild.

"Since I was eleven," she said, the way you say a thing you've said so often the weight has gone out of it. Just information. Road conditions. Weather. "I was raised as a ward after my parents died. The guild takes in orphans with aptitude — standard practice for children who test well and have no surviving family to contest the placement."

She went back to the document. I went back to the kitchen and kept the detail alongside the file's thickness and the pre-dawn wakefulness.

Valentina came down an hour later.

She sat across from Sera, pulled the plate I'd set at her place, and ate without greeting anyone. Sera gave her two bites before opening with the Iron Vipers' last three contracts.

Entry and exit logs for the Whispering Woods dungeon mouth. Loot manifests. Party composition across the final six runs. The scout's name, the tank's class, the specific exit route they'd used nineteen times before the ambush ended it. Sera asked each question with clipped precision, checking her construction against the source.

Valentina answered with complete accuracy and nothing extra. She gave Sera the date, the route, the name — exactly what was asked and not one word of context around any of it. Not withholding, simply not offering what wasn't requested. She ate between answers, kept her eyes on her plate or on Sera's face with equal steadiness, no hesitation before the answers, no gaps where inconvenient details would go.

I watched Sera's face during this.

She was good. Nothing showed — pen moving at the right intervals, posture professionally neutral through twenty minutes of questioning. But I could see what she was finding. Valentina wasn't hiding anything. No selectivity in what she included, no editorial shaping of the narrative. She was telling the exact truth and not interested in getting credit for it.

Valentina finished eating. She glanced at Sera's document once, decided it wasn't her business, and went out to the stable. The door closed. Sera watched it for a moment and wrote something in the case file.

I refilled the bread basket. Said nothing.

The morning guests cleared out by mid-morning and left the two of us alone in the common room.

Sera closed the case file and folded her hands on top of it. "Professional courtesy," she said. "I'm not filing charges on circumstantial proximity."

"I appreciate the distinction," I said.

"The contract stone." She opened the file and turned it toward me — a diagram, a registration entry with dates and signatories, a document reference I didn't recognize. "Registered inside the Whispering Woods dungeon system three weeks before the ambush. The Iron Vipers were the only party with registered access in the relevant window. It disappeared the same day they were hit."

I looked at the registration entry. "What does it actually do," I said. "Not what the guild wants recovered. What it does."

She studied me for a beat, testing the question for what it implied I already knew.

"You've never heard of it," she said. Not a question.

"I know what a contract stone is. I don't know what this one is."

She turned the file back toward herself and looked at the diagram. Her pen had been still the whole conversation. She set it down.

"Old kingdom law," she said. "Pre-guild charter. Pre-current crown in its administrative form." She looked up at me. "Whoever presses that stone to the wall of the dungeon's core chamber gains legal claim to the entire Whispering Woods system. Not just the level where it was registered. The whole network, under records that predated the current arrangement and were never formally superseded."

I waited.

"The guild and the crown have maintained their sixty-year arrangement on the mutual understanding that nobody would invoke those records. Because the political cost of invoking old kingdom law is supposed to exceed the value of any single dungeon system."

"Supposed to," I said.

"The Whispering Woods isn't a single dungeon." She turned the registration entry back toward me and tapped the bottom of the page. Seven connected levels. "The deepest never fully cleared. Resource extraction across all of them sits in the guild's top revenue bracket." She held my gaze. "Whoever holds the stone holds the power to restructure sixty years of economic arrangement between the guild, the noble houses, and the crown in a single legal motion."

I looked at the diagram. Then at her.

"And the guild sent one investigator."

"The guild sent an investigator looking into a troll attack," she said. "Not a retrieval team. Not a legal specialist. A retrieval team draws attention — questions about what's being retrieved, why, who authorized it. An investigator asking about troll damage and a missing adventuring party draws considerably less." A half-beat pause. "Or it should."

"How many people know what it does."

"Every noble house legal scholar in the kingdom. Anyone the guild has briefed above regional level." She watched my face. "I wasn't briefed above regional level. I found the registration documents myself, three weeks into what I was told was a standard recovery."

She picked up her pen. She didn't immediately write anything.

She watched my face while she talked, looking for the place where my account diverged from hers. I didn't have an account yet. I'd walked into this conversation knowing nothing about the stone beyond the System's warning about Sera's intentions, and she could see that, and I watched her recalibrate accordingly.

She asked about my military service. I gave her the factual account — four provinces, six years, front line command, Blackford Bridge. She compared it to the service record already in the file without comment.

"The Shadow War specifically," she said.

"What about it."

"Your unit's deployment record shows four separate engagements in uncharted territory beyond the established boundary. The official records classify those as border skirmishes." She held my gaze. "Were they."

"The official records are accurate," I said.
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The afternoon came in quietly.

The cloth merchant rode north. The rangers paid and left. The older woman asked for another night. The village carpenter arrived for the east wall addition and Valentina came out of the stable and directed him without being asked. He fixed it. It was better.

Sera came back from interviewing the village guards in the late afternoon with an expression that told me the answers she found didn't fit the structure she built for them. She didn't tell me what they'd said. I didn't ask.

"The room," she said. "I'll need it longer than three days."

"It's yours," I said.

I poured her another cup of water. She looked at the glass, the involuntary expression more pronounced than the morning version, the reassessment going somewhere she wasn't directing it. She drank it. Set it down carefully. "There's something in it," she said.

"It's from the well," I said, repeating the words from days ago.

She gave me another flat look. Then she picked up her document, went to her table, and started writing.

I went back to the bar. Cleaned the afternoon glasses. Watched the crossroads through the window—four roads running in four directions, the western one toward the treeline and whatever was patient in the dark beyond it. Valentina sat at the far end of the bar with her own ale, watching Sera write with steady assessment.

The hearthfire crackled. The inn was warm and mine.

The System chimed quietly in the corner of my vision.

[Welcoming Presence: Level III notification]

[A candidate has been identified. No action required. The inn will handle it. Watch this one though—she's fighting harder than most. That usually means it's already working.]

I filed the information away with the rest and went to start dinner.

There was work to do.


CHAPTER TWO
REGULARS


Three overnight guests plus two new arrivals made for a full breakfast service. Garrick's word had traveled and both new arrivals mentioned his name unprompted. There was a cloth trader from the eastern road and a pair of surveyors heading to Millford garrison, both saying they'd heard the food was worth the detour. I kept the bacon coming and let the inn do its work.

The veteran had been talking since he sat down.

Freshly discharged, class deed still crisp in his breast pocket—he'd pulled it out twice already to show the rangers finishing their breakfast before they rode north. Ranger class, which he'd announced with the satisfaction of a man confirmed by the universe. He was broad through the shoulders, and maybe twenty-two. He had the loud good cheer of someone who hadn't yet learned that not everyone at the bar wanted to share his morning.

"The ceremony is something else," he said to the surveyors, who were eating with polite attention. "Priests in full blacks, the orb going blue when it reads you, the gallery up top packed with nobles and officers. When a good class comes up, they respond. There was a Warrior ahead of me and the gallery practically stood. Battle Mage after me, same."

One of the surveyors nodded and reached for his bread.

"There was a veteran at the end," the young ranger continued. "Shadow War service, supposed to be a name—held some bridge, people were talking about it while we waited in line. You know what he got?" He laughed, delighted. "Innkeeper. After all that. Man holds a bridge for six hours against shadow-trolls and the System hands him bedsheets and a mop. Imagine."

I refilled his ale without expression and went back to the kitchen.

From the corner table Sera looked up from her document and watched my face. I caught her watching. Neither of us said anything. She looked back down at the page, but her pen didn't move for a moment before it did.
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The tinker arrived mid-morning, half-dwarf, wide through the chest, sun-darkened ease on his skin and eyes. He hung his hat on the post by the door and looked around the common room the way a man looks at a place he's been away from. He settled onto the bar stool with ease. He smelled of road dust and pine resin and the sharp scent of canvas that's been rained on and dried too many times to count.

I put a plate in front of him and poured his ale without asking what he wanted.

"New owner," he said, looking at me with a measuring look.

"Since last month," I said.

He looked around the common room, assessing the clean tables, the straight chairs, the hearthfire drawing properly, the sign outside that was hanging level. "Bessner let it go to rot the last two years. Too old, too tired, and then the war took him anyway." He picked up his fork. "You fixed the sign."

"First week."

"Roof?"

"First week, too."

He nodded, satisfied with the timeline, and started eating. We talked about the road between bites. The garrison had doubled its patrol frequency on the Whispering Woods stretch since the troll incident, mounted sweeps twice daily, which meant someone above regional level had decided the incident report warranted a real response.

A new smithy in Millhaven was undercutting the established one on horseshoe work and the resulting friction had apparently been going on long enough to become the village's primary topic of conversation. He'd seen goblin signs two miles east of the woods road, scattered, nothing organized, probably a fragment from whatever coordinated operation had pushed the larger warband toward Oakridge.

"Anything moving west?" I asked. "Toward the woods road. Last few weeks."

He chewed and thought. He had an unhurried quality to him. "Three weeks back. Maybe three and a half." He set his fork down. "A woman, riding fast, alone. Dark cloak despite the heat, which meant she didn't want to be looked at. Sealed box strapped to her saddle with two tie-downs, not one, wrapped tight in road canvas, waterproofed." He tapped the back of his left hand with one thick finger. "Scar here. Old one, clean line, deep. Paid at the Millhaven waypost without talking to anyone and rode on west."

"Her equipment," I said.

"Not adventurer, not merchant. Something between. She was lighter than either, everything positioned where she could reach it fast. Guild-adjacent, I'd have said, but nothing marked anywhere I could see."

At the corner table, Sera's pen had stopped moving.

She came to the bar without hurry—nothing that would have read as urgency—and sat beside me on the adjacent stool. She looked at the tinker with the direct attention she brought to everything. "The box," she said. "How was it secured? Rope, strap, or buckle?"

"Double strap. Good leather, not road kit. Someone paid for those."

"Canvas wrapping—loose travel wrap or tight pack job?"

"Tight. Waterproofed at the seams."

"Did she pay in guild coin or standard currency?"

He considered for a moment, eyes going to the middle distance the way a man's eyes go when he's pulling a specific memory from a crowded archive. "Standard. Silver, not guild-stamped. Exact change too, like she'd counted it out before she stopped."

Sera wrote the description down carefully. Her pen moved at its usual pace until she reached the part about the guild-adjacent equipment, where it slowed and didn't stop but lost its rhythm for a few strokes before finding it again.
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Valentina came in from the stable while the tinker was working through his second ale and a piece of news about a merchant caravan that had turned back from the Whispering Woods road three days prior. She stopped in the doorway when she caught the tail end of the tinker's description. He was going back over the scar at the tinker's request from Sera, confirming it was the left hand, confirming it ran ridge to knuckle rather than across the palm. Valentina stood there for a moment with the stillness she got when she ran new information against what she already had, not hesitation, but fast, cold calculation. Then she came to the bar and stood behind us.

"Mira Vertari," she said.

Sera looked up from her document, something glimmering in her eyes. The name wasn’t news to Sera. "You know her," she said, almost whispering.

"Guild freelancer." Valentina pulled out the stool on my other side and sat. "Retrieval work—the kind that doesn't go on official manifests. The guild uses people like her when they want something acquired without a record of the acquisition." She put her hands flat on the bar. "She was at the dungeon mouth three days before our last run. I logged her presence and moved on. Freelancers used that entrance regularly, upper levels mostly, private cache work and loot assessment. Nothing about it flagged as significant." Her jaw was tight. "I didn't know what I was looking at."

"She went in before you," Sera said, more to herself than to us. "Found the stone, took it, and was three days gone before your party ever reached the level where it was registered."

"And the ambush hit us on the way out," Valentina said. "So nobody would notice the stone was missing in the chaos. And if anyone checked the registration logs, the last party with authorized access was us."

The tinker had gone quiet, eating with discretion, as if he knew he'd heard something he wasn't supposed to hear and had enough years on the road to understand that the right response was to finish his ale and ignore his excellent memory.

Sera kept looking through the window for a few minutes. I wondered what she was trying to see. Mira Vertari, maybe? Whoever the woman was, didn’t seem to be just an op from the Adventurer’s guild. Either way, Sera remained silent.
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The evening service ran full, six guests at dinner, the common room carrying the warmth and noise of a place that had found its rhythm. Valentina managed the tables and I worked the bar and kitchen in rotation, keeping plates moving and ale cold, and by the time the room thinned to the last two guests finishing their drinks, the inn smelled of woodsmoke and roasted meat and a long day well-used.

Sera stayed at the bar after the guests went up.

"The guild uses freelancers like Ashvane when official channels would leave records they don't want," she said. "Which means whoever authorized the retrieval was operating outside their sanctioned remit, or had enough seniority that sanctioned and unsanctioned are the same thing." She turned her mug slowly. "The stone's value is specific—it only matters to someone who understands old kingdom law well enough to invoke it. That's noble house territory. Guild administrators don't usually think in those terms."

"Unless someone's working for a noble house through the guild," I said.

"Or a noble house has leverage over someone inside the guild." She looked at her mug. "Either way, Ashvane was a cutout. She's probably dead, the stone is gone, and whoever authorized the retrieval has clean hands on paper."

I explained what I understood of the arrangement from the outside—the noble houses funding dungeon expeditions through guild-registered investment in exchange for loot. They paid the right percentages, the crown taxed the percentages, and the guild administered everything and collected from both ends. The sixty-year arrangement that held because everyone inside it had more to gain from stability than from disruption, and the mutual agreement to leave the old kingdom records alone because invoking them would cost more politically than any single dungeon system was worth.

"The Whispering Woods isn't a single dungeon system," Sera said.

"Seven levels," I said. "The deepest never fully cleared. Resource extraction across all of them running in the guild's top revenue bracket."

"And old kingdom activation rights to the whole network would give a noble house legal leverage over the guild's administrative authority in this entire region." She wrote in the main case file now, not the small side section, her pen moving steadily. "That's not a theft. That's the opening position in a sixty-year argument someone just decided to finish."

The common room emptied and it was just us.

She asked why I'd stayed six years instead of three.

"I was good at it," I said. "That was always sufficient reason to keep going. The army gave me work that fit, even when the work turned out to be wrong." I refilled my ale. "I stayed until the cost exceeded anything the purpose could justify and then I stopped."

She was quiet for a moment. The fire crackled. Outside, the crossroads sat dark and empty under a clear sky.

"That sounds familiar," she said.

"Does it?"

She looked at her document, then away from it, at the hearthfire. "As I told you, I’ve been with the guild since I was eleven. I'm good at investigations. I've always been good at them. That's been sufficient." She paused. "I've never asked whether the work itself was worth what it costs to do it well."

She picked up her document and said good night and went upstairs. I watched her go.

I banked the coals, checked the window—crossroads empty, treeline dark, nothing at the Sanctuary boundary—and locked the front door. The inn settled into its nighttime quiet around me.

I went upstairs.
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Sera

Sera closed her door and sat on the edge of the bed with the document closed in her lap.

The inn's warmth was present the way it had been since she arrived; not uncomfortable, not manufactured, just there. She'd been accounting for it as an environmental variable for five days. It hadn't behaved like one.

She thought about what she'd said at the bar. She hadn't planned to say it. She'd been planning everything since she was eleven years old in a guild dormitory with fourteen other wards learning to do the same, because the guild taught them that preparation was the only reliable protection against outcomes they hadn't chosen.

She had never chosen an outcome. She'd been assigned them. She was good at the ones she was assigned.

She put the document on the nightstand and lay back. The ceiling was the same ceiling she'd looked at every night this week and it had started to feel like hers, which wasn't something she was used to.

She closed her eyes.


CHAPTER THREE
HOUSE RULES AND HARD NIGHTS


The merchant brought his anger downstairs with him.

He came down the stairs already loud, a barrel-chested man in a wool coat too heavy for the season, and he aimed himself at the only other guest in the common room. The other guest, a wiry trader two rooms down, had been working through his porridge in a quiet way that suggested he'd hoped for a quiet morning.

That hope died around the time the merchant put both hands on the table.

"My wagon," he said. "You. Last night."

The trader set his spoon down with care. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"You know exactly what I'm talking about."

I kept polishing the mug in my hand. I'd been polishing it for longer than the mug deserved, but the mug wasn't the point. The point was to stay visible behind the bar without becoming a participant.

The merchant said his piece at considerable volume. The trader said his at lower volume but greater speed. Inside three minutes, the room contained two voices and one increasingly cornered version of the truth, neither voice quite touching the version that had actually happened.

[House Rules] stirred at the edge of my attention.

The skill had been quiet for days. I'd grown used to it the way a smith grows used to the weight of a hammer on his belt, not noticing it until the moment he reaches for it. Now it leaned forward inside me, oriented toward the dispute. The inn wanted resolution. The inn didn't tolerate festering.

I let the skill build for a breath. Then I set the mug down.

"Both of you. Sit."

I didn't raise my voice. I didn't need to. [House Rules] unfurled across the common room like heat off a forge, and both men's shoulders dropped before they understood why. The merchant looked at the chair across from the trader. He sat in it.

"Tell me what happened," I said. "From the start. Both of you."

They told me. The skill didn't compel them to talk; it compelled them to mean what they said, which produced an awkward quiet around any sentence that didn't qualify. The merchant tried twice to skip past a detail and found the sentence wouldn't finish. He started again, with the details included.

Two days ago, the merchant had short-traded the trader on a parcel of cured leather. Knowingly. The trader had recognized the short and hadn't said anything at the time, because the merchant traveled with two armed sons and the trader traveled with a mule. Last night, with the merchant snoring in Room Four and the wagon parked unlocked beside the stable, the trader had calculated what he was owed and removed exactly that much. No more. He'd written down what he took and slid the paper into the merchant's coat pocket. The merchant hadn't checked his coat pockets.

I looked at the merchant. "Did you check your coat pockets?"

The merchant checked them.

He read the paper twice. The room did him the favor of not commenting.

"The two of you are going to do this," I said. "The trader returns the goods. The merchant pays the trader fair value for the original parcel and an additional ten percent for the trouble. Both of you put one silver into a jar by the door. We'll call it a community fund."

The merchant opened his mouth, closed it.

"That's not a—" the trader started.

"It is, though," I said. "It is exactly that. You stole because you didn't trust the world to make it right. He cheated because he wanted some kind of justice. Both of you walked into my inn carrying that. You're going to walk out lighter."

They paid. They shook hands. The handshake started reluctantly; both men had been made to mean it, and the meaning showed up halfway through the grip. They stood there holding each other's hands like men who'd just realized they were no longer angry.

Neither of them looked entirely sure why.

The merchant left first. The trader followed half an hour later, his porridge finished, his pack lighter by one silver and his conscience lighter by considerably more. I watched him go.

Sera had been at her corner table through all of it.

Her pen hadn't moved since the merchant sat down. It still wasn't moving. She was looking at me with an expression I'd started to recognize. Her framework had developed a hairline crack, and she was watching to see whether it stopped or kept going.

"That's not a hospitality skill," she said.

"Mm."

"That's a juridical ability. That's binding arbitration. You can't—" She caught herself. Started again. "Innkeepers can't do binding arbitration. The Guild has codes about who can do binding arbitration. Hospitality classes aren't on the list."

"They paid into the jar," I said. "Nothing's binding about a jar."

"Both of them felt it." Her pen finally moved. She turned a page in her document and opened a new section. The document was thick enough now to require an additional clip. "Both of them stopped talking the moment you⁠—"

I went to the kitchen.

I heard her muttering at the page behind me. The mutter had a rhythm I was getting used to. It sounded like a woman categorizing the inn into the wrong bin for the fourth time and starting to suspect the bin was the problem.

The System notification waited until I was alone with the bread starter.

[House Rules: Level 2.]

[Binding arbitration now extends to any parties crossing the threshold. No level cap on parties involved. The inn is becoming a place where things get resolved. Certain people are going to find this very inconvenient.]

I read it twice. I stirred the starter once, twice. Set the towel back over the bowl.

"Inconvenient for who?" I said to the empty kitchen.

The System didn't answer. It rarely did.
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She came in around the time the morning bread finished its second rise.

Nineteen, maybe twenty. Traveling clothes too new, bought for the journey rather than worn into it. She ordered tea and didn't drink it. She sat at the bar and looked at the room without actually looking at it.

I recognized the type. I'd seen it in armies and in inns, and the type was always going somewhere it had been told to go without knowing what would meet it there.

I set a plate of bread between us. She blinked at it.

"On the house."

"Oh. I didn't⁠—"

"It's bread," I said. "Eat the bread."

She ate the bread. Two bites in, her shoulders came down half an inch. Three bites in, she looked at me.

"Are you the innkeeper?"

"I am."

"My—" She started over. "I was told. About this place. Someone in the last town said you were classed. That you went through the Hall of Fates and got a class."

"I did."

"What was it like?"

I poured myself tea I didn't want and leaned on the bar. The kitchen could wait. Bread could wait. The girl who hadn't drunk her tea couldn't wait, and I knew that look the way I knew my own hands.

"You're heading to the Hall."

She nodded.

"Tomorrow?"

"Three days. My family saved for the journey since I was twelve, and now I'm here." She looked at her tea. "I keep thinking about what I want it to be."

"What do you want it to be?"

"Combat-coded. Anything combat-coded. Cavalry, blades, even a ranger frame. My cousin got Smith three years ago and my aunt hasn't stopped talking about how the family wasted her. I don't want them talking about me like that."

I let the silence stretch a beat. Then I refilled her tea.

"The gallery cheers for combat classes," I said, "because combat classes are easy to cheer for. You can see what a swordsman does. You can point at the kill count. The System sees further than the gallery."

She looked up.

"The System reads what you are. Not what you've decided you should be, and not what your aunt has decided your cousin should have been. What you are. If what you are is a Smith, then the worst thing the System could do is hand you a blade and tell you to go die with it so your family stops grumbling at the assessment ceremony."

"But what if what I am is⁠—"

"Then it'll say so."

She held the tea but didn't drink it. I let her hold it.

"Hope for the class that fits," I said. "Not the one that gets applause. The applause stops within seconds. The class you have to live with, and you live with it for the rest of your life."

She drank her tea.

When she left, she left a small copper on the bar she didn't owe me. I put it in the jar by the door.

Sera's pen had stopped moving again. I didn't comment. I went back to the kitchen and pulled the loaves.
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The carpenter arrived after midday with one apprentice and a wagon of cedar; they were heading to a nearby town to work for a couple days.

His name was Davin. He'd built half the village and the better half of two neighboring ones. He stood with a careful stoop. He set his apprentice to two rooms upstairs, and I started to realize the inn would need more space for the people the System was starting to send me.

Sera intercepted Davin at the base of the stairs.

I was in the garden by then. The bean rows needed turning, and the cabbages had reached the size where they wanted their hills hilled. I worked the soil with a slow, deliberate rhythm that I used for any task that asked my hands without asking my head. From the open kitchen window, the conversation in the common room reached me. Sera's questions came in their measured, patient register. Davin's answers paused and resumed. He was recalling, not reciting.

The words didn't carry. The rhythm did.

Halfway through whatever Sera had asked, Davin's voice slowed. Then stopped. Then resumed at lower volume. He had just remembered a detail he hadn't prioritized at the time, and the pause said as much.

I kept turning the soil.

Davin came out to find me a quarter of an hour later.

He stood at the edge of the garden for a moment with his hat in his hands. I didn't look up. I'd learned that some people needed to start their own conversations and that looking at them too early made the start harder.

"That woman," Davin said. "The one with the writing stick."

"Sera."

"She asked me about the night of the trolls."

"Mm."

"I told her what I saw." Davin turned his hat once in his hands. "Then I told her about the other thing. I hadn't told anyone."

I set the spade down.

"The night before the trolls came through," Davin said. "I was finishing the work on the stable late. Past dark. I came around the back to fetch my hammer and I saw, at the treeline, a figure. Standing. Not moving. Watching the inn."

"Not a troll."

"Not a troll. Person-shaped. Hood up. I couldn't see the face. At the time, I thought I was tired. Because I was tired. I thought my eyes were inventing what wasn't there. Then the trolls came the next night and everyone was talking about the trolls, and I forgot about the figure because the trolls were the news."

"How long was the figure there?"

"Long enough that I packed my hammer and looked back twice before I left. They were still there both times."

I picked up the spade. Turned a row of soil. Turned another.

"Thank you, Davin."

"I wasn't sure. I didn't want to put words to a thing I wasn't sure I'd seen⁠—"

"You said it now. That's the part that matters."

Davin nodded and went back to the work, hat in hand.

I kept turning the beds. The cabbages got their hills. The beans got their second pass. Somewhere behind the careful work, I was filing the information the way I'd once filed enemy troop movements: not yet a picture, but the corner of a picture, and I'd learned long ago to mark the corner and wait for the rest of the shape.

I didn't tell Sera. Sera already knew. Sera was the one who'd gotten it out of Davin in the first place.

I went inside and started supper.
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The inn was full by nightfall.

Six guests in five rooms. Sera in her corner room. Valentina out at the stable seeing to her gear the way she always saw to her gear after dinner, on a schedule I'd given up trying to interrupt. The common room emptied by the third hour after dark. I banked the hearth. The coals took the bank the way they always did, settling and breathing and holding their heat under the ash.

I was reaching for the kettle when [Hearth Sense] detonated behind my eyes.

Not one signal. Multiple. Not guests in distress.

Hostile intent at the property line. Three vectors.

I was moving before I finished the thought.

"Valentina!" My voice carried the way a voice carries when the lungs behind it have done this work before. "Sera! Up! Up now!"

The kitchen door slammed behind me. I came through the common room at a run that was too steady for panic and too fast for anything else. The hearth flared as I passed it, on its own, with no draft and no fuel. I clocked it without slowing.

[Hearth Sense] painted the vectors across my attention like marks on a tactical board. East, the carpenter's shed: archers on the roof, three of them, drawing now. North, the stable: a spear line forming up at the gate. Front: the heavy push, six bodies pressing the fence, and at their center, one body that wasn't a goblin. A taller shape moving with deliberate intent.

I hit the front door as Sera came down the stairs three at a time.

She was already armed. Short blade in her right hand, off-hand reaching for the doorframe to brake her descent, eyes already up and reading the room before her feet had finished hitting the floor. I had a quarter-second to be impressed and used it efficiently.

"East," I said. "Archers on the shed roof. Don't engage them directly. Pin the angle they're shooting from. Make them choose."

"How many?"

"Three."

"Through the side window?"

"Through the side window."

She was gone before I finished the sentence. The side shutter swung. The soft brief snap of her boots reached me from the herb beds outside, and her position became a clean angle of fire denied to the archers on the shed roof, and east stopped needing my attention.

The front fence cracked.

The breach registered through the boards under my feet before the sound reached me. The property had its own way of telling me the property had been opened, and the telling arrived a half-second ahead of the wood.

I set myself in the doorway. Both hands on the frame. Body in the gap.

I had held doorways before. In Ardent, after the second siege, when the south barracks went and the survivors fell back to the kitchen wing, I'd stood in the kitchen doorway for two hours while what was left of my company killed what was left of the wave. I had not held a doorway since, and had not expected to.

The breaching group came up the path at speed.

Six goblins, and at their center a seventh shape, a head taller, too disciplined for a goblin, moving on someone else's orders.

The first goblin reached the threshold and I put my elbow through its face.

The second came in low and fast. I took its spear on my forearm, a wrong line of impact that I registered as damage but didn't honor as injury, and brought my knee up into the goblin's chin hard enough to crack bone. I let it fall. The third tried to come over the second, and I caught it by the throat and used its weight to break the fourth's swing.

I tried to force [House Rules] upon the creatures, but the system didn’t reply. Maybe it didn’t work on monsters like it did with men, maybe the fact that they were being controlled meant only the master could get imposed the Rules, no matter the reason, I kept fighting.

Behind me, the hearth flared again. Higher this time. The coals shouldn't have been able to produce that color.

I didn't have time to look.

The leader, the not-quite-goblin, came up the path at an unhurried walk. It knew the front line would either soften its target or die clearing it.

A torch bloomed at the stable.

The bloom reached me as sound first, the soft whump of pitch catching wood, and a single beat later Valentina answered it. The crack-and-flash of her aether forming a blade in the dark. The wet, brief sound of the blade meeting whatever had been holding the torch. The light went out.

The stable did not burn.

I filed that and kept holding the door.

The leader reached the bottom step and looked up at me, smiling a smile that had been taught to a face that hadn't grown naturally.

I felt the inn at my back the way I had once felt a wall behind me in Ardent. The whole long living shape of the building oriented toward the threshold like a weapon to a target.

Something old in the property woke up.

I didn't decide to invoke it. The decision was already made by the time I became aware of having made it.

[Skill Unlocked: Sanctuary: Level 1.]

[The inn's boundary is now defended ground. Hostile intent cannot cross it unopposed. You bled for this threshold. Now it bleeds back. About time.]

I took the shape of it in one breath and pushed.

The [Sanctuary] went out from the threshold in a wave. Not a wall, not a barrier. A change in the quality of the space, a redrawing of what the ground beneath their feet meant. The goblins at the fence line, the ones who hadn't yet crossed, walked into the change the way a man walks into a cold wind.

They stopped.

Some of them tried to push through. Their feet pushed. Their bodies didn't follow. They leaned forward into the boundary like men leaning into a doorway that wasn't there, and the doorway-that-wasn't-there held them where they stood.

The leader on the bottom step turned his head and reassessed, taking a long evaluating look at the threshold and at the man holding it.

He stepped back across the boundary on his own. Once across, he looked up at me one more time. He smiled the taught smile, then whistled once.

The goblins who could move, moved. They went into the trees in disciplined order. Not a rout. A withdrawal.

The leader went with them.

Inside the boundary, three goblins were still alive. Valentina, Sera, and I ended them. It took four minutes. I took a cut across my left forearm and didn't notice it for two of those minutes. Sera took a long slice along her right forearm and acknowledged it by switching her blade to the other hand.

When the last one stopped moving, the inn went quiet.

The hearth burned steady.
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Dawn arrived without permission.

I watched it through the open front door without moving from the threshold for a long minute. The fence was down. One stable wall would need work, and the door frame I was leaning against bore a long scorch mark across the top, from whatever had caught fire and gone out fast during the breach. The hearthfire burned steady through all of it, banked but bright.

I pushed off the frame.

Sera was at the bar with her forearm laid flat on the wood. She had a needle threaded already and her sleeve pushed up past the elbow, and she was working the stitch herself with practiced ease. She had done this before, in places less comfortable than a common room at dawn. Her writing document was closed for the first time since her arrival. Her writing stick lay beside it. She had not picked it up.

She was looking at the inn.

She looked at it the way she had looked at the water glass on her first morning, the involuntary evaluating look her face made when her mind was rebuilding a piece of its furniture. This time the look went deeper. This time it stayed.

Valentina came in from the stable.

She was bloodied to the wrist on the left hand and clean to the elbow on the right, and she walked with a measured and unhurried pace, her body checking itself with each step.

She sat down beside Sera without speaking. Looked at the stitch.

She reached into the kit at her belt and produced thread.

"Better," she said.

Sera looked at the new thread, then at her own. She took the new one without comment and rethreaded the needle. Valentina watched the next stitch close, then checked the tension with one fingertip. She nodded once.

I made breakfast.

I cracked eggs into the pan and toasted the last of the smoked pork. I set three plates at the bar and a fourth at the table by the window. The guests came down one by one. They came down rumpled and rested. I greeted them, and they sat to eat.

None of them mentioned the noise. None of them mentioned anything to do with the intruders.

[Restful Night] had drawn its veil across their rooms and the veil had held. The six of them were eating eggs in the common room of an inn that had been attacked four hours ago, and they did not know.

Sera watched the journeyman butter his bread.

"They slept through it," she said.

"Yes."

"Through all of it."

"Yes."

She picked up her writing stick.

She opened the document to the new section, the one she had started after the merchant dispute, the one she had not yet titled. She held the stick over the page for a moment. Then she wrote one line at the top of the section and underlined it. The stick went back down beside the document.

I didn't read what she wrote. I didn't need to.

Whatever bin she had been trying to file the inn under, the bin had finally cracked all the way through. She was no longer trying to make the inn fit. She was sitting at the bar of my inn, with her arm stitched by the thread of a woman who killed people and monsters for a living, and her breakfast was cooked by a man who had just unlocked a defensive ward older than the village. She was, for the first time since she had walked through the door, truly looking at what was in front of her.

Valentina ate her eggs.

I poured myself the tea that I sorely needed. I stood behind the bar and felt the inn breathe.

The hearth burned steady.


CHAPTER FOUR
THE COURIER


I'd made coffee strong enough to chew.

Sera took the bar seat she'd taken yesterday and the day before, but she'd moved it half a foot closer to mine. Valentina came in from the stable and sat one stool down. Her left forearm still felt last night in it; she settled the elbow on the bar with care.

"Three on the shed roof," Sera said. "Standard goblin build. Three and a half feet, four at the most. Gray-green skin, wiry. The kind I've shot before. But they had matched bows. Same bow, same arrow length, drawn on the same count."

"Goblins don't have matched gear," Valentina said.

"They use what they steal. They don't fletch their own arrows. Those arrows came from the same string-and-feather pass. Somebody handed those three the same kit at the same time."

I nodded. "And the front."

"The front was six. Four feet tall, lean, knife-and-spear. The gear was scavenged the way goblin gear is scavenged. Mismatched buckles, wrong straps for the plates, two of them in cloak pieces that didn't go with the rest of the kit. But they breached on a count. The first three came in as a wedge. The second three came in behind them as a follow-up line."

"Goblins don't do wedges," Valentina said.

"No."

Valentina set her cup down. "The one I took at the stable wasn't lighting his way with the torch. He was carrying a brand to put under the wall. He walked the line and held the brand at chest height the whole way. He'd been told to set a fire. He was going to set the fire."

"And the leader," Sera said.

I'd hoped she wouldn't get to that yet. I took a swallow of coffee.

"Tell us what you saw. You stopped breathing for a second when he stepped back across the boundary on his own. I want to know what the seventh one was."

"So do I."

"I caught a look at him at the boundary," Valentina said. "Tall. Pale. Wrong walk. I couldn't see the face from where I was. You had him on the steps. Tell us."

I set the cup down.

"Tall as me. Maybe taller. Humanoid shape, but the arms hung past where arms should hang. Shoulders too narrow at the top. The build sloped down to a thicker waist than a man's. Skin gray. Smooth—not the leathery gray of the goblins. Wet-looking. Like something that didn't see the sun. No hair anywhere I could see. The face had eyes, nose, mouth, in the places those go. The eyes didn't blink at the right times. The mouth went wider than a mouth should go. And the smile was the same both times. Coming up and going back. Same angle. Trained. Someone had drilled it into him until he got it right."

Quiet for a beat.

"Hobgoblin?" Sera said.

"No. Hobgoblins look like hobgoblins. Bigger build, heavier, the face is still goblin-shaped, just larger. This one wasn't goblin at all."

"A man in goblin gear?"

"No. The skin was wrong. The arms were wrong. And a man would have hit the [Sanctuary] edge and stopped—felt the wall when he hit it. This one didn't hit it. He stopped before he hit it. Felt it coming, looked at me, whistled, pulled his troop back. A man doesn't recognize a thing he's never seen before that fast."

"Then what?"

"I don't have a name for it."

Valentina looked at the door. "We need a name."

"We do. I don't have one."

Sera looked at her cup. "When you do."

"When I do."

Nobody said anything for a while. Then the courier hit the front gate at speed, and the morning went further sideways.
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I heard him before I saw him: the wrong rhythm of a horse running past what the horse should have been running towards, hooves landing uneven on the southern road. By the time I got the front door open, he was already at the gate, half-falling out of the saddle, the horse lathered and breathing like it had a hole in it.

He was a guildman. The cloak gave it away before the badge did. Guild couriers wear dark colors that don't fade in the rain, and his cloak hadn't faded but had picked up two days of road dust without a proper stop.

"Whispering Woods road," he said before I asked. "Three miles back. It was on me for three miles."

I got him off the horse. Valentina took the horse around the back without being asked. Sera held the door.

I set him at the bar with water and bread and a strip of smoked pork. He drank the water in one pull and started on the bread before he started on the story.

"Not a goblin," he said. "Not a troll. It came up out of the treeline at the second mile marker and matched my pace. Didn't close. Didn't fall behind. I had a torch and it stayed at the edge of the torchlight the whole way. The horse knew it was there before I did. I felt the horse know."

"What did it look like?"

"Like the inside of the dark. I don't have a better answer. I didn't look directly at it. I'm not stupid."

He'd done right. Looking directly at a thing like that confirms attention back, and confirmation is what it wants before it commits. I'd been taught that in Ardent.

"It stopped at the crossroads," he said. "I didn't look back. Came straight here."

"How did you know to come here?"

He swallowed bread. "The guild gave me an address. Didn't tell me why."

I looked at Sera. Sera was looking at the courier's satchel.

I crossed to the front window before I asked her about it. Old habit. You don't have a conversation about what came up the road without first looking up the road.

The treeline was empty. I started to turn back.

Then, the treeline wasn't empty.

It sat at the edge of the Sanctuary boundary. Sitting, the way bipedal things sit. Not goblin. Not troll. Larger than either, the proportions wrong for anything I'd ever put a name to in this country. It watched the inn. It had been there long enough to settle in.

[Hearth Sense], when I tested it, came back hostile-intent-that-cannot-cross. The boundary held. The shape didn't move.

"Sera," I said, without turning.

She came to the window. She didn't gasp. She didn't make any sound at all. She looked at the shape, and her breathing slowed by half.

"That's not in any of my files."

"No."

"Did it follow the courier?"

"I don't know yet. He's inside. It's outside. If it followed him here, it's chosen to wait at the boundary instead of finishing the job."

She took a long breath in, then a longer one out.

"Let’s see what he brought here," she said.
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She read the seal twice before she broke it. Guild couriers carried messages addressed to the open guild, and messages addressed to the named recipient—and the seals were different colors for a reason. The brown one that she had her thumb on was for a named recipient working an investigation that the institution has decided to update. I'd seen the brown twice, both times in Ardent, both times when an officer was about to be told a thing that would change how he ran his command.

She broke the seal. Read.

I've known people who go still under bad news. Sera went still that way—not shock, just the deliberate stopping of unnecessary motion.

She read it a second time. A third. Set it down on the bar. Looked at me.

"Mira Vertari is dead. This is the guild word. I wouldn’t like to believe it, but they way it’s written… I think there was institutional involvement and the death won't be investigated aggressively. It means someone has been told to leave it alone."

"When?"

"Four days ago. The contract stone wasn't on her body. The safehouse was clean. The guild has escalated above the regional office. Whoever I'm reporting to as of this morning isn't the person I was reporting to as of yesterday."

The courier had stopped eating. He was looking very carefully at the bread in his hand and not at us.

Sera read the page once more, folded it, and looked at me.

"I owe you an apology."

I waited for the qualification. None came.

"You were doing your job," I said.

"Doing my job doesn't make being wrong acceptable. I owe you an apology and I'm offering it. Take it or don't."

"I’ll take it."

She nodded once and set the page beside her cup.

From across the room, Valentina, who'd come back in from the stable at some point I hadn't tracked, said, "I like her better now."

Sera looked at Valentina, and something passed between them. Not warmth yet. The start of it, maybe.
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I sent the courier upstairs to sleep. I wanted him out of the common room. There were conversations going to be had in the common room that he didn't need to file a report on.

The shape hadn't moved.

I stood at the window and watched it. Valentina stood at the bar behind me with her hand wrapped around her coffee cup. Sera went back to her corner table and opened a new page in her document and didn't pretend to be writing on it.

I'd seen this before.

Not from goblins. Goblins don't sit. Goblins don't place themselves at the edge of a thing they can't cross and study it while they wait for the keeper to make a mistake. Goblins probe and break and run. The shape at the treeline wasn't probing. It had probed last night. It had been told no. Now it was doing the next thing.

It wasn't a rout. It was a withdrawal. The attack had failed, the boundary had held, and the strategy was being reassessed.

I'd seen this in the Shadow War.

I didn't say so. Not yet. There wasn't enough of the picture assembled to say it usefully. I went back to the kitchen and started chopping vegetables that didn't need to be chopped, because the thinking I needed required my hands doing something that didn't require my head.

Evening came down slow.

I'd kept the courier upstairs through the day with regular checks. He slept through every check. Whatever had paced him three miles had exhausted him.

I lit the hearth properly at dusk. Not the banked-coal version. Full fire, dry oak, the kind I'd been saving for cold nights and hadn't had a cold night to spend it on. The three of us sat with it.

Valentina set her glass down.

"What did you recognize in the attack?"

I didn't pretend not to know what she meant.

"You saw my face when [Sanctuary] activated," I said.

"I saw your face when [Sanctuary] stopped them. You weren't surprised by what it stopped. You were surprised by what it implied. Tell me what it implied."

I looked at the fire. The hearth was running cleaner than the wood deserved. The inn was listening.

"The Shadow War," I said, "wasn't a defensive campaign. That's the version the guild was told and the broadsheets ran. The crown pushed past the established continental boundary into territory the cartographers had flagged uncharted. The crown went looking for what was out past the line. The crown found it."

Sera didn't move.

"What was out past the line wasn't dungeon variants. Dungeon monsters organize to a level that maps to dungeon ecology. That's bound. The things past the line were organized at a level dungeon monsters don't reach without help. They moved in coordinated formations. They didn't rout when they pulled back—they withdrew, reformed, and probed differently the next time. The crown lost more good people in eighteen months than the preceding twenty years combined."

"And the records," Sera said quietly.

"Vaulted. The survivors got discharge papers with pension adjustments and confidentiality clauses. The war was renamed a border skirmish. The maps were redrawn so the line we'd pushed past went back to where it had been when we started. The vault is in the capital. I've been told it's still there."

I watched the fire.

"Those goblins didn't organize themselves last night. The trolls didn't decide on their own to push out of a dungeon mouth two weeks ago. The legal retrieval in a cleared system three weeks back wasn't a procedural accident. What's sitting at my treeline, studying my boundary the way a man studies a lock, isn't local intelligence on instinct. That's a thing that's been in this country long enough to learn how to use the local assets."

The fire popped.

Sera was completely still. She wasn't writing.

"How long do you think?" she said.

"I don't know. Long enough that we should have noticed before we noticed."
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Valentina went up first.

She didn't say goodnight. She didn't say anything. She finished her glass and rose and crossed the common room with the same economy she brought to her armor checks and her stable rotations, and her hand brushed the back of my shoulder on the way past. Once. Lightly. Her hand had brushed my shoulder that morning too.

Sera and I were at the bar.

She'd moved from the hearth to the bar in some moment I hadn't tracked. She was sitting closer than she had before. The professional distance had stopped being kept.

"Why did you tell us that?" she said.

"Because you're in it. You should know what you're in."

"The guild doesn't know any of this."

"The guild knows what the crown tells it."

She nodded slowly. "That's what I was afraid of."

She didn't finish her drink. She rose. She stopped at the top of the stairs and looked back. I didn't see her look back. I was at the window again, watching the treeline. She went to her room.
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Valentina

Upstairs, Valentina sat on the edge of her bed in the dark.

The [Tether] was present the way the [Tether] was always present: low, steady, the inn's pulse under everything.

What she noticed tonight was the investigator.

The night before, Sera had moved in the fight like a Warden was supposed to move and like most of them didn't—reading the building's defensive geometry and filling the gap between Valentina's angle and Rowan's without being told the gap was there.

She'd taken Rowan's account of the Shadow War without flinching. She hadn't performed not-flinching either, which was a separate skill most people couldn't tell apart from the first. When she'd apologized, she hadn't packed the apology in justifications.

Valentina had assessed people for combat and contract viability for fifteen years. She knew what reliability looked like. She'd known about Sera for several days.

She'd made her decision this afternoon in the stable, her hand on the horse's neck, the horse calm under her palm. She didn't unmake decisions.

She lay down. The inn was warm. Senna would have liked this place, she thought, and stopped the thought there. Enough of that for tonight.
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Rowan

I banked the coals after both of them had gone up.

The shape at the treeline was gone.

I checked the boundary. [Sanctuary] held. I checked it twice, and locked the front door.

I went up to my room, but instead of sleeping, I sat on the edge of the bed and listened to the inn breathe. It was breathing easier than it had two weeks ago.

The hearth burned steady downstairs.


CHAPTER FIVE
FIRST LIGHT


Sera was already at the bar when I came down.

She had her writing document open to a long list. She'd been adding to it for hours.

"I'm going to the Whispering Woods," she said before I'd even gotten to the bar.

I poured coffee, sat, and waited.

"Today, or tomorrow morning if you talk me into sleeping first. I'd rather sleep first."

Valentina came in from the stable.

She stopped two steps into the common room and looked at Sera. Then at me. Then at the list.

"Say it again," she said.

"I'm going to the Whispering Woods."

"You're walking into a dangerous forest with one stitched arm and no support, after we sat at the fire two nights ago and Rowan told us what we're in."

"Yes."

"Why?"

Sera closed the document. She kept her hands flat on the cover.

"Mira wasn't stupid. If she's dead and word is out about it, she was a liability, which means she had something the people who killed her wanted and didn't get. The notice says nothing about the stone. Mira knew that territory. The Whispering Woods is half a day's walk from the Millford safehouse. If she needed to put a thing somewhere the guild couldn't lay hands on it, she'd have put it in the woods. She knew that ground better than the maps."

"And you know this how?"

"I know how she thought. We worked the same chain for six years."

Valentina sat. She didn't reach for the coffee.

"The guild will send someone for it," Sera said. "Maybe already has. The escalation above my regional office tells me whoever's running this isn't waiting on me. If somebody from the guild gets to the stone first, it goes into the vault with the Shadow War records, and the next person they put it on doesn't know what's been put on them. I'm not helping them do that."

"And the crown?" I said.

"The crown and the guild can keep their secrets. I don't care anymore. I've been investigating one of these stones for fourteen months on a chain of paperwork. I want to see one for myself. With my eyes. For the first time."

Valentina was very still.

"You lost friends in a forest," Sera said. Quieter. "I know that. I'm not asking you to come."

"You're not asking us anything. You're telling us. Those are different things."

"Yes."

"I can't let you go alone."

"That’s on you."

Valentina looked at the cold hearth.

"You're going to die in there. You know that. The thing on our boundary last night came from those woods or somewhere worse, and you're walking into the place it came from with a stitched arm and a short blade."

"Probably."

"And you're going anyway."

"Yes."

I'd been sitting through this. I set the coffee down.

"I'll go with you," I said.

Both of them looked at me.

"I have a defensive ward older than the village stitched into the building I'm sitting in. What I'm useful for, I'm useful for here. But you're not going alone."

"The inn⁠—"

"Holds for a day. [Restful Night] and [Sanctuary] are passive. They don't need me here to work."

Sera's hands hadn't moved from the cover of her document.

"Thank you," she said.

Valentina exhaled. Slow. Like a woman setting down something she'd been carrying without naming.

"Fine. I'll go. Both of you would die in there inside an hour without me, and I'm not having that on the ledger."

She poured her own coffee.

"First light," she said. "We're not walking into that place in the afternoon."

"First light," Sera said.

"And we plan it now."

So we began.
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We planned it through breakfast and most of the morning.

Most monsters in the country were nocturnal, drawn down by the heat of the day, hunting at dusk and overnight, retreating to whatever holes they kept when dawn came up. First light would catch the strong ones tired and the weaker ones already asleep. It caught the smart ones aware they should be sleeping, which made them sloppy.

We would journey two miles in from the eastern trailhead. No farther without a clear reason. We had a turn-around rule: the trail reading wrong, [Hearth Sense] flagging anything I didn't like, either of them seeing a thing they couldn't account for—any of those, we walked back. Sera said ‘yes’ to that and meant it.

We were looking for a cache Mira would have made. Sera knew her preferences. A hollow at the base of a marked tree, north side, never west. A flat stone shifted to look natural. A burial under leaf litter where leaf litter had no reason to drift. Three locations across two miles. We planned to hit all three and come back.

Valentina laid out the gear. Travel kit, short blades for Sera and herself, an ax for me. Water for half a day. Bandages for more than half a day. A whistle on a cord for each of us, with the understanding that three short blasts was the signal for "come to me now," one long blast was the signal for "I'm out of it, don't look for me." Sera put her whistle on without comment.

I spent the day moving through the inn the way I'd moved through a forward camp the morning before a sweep. Quiet hands. Ordinary work. Kept normal so the inn ran normal for the courier who'd come down at noon, eaten, gone back up to sleep some more—and for the two paying guests who'd come in at midday and didn't need to know what tomorrow was. I made bread. Split wood. Oiled the front door hinge that had developed a small voice since the breach. The hinge took the oil and stopped complaining.

One of the new guests asked me at lunch whether my protective skills stretched far enough to cover the road as far as Millford. He'd heard rumors about the inn, but hadn’t believed at first. I told him no, it only covered the property, and that the road to Millford was the road to Millford, and that he should travel it the way travelers travel a road that doesn't belong to a defensive ward. He thanked me and ate his stew.

I hadn't yet admitted to myself what I'd told the women about the monsters.

I'd been turning it over since Hearth Sense had registered the shape at the boundary. Hostile-intent-that-cannot-cross was the report [Sanctuary] made about a thing trying to enter.

It wasn't the report [Sanctuary] made about a thing protecting something else. But the shape on our boundary hadn't been attacking. It had been watching. And the goblins the night before hadn't raided the way goblins raid. They'd come straight at me, on a count, with a torch for the stable and a wedge for the front door, like a unit dispatched to destroy a position because the position was inconvenient.

A position is inconvenient when it sits on something the position-holder shouldn't have. Or when it sits in the way of something the attacker needs to keep.

The Whispering Woods sat ten miles east. The [Sanctuary] boundary was a wall the things in those woods couldn't cross. If they had something in those woods they were protecting, like a Contract Stone with a powerful vow on it that the crown wanted recovered, then the inn was the wall between them and whatever road the recovery would come from.

The inn wasn't being attacked. The inn was being cleared.

I split another log. Set the ax down. Went inside.

Sera ate quietly at dinner, and Valentina ate without looking at either of us. The courier came down at dusk and asked if he could ride out in the morning. I told him no. I told him I'd lend him the inn's stable horse to make the next two days easier, and that I'd appreciate him giving us a day before he carried any of this back to the guild. He looked at me, looked at Sera, and said he could give us two.

He was a good man. He went up.

Sera went up early. Valentina banked the hearth herself and went up with a nod that wasn't quite goodnight. I locked the front door, checked the boundary—empty, holding—and went upstairs.
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I sat on the edge of my bed, took my boots off, and set them by the door the way I always set them by the door.

The knock came after I'd laid down.

Not the heavy three-knock of trouble. Not the courier's panicked rap. A quiet two taps, knuckles only, the way someone knocks when they're trying not to wake anyone else in the hall.

I'd half-hoped it was Valentina.

She hadn't come to my room in the last three nights, and I'd been telling myself that meant nothing in particular, but I'd been aware of telling myself. Tomorrow was going to be a long day and a longer one after, and Valentina knew what to do with the night before a long day. I'd have welcomed her.

I crossed to the door in my shirt with no particular hurry about it.

It wasn't Valentina.

Sera stood in the hall with her hair down. It was longer than I'd thought. She'd kept it tied for every day of her investigation. With it untied tonight, and with the candle in the hall behind her, the change took a moment to read. She wasn't holding anything. Her arms were folded loosely across her stomach, the way she'd been holding them downstairs the morning the courier came.

She'd been standing in the hall a moment before she knocked.

She didn't say anything.

Neither did I.


CHAPTER SIX
UNREAD


She came in.

I closed the door behind her, and we both heard the latch settle. Neither of us made another sound. The single candle in the hall was the only light, and it barely reached the threshold of my room. Inside, everything was already dim and waiting.

She stood in the middle of the floor with her arms folded loosely across her stomach, robe cinched tight at the waist.

“Sit,” I said.

She sat on the edge of the bed. I took the chair across from her. Two paces between us. That was all the room allowed.

“Tell me what you came to tell me.”

She didn’t look at me. She looked at the floorboards.

“I don’t know how to do this.”

“Do what?”

“Walk into a room without my class reading it first.” Her voice was low, almost ashamed. “Wardens read doorways before we enter. I’ve read every door I’ve crossed since I was eleven. I’ve never walked into a room that I hadn’t already cleared of threat.”

I didn’t smile. Smiling would have made her shoulders close, and right now those shoulders were still open, still carrying the weight of seventeen careful years.

“What does the class usually tell you?”

“Whether the person behind the door is going to hurt me. Whether they’re going to lie. Whether they’re going to be useful to the work.” She glanced up, then back down. “We get all three before the door even opens. I didn’t read this one before I knocked. I didn’t want to.”

“Did you read it after?”

“I knocked first.”

That was an answer that wasn’t an answer. I let it stay that way.

She was quiet for a beat, then the words started coming the way they do when someone has decided to speak before they’ve decided what to say.

“As I told you before, I was eleven when the Guild took me. My parents died in the long winter—fever, both of them, three weeks apart. The Guild took the ones with early class potential and the ones with nowhere else to go and raised us the same. I was the second kind. I didn’t test Warden until fourteen. They kept me anyway. They were thorough.”

“Thorough.”

“They sent me to the central wards house at fifteen for precision training. Class shaping. They taught me to read a doorway before they taught me to write my own name on a contract. The last lesson was the hardest—how to recognize the kinds of wanting that weren’t the work, and how to set them aside before they could grow into something that would interfere.”

“Did you set them aside?”

“I set them aside. For seventeen years. I was good at it.”

She tucked her hair behind her ear. It slipped free again. She let it fall.

She finally looked up. The candlelight reached the floor but not the bed; her face stayed in the soft dark where I could see the shape of her without the details. The shape was honest.

“Mira came in two years after me,” she said. “Same house. Same training. We made full Warden the same season, worked the same chain for six years. She was the closest thing to family I’d had since I was eleven. She knew every doorway in my life. She knew which ones I’d been raised to leave unread.”

“The wanting kind.”

“The wanting kind.” A small, rueful breath. “She told me once a year for six years that I should read one of them, just to see what was behind it. I never did. She was the one who taught me that being precise about what you wanted didn’t have to mean being precise about everything. She kept one corner of her life unread. I never let myself have that corner. Not once in eleven years with her. I always thought I’d get to it later. Later turned out to be four days ago in a safehouse in Millford.”

I didn’t speak. There was nothing to say.

“I didn’t want to walk into the Whispering Woods tomorrow without knowing what my corner felt like.”

The room had gone perfectly quiet.

I stood. Crossed the two paces. Sat on the bed beside her, close enough that our thighs almost touched but not quite. I left the inch. She didn’t close it. She didn’t pull away.

“I’m here,” I said.

“I know.”

“I’m telling you the door reads clean. In case you’re still looking for the read.”

She turned her head. Her hair fell forward across her cheek. She left it there.

“Thank you.”

I slid my hand along her jaw, fingers light, the first real touch I’d allowed myself with her. She closed her eyes, and the moment her lashes brushed her cheeks, her shoulders finally dropped all the way, tension spilling out of her like water.

I kissed her.

It started slow, almost careful. Her mouth was soft, uncertain for the space of a heartbeat—then it wasn’t. The hand she’d kept pressed to her stomach rose and wrapped around my wrist where I held her jaw, and she kissed me back like she’d been imagining this longer than she’d ever admitted.

When we broke apart, I could see her face again. Her lips were already flushed and wet.

“Last chance to read the room,” I said.

She smiled. First time I’d seen it all evening. Maybe all week.

“I’m not reading anything tonight.”

She kissed me harder.

Her fingers found the tie at her waist and pulled. The robe parted with a whisper of fabric. She shrugged it off her shoulders without ceremony; it slid down her arms and pooled at the edge of the bed. There was nothing underneath. Her breasts were full and heavy in the dim light, nipples already tight. The candlelight didn’t reach the bed, but my hands didn’t need light. I cupped one breast, thumb brushing the stiff peak, and she exhaled sharply into my mouth.

I yanked my shirt over my head. She watched, eyes dark and hungry now, no longer an investigator’s eyes. Just a woman who had waited a very long time to be looked at like this.

I came back to her.

Her skin was fever-warm. I traced the long line of her shoulder, the cord of her neck, the hollow between her collarbones where her pulse hammered. When my mouth found the spot just under her ear, she made a small, startled sound—half gasp, half moan—and her thighs pressed together.

“Slow,” she whispered. “I want it slow.”

“Slow,” I agreed.

We lay back together. The bed took our weight. I kissed down her body the way I’d wanted to since I’d met her—slow, deliberate, learning every inch. I sucked one nipple into my mouth until she arched and threaded her fingers through my hair. I licked the underside of her breast, then the other, until both were glistening and she was breathing in short, needy pants.

I moved lower. Kissed the soft skin under her ribs, the dip of her navel, the sharp cut of her hipbones. When I settled between her thighs, she opened for me without hesitation, knees falling wide. Her pussy was already slick, swollen, the dark curls damp. I dragged my tongue up the length of her slit and she cried out, hips jerking.

I took my time. I licked and sucked and circled her clit until her thighs started to tremble. I slid two fingers inside her—tight, wet heat gripping me—and curled them against that spot that made her back bow off the bed. Her moans grew louder, rawer, until she was riding my face and my fingers with shameless rolls of her hips.

When she came the first time, it was sudden and hard, her pussy clenching around my fingers, a broken sound tearing out of her throat.

I didn’t stop. I gentled my tongue, kept stroking that spot inside her until the aftershocks turned into a second, slower climb. Only then did I crawl back up her body, cock aching and leaking against my stomach.

She pulled me down with both hands at the back of my neck, eyes wide open. She looked at me the way she’d looked at the inn the morning after the goblins—only deeper, hungrier.

I held her gaze as I lined up and pushed in.

She was so wet that I sank to the hilt in one smooth thrust. Her walls fluttered around me, hot and silky. She gasped, nails digging into my shoulders.

We stayed like that for a long moment—joined, breathing each other’s air—before I started to move.

Slow, like she’d asked. Deep, rolling strokes that dragged the head of my cock over that sensitive place inside her on every pass. Her legs wrapped around my waist. One hand stayed locked at the back of my neck; the other slid down to grip my ass, urging me deeper.

The rhythm built the way her breath had taught me—steady, relentless. Her pussy grew wetter and the sounds of us filled the quiet room. I fucked her slow and thorough, grinding against her clit with every thrust until she was whimpering my name like a prayer.

When she came again, she clenched so hard around my cock I almost followed her over. I held on, fucking her through it, drawing it out until she was shaking and gasping.

Only then did I let go.

I buried myself deep and came with a groan, pulsing inside her, filling her in long, thick spurts while her walls milked every drop.

She pressed her forehead to mine afterward, both of us slick with sweat.

We didn’t speak for a long time. The candle in the hall had burned low. The inn was silent.

She drew in a long breath and let it out slowly.

“I’m staying,” she said.

“Stay.”

She did.

I held her close, my softening cock still tucked inside her warmth. Her hair spilled across the pillow between us, longer and softer than I’d imagined when I’d first run my hands through it. She fell asleep before I did. I listened to her breathing even out, slow and deep.

I thought about the woods tomorrow.

I thought about Valentina across the hall, and what she would read on both of us in the morning, and how she would handle it. Valentina always handled things.

Tomorrow’s work could wait.

I let myself sleep.


CHAPTER SEVEN
THE COUNT


The Whispering Woods got its name from the wind in the canopy. I'd been told by a roof slater two years back that the wind didn't sound like wind out there. It sounded like talking; talk that stopped when you turned your head. I'd taken the slater's account with the salt it deserved.

Half a mile in, I revised.

The canopy wasn't moving. The wind wasn't doing the talking. The silence was, and it pressed against the ear the way pressure builds in a barrel before the hoop gives. No birdsong, no insect drone. Our boots on the wet leaf mast were the loudest thing in a mile of forest, and the leaf mast was the kind that should have muffled boots, and even the wet leaf mast couldn't get our boots quiet enough to belong here.

We walked single file. Sera on point, me middle, Valentina rear. She'd insisted on point—Warden class, she'd said, and didn't elaborate, and I didn't argue. She read the trail with whatever sense her class gave her that her eyes and feet didn't, and a hundred paces in she pointed left without turning. We adjusted. Two hundred paces, she pointed right, and we adjusted again.

We didn't talk. The silence weighed enough that talking would have felt like leaving a footprint in fresh snow. Whatever lived in this forest had stopped being birds and bugs a long time ago, and whatever it was now wasn't sleeping the way the standard nocturnal monster sleeps. It was just quiet, which was worse than sleeping.

We spaced out by the time we reached the first cache—not far apart, call it twenty paces between each of us, Sera ahead of me and Valentina behind with her right hand free for the aether. The aether didn't show until she pulled, but I felt it through the [Tether] anyway. The [Tether] had been running hot since the trailhead.

It was different out here. At the inn, it was the low steady pulse of the building, the heartbeat I'd stopped noticing the way a man stops noticing his own. Ten miles out, with no walls to bind it, the [Tether] had stretched and sharpened. I could feel Valentina without looking. Not her thoughts, but her position, her readiness, the way her weight settled before she moved. Twenty paces back, she was as present as a second pair of hands at the back of my own shoulders, and from the way her shoulders held, I knew she was feeling the same about mine.

The first cache was a marked oak forty paces off the trail, north side. Sera examined the bark and the leaf mast around the base for the better part of two minutes. She didn't kneel. Wardens don't kneel in a forest where they don't know what's watching.

"Mira was here," she said. "Two weeks ago, maybe less. Cache is empty. She took it with her or moved it after."

"Second?"

"Second."

We moved.

We never reached the second.

A hundred paces past the marked oak, Sera lifted her hand and the column stopped. She'd seen the goblin before I'd felt anything. It was lying flat on a low branch fifteen paces off the path, pressed against the bark with a patience goblins don't have. Three more came up in the [Hearth Sense] read the moment my eyes caught the first, lower, in the brush, oriented at angles that would have put crossfire on whoever walked between them.

Sera made a small motion with two fingers, and the marks bloomed in the corner of my vision. Pale silver, faint enough to miss if you weren't already looking. Four points of weight floating where the goblins were. The [Tether] carried the marks back to Valentina without my having to turn.

The goblin on the branch knew it had been seen the moment the column stopped. It launched, and the three in the brush launched with it. Trained.

I took the one from the branch before it cleared the leaves. The ax was already in my hand, the haft set against my hip at the angle a man sets it when he's been holding a position for forty paces of expecting trouble. The goblin came in low and fast, and I let the momentum bring its throat onto the edge, and the edge did what edges do.

To my left, Valentina met her first one. Her aether bloomed the color of new bruises and the blade parted the goblin's shoulder, and the parted edge stayed parted for a beat before the wound caught up and remembered to bleed.

To my right, Sera planted.

She didn't dodge or parry. Her feet seemed practically rooted, and the position did its work. The first goblin to reach her hit her at full charge and rebounded like it had hit a standing stone. Her short blade went through its throat on the rebound. The second came in wider than the first, and Sera had already shifted to where the wider swing wasn't, and her blade went into the second one's lung on the upswing. Her marks held both of them the whole time.

Four down. The forest went quieter than it had been before.

Sera lifted her head, eyes past me, reading the trees with the marks at her fingertips already laying down a second set.

"More," she said. "A lot more. Coming at a count."

"How many?"

"Counting still. Thirty seconds out. Forty bodies, maybe."

Valentina closed the twenty paces between us, and the [Tether] tightened the moment she was inside ten. Her aether ran hot. The connection bound to the inn, and the inn bound to me, and through me to her, and out here with no walls to thin the line it ran closer to a current than a pulse.

"Hobgoblins?" she asked.

"Bigger than the scouts," Sera said. "Same gait. Same count discipline."

"Trained."

"Yes."

Valentina pulled both blades. They came out of her palms in light, bruise-colored and edged with something that wasn't fire and wasn't steel. She rolled her left shoulder once. Any lingering aches and pains were ignored.

"How do we play it?"

"Hold," I said. "They want the trail. We don't give them the trail. They come over us."

"Triangle," Sera said. "Rowan center forward. I'll take right. Val left."

We took our positions.
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They came through the trees in a wave that broke the silence open. Forty hobgoblins, maybe fifty. Goblin features at scale—five and a half feet, six on the bigger ones, heavier through the shoulders and the arms, plate armor pieced together with rope and leather, axes and falchions and hooked spears. They came in a wedge of their own. The same wedge the goblins had used at the inn three nights ago, scaled up.

Behind them, a second wedge formed up.

The first hobgoblin to reach me brought a falchion down in a straight overhand chop, and the chop was disciplined. Drilled. Not what a hobgoblin grows into on his own. I caught the falchion on the haft of the axe and let his momentum carry his face onto the spike of the haft, and his face stopped being a face. The second was already up the slope where the first had fallen, and I'd rotated the axe back through the swing on the line his neck was going to be on, and the line held up its end.

To my left, Valentina met her first hobgoblin. The [Tether] registered the kill. Then a second. Then a third. She wasn't pulling back or pacing herself—she was hitting them as fast as they came and letting them come.

To my right, Sera held. The planting absorbed two charges at once and her blade did its work on the rebounds. After the second pair, her marks were already on the third and fourth, and the [Tether] picked up her marks the way it picked up Valentina's aether—a parallel awareness, the same network laying a second pattern across the first.

The Whispering Woods, for the first time that morning, weren't silent. The hobgoblins screamed when they died, and the screams came in waves the way the wedges came in waves.

The first wave took the better part of a minute. We didn't lose ground. We didn't gain it either. By the time the last of the first wedge was down, the second was halfway closed.

I felt Valentina take the wedge's lead. Her aether ran hot enough that the [Tether] registered the heat the way a forge sounds different when the bellows go faster, and I knew she was no longer fighting where the rest of us were.

She'd told me once, only once, after she'd had three cups of the wine I was keeping behind the bar for the nights that needed it. Dozens and dozens. The ambush had been dozens and dozens. Goblins and hobgoblins, low-level by the standards of the four adventurers she'd been in the field with, but the count had made the level not matter. They'd come over Senna and the others before the others had finished drawing. Valentina had cut her way out. The others hadn't.

She was cutting the count down here. Not the ambush. The count. Every hobgoblin she put down was a hobgoblin off the ledger she carried.

I held my line and let her have hers. The [Tether] kept me feeling her and kept her feeling me. Anything that came over her she didn't see, the [Tether] would route to me. That was the contract of the thing.

The second wedge broke against us thirty seconds in. The hobgoblins at the front were going down faster than the hobgoblins behind them could close the gaps, and the wedge stopped being a wedge. It became a ragged line, and then a scatter of individuals pressing forward because the count behind them was pushing them forward, and Valentina was at the front of the scatter cutting them down at the rate her blades would let her.

The count I was keeping put her at twelve kills into the second wedge by the time the press started to break. I don't think she was counting. I don't think she was anything I had a name for in that minute.

Some of the hobgoblins began to peel toward the trees. They wanted to run.

She did not let them.

Sera, to my right, said quietly: "Rowan."

I looked.

Two figures had come out of the trees, thirty paces beyond Valentina on her left, in the angle her bloodlust wasn't watching. The [Tether] didn't catch them. It had been routing every hobgoblin attack to my axis for two minutes, and it had decided these two weren't hobgoblins.

It was right.

The first one I knew. Tall as me, maybe taller. Gray skin, wet-looking, the eyes that didn't blink at the right times. The same humanoid that had stood at my [Sanctuary] boundary three nights ago and smiled the taught smile and whistled his troop back. He stood at the treeline and watched. He was carrying something against his chest, held in both hands, wrapped in dark cloth. The size of it was the size of a man's two fists pressed together.

The second one stood beside him.

It was taller. It wore a heavy hooded cloak that covered it from crown to ground, hood up, face shadowed. For a heartbeat I thought it was another humanoid, and then the hood fell back, and the cloak came open at the shoulders, and the thing inside dropped from two legs to four. The drop was practiced. It had been on four legs most of its life, and worn two only for the walk through the trees.

What landed on the leaf mast wasn't human. Wasn't goblin. The body was lion-shaped, but the forelegs were too long and jointed wrong, the joints of a creature that climbed as much as it ran. The hide was dark and scaled, the scales fitted close like fish-mail. A barbed tail came out behind it, jointed twice like a third weapon, swaying. The face was the worst of it. Feline shape, fanged, the muzzle pulled long. But the eyes were set forward, the way a person's eyes are set, and they read me, and then Sera, and then they read Valentina with the longest read of the three.

Then they were done reading.

It crossed the thirty paces in the time it took me to draw a single breath. The [Tether] screamed every warning it knew how to scream. Valentina, twelve hobgoblin kills deep into the second wedge's count, didn't hear it.

She didn't turn.


CHAPTER EIGHT
THRESHOLD


The creature crossed another twenty paces in the time it took me to start moving.

It left something behind it when it moved.

A smear of itself, dark, the shape it had been in the instant before, hanging in the air for a heartbeat after the creature was already two body lengths’ past. Then the smear faded, and another smear was forming where the creature had just been again. Shadow. The thing was a shadow creature, and the afterimage came off it the way heat comes off a forge.

The information about shadow creatures arrived in my head before I had time to remember it. Stronger and faster than the unshadowed version of whatever animal the shape had been built from. Harder to put down. The Shadow War had been called the Shadow War for a reason, and I'd been told once—by a captain in Ardent who'd come back from past the line and hadn't been right since—that the things past the line shed themselves when they moved.

The system was faster than my memory.

[Skill Unlocked: Threshold Swap—Level 1.]

[You can exchange places with any ally whose [Tether] reads to yours. The doorway works both ways. Anchor where you need to be. Now.]

The information was in my hands before the words had finished registering. I knew how to do the thing the way a man knows the name of a song he hasn't heard yet but recognizes from the first note.

I brought my palms together once.

The world traded itself.

The leaf mast under my boots became different leaf mast. The trees that had been twenty paces to my right were around me now. The angle on the manticore was the angle from Sera's flank—Valentina forward of me at three o'clock with hobgoblins still trying to scatter past her, the manticore mid-pounce, its long jointed forelegs already extending toward the back of her shoulders.

I was inside its reach.

The system had told me what was about to happen and what to do about it in the same beat, and the system was right. The manticore committed to a strike on a target where the target had been, and the target wasn't there. I was there instead, low under its forelegs, my ax coming up on the line where its throat was passing over me.

The edge caught.

Not enough to stop it. The hide was scaled the way I'd thought it was scaled, dense, layered, and the edge of the ax took some of the hide but not all of it. The creature's shadow shed through the cut, dark smoke ribboning out for a heartbeat before the smoke pulled itself back into the body. The wound closed partway. It still bled. It bled less than it should have.

The manticore landed past me and pivoted on its forelegs. The pivot was too fast for the body that carried it, and the afterimage came off the creature again. I saw two manticores for a beat, the real one finishing two paces left of where the smear of the turn was still trailing. The real one was already coming back at me.

Valentina turned at the sound of the ax meeting hide.

She saw the manticore. I realized that even without the bond fully formed, there was a magical line connecting the three of us. A fine tether, not as strong as the single one connecting me and Val, but still there. Valentina saw me where Sera had been, and Sera where I had been, and she didn't ask. The [Tether] was telling her everything she needed.

"Shadow," I said. "Shadow creature. The hide closes."

"Then cut deeper."

She came across the gap at a run somewhere between her usual run and what aether let her do when she stopped pacing it. Her bruise-colored blades trailed light behind her the way the manticore trailed shadow and there were two of her for a heartbeat, the lit Valentina and the slightly-behind one. The [Tether] was running so hot it had started to show.

Sera, behind me where I had been, planted.

She'd processed the swap in the time it had taken her to plant. I'd known she would. Wardens read displacement the way other classes read terrain. She put her marks down on the manticore the moment her feet were set, and the marks bloomed silver across its hide where the shadow ran thinnest. Three points of weight, gathered around the cut I'd opened that was already closing.

"There," she said. "And there. And there."

Valentina hit the marks.

The first blade went into the shoulder mark. The cut held—Sera's silver stood in the gap of the hide like a wedge of light, and the shadow couldn't close around it. The second blade went into the flank mark. That cut held too. The manticore screamed, and the scream was the part of it that wasn't lion and wasn't anything else I had a name for.

It came around on Valentina with the tail.

The barbed tail moved faster than the rest of the body, jointed twice, the joints letting it whip wide of its arc. Valentina saw the strike coming through the [Tether] before it had committed. She didn't dodge. Wardens didn't dodge, and apparently Wardens weren't the only ones, because Valentina had picked the trick up from Sera somehow, the way fighters pick up each other's tricks. She set her feet and let the tail come.

The barbs caught her shoulder. The pivot of the strike tried to spin her, and she rode the spin instead of fighting it. She came around with the tail's momentum and brought both blades down on the joint where the tail met the back. The aether parted the joint. The tail came off in the leaf mast.

The manticore screamed again. Different scream. The forward-set eyes—the human-set eyes that hadn't belonged on the feline face—found me.

It chose me.

It came at me with the forelegs out, the long climbing-jointed forelegs reaching the way they had been built to reach. I had a half-second to set. The [Tether] routed Sera's mark to my axis and I knew the line of the strike before the strike committed. I came in under the right foreleg and took the ax down on the joint Sera had marked silver.

The joint gave. The foreleg went out from under it.

The manticore tried to roll. The roll was a four-legged roll on three legs, and three legs wasn't enough for the maneuver, and the creature went onto its side instead of through it. Its head was at ax-height for a heartbeat. I took the heartbeat.

My ax came down on the muzzle.

The skull didn't part—the bone there was the thickest part—but the blow rang through the creature's head, and for a moment, the human-set eyes lost their focus. The shadow shed off it in a long pulse. Valentina was already on the off-flank, both blades in, slipping them through every mark Sera could lay down faster than the manticore could pull its shadow back to close the wounds behind them.

We were hurting it. It still wasn't down.

The hobgoblins had peeled off when the manticore came at us—what was left of the second wedge had decided the manticore would finish the job for them and had gone into the trees, or had been cut down in the press, or had simply stopped being part of what I was tracking. The fight was the three of us and the shadow creature now. The wedges had been preamble. This was the work.

I caught a glimpse of the humanoid at the treeline.

Still holding the wrapped thing against its chest with both hands. Still not moving. Watching the fight the way an officer watches a sweep he isn't running himself—patient, evaluating, not pulling for either side. The wet-gray face held nothing I could read. I had a beat of attention for it and no more.

The manticore came back up.

The shadow had thinned around the cuts. We'd opened enough wounds that the closing was getting slower. The smoke that ribboned out took longer to pull back, and one of the cuts on the flank had stopped trying to close at all. The creature still had three working legs and the will to use them, and it brought the will down on Sera.

Sera was where I'd been. The planting did its work the first time the manticore swung—the strike rebounded, and her short blade went through the shadow of a swing the manticore hadn't yet committed to. But the manticore made a second strike from a place the manticore hadn't been when it had started the swing. Sera couldn't read the second strike, because the second strike had come from a position that hadn't existed when she'd put down her mark.

The forepaw caught her in the side.

She went into a tree at the edge of the clearing. Hard. The thud was the kind of thud that makes you count breaths before you check the body. I counted. One. Two. Three. She drew in on the fourth. Marks still glowing at her fingertips. Not dead.

The [Tether] registered her down and holding.

Then it was Valentina and me.

We closed on the manticore from both sides. The creature was tired now; the shadow thinner, the smears it left when it moved taking longer to form and longer to fade. It was running out of whatever fuel the shadow ran on.

It still had the front foreleg. It still had the bite.

It came at Valentina once more.

She hit the strike with both blades. The strike landed anyway. What the manticore had taken from Sera it had calculated against Valentina, and the calculation had a margin. The forepaw caught her under the ribs and threw her sideways into the trees on the far side of the clearing.

I watched her hit. The [Tether] registered the impact and registered her conscious. It registered her not coming up for the minute it would take her to get her wind back.

Which left me.

The manticore knew it left me. The forward-set eyes found mine. It came.

I let it come. There wasn't anything else left to do with it.

The manticore led with the working foreleg. I took the strike on the haft of the ax. The haft cracked. I used the crack and let the ax-head split off the haft, and came in under the next strike with the broken haft in one hand and the loose ax-head in the other. The shadow creature hadn't accounted for the split, because the split hadn't been planned. I had the ax-head over its eye. I drove it down through the eye into whatever sat under the eye.

The shadow came out of the wound in a flood.

The creature's body went slack. Its weight came forward on me before I could clear, and the weight was the full weight of a lion with a layered scaled hide, and the weight took me to the leaf mast and stayed.

I couldn't move. I couldn't get out from under.

I could turn my head. I turned it.

The humanoid was where it had been at the treeline. Still holding the wrapped thing against its chest. Watching me. Watching the dead manticore on top of me. Watching Valentina across the clearing as she pushed herself up onto one elbow. Watching Sera against her tree as she pulled her feet under her.

I waited for it to come.

It would come now. We were down; Sera concussed, Valentina winded, me pinned. This was the moment it came.

It didn't come.

It lowered itself slowly to one knee, the way a man lowers himself when he's about to set a precious gift down with care. It unwrapped the cloth from around the thing in its hands. The cloth fell open. The thing inside was a stone, no larger than a child's two fists pressed together, dark and veined and pulsing with a slow light that looked like blood looks when it's catching low sun.

It set the stone on the leaf mast.

It stood up.

It looked at me across the clearing. Then it did the thing with its mouth I'd seen it do at the inn. The smile. The same one, pulled at the corners exactly the same way—except this time it held the smile a count longer than it had at the inn.

Then it turned.

It walked into the trees. The heavy hooded cloak caught the light and lost it as the humanoid stepped between the trunks, and the cloak began to take on the colors of the bark and the moss and the mast around it, and three steps in, the cloak wasn't a cloak anymore. It was forest, and the humanoid walked through it and away.

I turned my head back toward the stone.

It was where the humanoid had left it. Pulsing slow blood-light. Five paces from where Sera sat against her tree, recovering, who hadn't seen the placement. Valentina across the clearing on her elbow, who hadn't seen it either. I was the only one who'd watched the thing arrive at our feet.

Consciousness started evading me then.

The system notification arrived just as it did.

[Bond Sealed: Sera Ashvane → You.]

I read it twice in the half-second the system gave me to read it. I had the words but not what the words meant. Sera. Bonded. To me? A Contract Stone that the humanoid had carried through the trees, through the fight, and laid at her feet at the end of it, like a placement that had always been meant for this.

The [Sanctuary] woke.

I felt it the way I'd felt it the night of the goblins, the long living shape of the inn orienting towards us across ten miles of country. The inn was reaching. The [Tether] was the line, and the [Sanctuary] was running back along the [Tether] toward its bound, the way a river’s waters runs back along to its source.

There was a flash of light, white and wide.

The leaf mast under my back wasn't leaf mast. It was the floor of my common room. The weight of the manticore was gone. Sera lay on the floor beside me, and Valentina on the floor on my other side. The hearth was burning the way it always burned.

The bond pulled strongly enough that I didn't have time to read it, because my body had decided it was done reading anything for a while.

I went under.

The last thing I saw was the ceiling of my own inn.


CHAPTER NINE
UNBOUND


The Shadow War wasn't done with me.

I was in the kitchen wing in Ardent again, the south barracks gone, the men I'd had at the start of the day mostly gone with them, the wave coming over the rubble where the south wall had been. I had the ax in both hands. My back was set to a doorway that wasn't quite my doorway. Something with the eyes set wrong was coming up the rubble at me, and the eyes were the wrong color, and the smile⁠—

A hand on my chest.

The hand was warm. It had been warm for some time before I'd been aware of it being warm, which meant it had been there longer than the dream had let me feel it. The dream let go of me a piece at a time. Something on the other side was calling it back.

"You're at the inn," she said.

I knew the voice the way I knew the [Tether], before my eyes had finished opening.

"You're at the inn. It's the morning of the third day after the woods. Sera is fine. I am fine. You are fine. The hearth is burning. Your boots are by the door where you left them. Open your eyes when you're ready."

I opened them.

The ceiling above me was my own. The window let in the gray light of a morning that had been going for some hours. Valentina sat on the edge of the bed with her hand flat on my sternum and her hair down. She'd done this before. She knew what to do.

"How long," I said. My voice came out hoarse.

"Two days, going on three. You opened your eyes once at sunset on the first day. You didn't see me. You said something about Ardent and went back under."

She picked up a cup from the floor beside the bed and held it for me. Cold water. She knew how I drank it after a long stretch of work in three small sips, a beat, three more. She gave me six that way without being asked.

I let my head come back down on the pillow.

"Sera?"

"Last time I saw her she was in the kitchen. Bruised but walking."

"The stone?"

Valentina turned her head toward the table by the wall. I followed the turn with my eyes.

The Contract Stone sat on a folded cloth in the middle of the table. Sera had set it square in the middle, untouched. The slow blood-light I'd seen at the treeline was still moving inside the stone, only slower. The pulse was slow now. The stone had laid down and was waiting.

The system was ready when I looked.

[Hearth Sense: Reading.]

[The stone is a Contract Stone. The vow on it is open. No holder has been named. The stone is waiting for an owner. Assign your name to it inside the nearby dungeon and you’ll have the rights for the whole Whispering Woods’ dungeon system.]

I read it twice. The system, when it answered a question I hadn't asked, was telling me to pay attention to what it had said.

Open. No holder named.

Valentina had been watching my face. "What does it say?"

"It hasn't been bound to anyone."

"That's good?"

"That's interesting. It means neither of you took it for yourselves."

"I couldn't have. The [Tether] wouldn't let me touch the thing for the first day. I'm not sure I'd want to anyway."

"Sera?"

A voice from the doorway: "I haven't touched it either."

I turned my head slowly. My head was reminding me, like the rest of me, that it had been still for two days. Sera stood in the doorway. Her right arm was in a sling, her hair was down, and she had a bandage wrapped around her ribs under one of my shirts. The shirt was too big for her. It made her look smaller than the woman I'd watched read doorways at my common room bar for the past month.

I lay back. The sigh that came out of me was longer than I'd meant it to be. I hadn't known I'd been worried until I'd seen her standing.

"You scared me," I said. To her. With Valentina sitting on my chest hand-to-sternum hearing it, but to Sera.

Sera came in slowly, favoring her bandaged side. She sat on the bed on my other side, opposite Valentina, and laid her good hand on the blanket where my knee was underneath.

"I'm here," she said.

I closed my eyes for a beat. Opened them.

"You."

Valentina raised an eyebrow.

"How are you? You took a strike across the clearing too."

"I'm fine."

"You're fine."

"I have a bruise across my ribs the width of a dinner plate and a hairline crack in two places that the system is healing on a curve. I'm fine. I've had worse."

"The [Tether]?"

"Held me when I hit the trees. I'd have come apart without it, probably. With it, I just hit hard and bounced." A small dry laugh. "Don't worry about me. I worried about both of you for two days. It's your turn now."

I let that sit. Valentina didn't take being worried about, and I'd learned that a few weeks back and stopped trying. The laugh meant what she said was true—bruised hard, not damaged.

"The inn?"

"Running quiet. Two paying guests came in the day after we got back. They asked about the scorch marks on the door frame. I told them there'd been a kitchen fire and the hearthstone had needed reseating. They believed me. They left this morning before you were up. The boundary's held the whole time."

"And the courier?"

"Left the morning after we came back. He didn't ask what the stone was. He didn't ask what had happened in the woods. He said he could give us two days, and he gave us two, then he rode for Millford with the inn's stable horse." She looked at Sera. "Tell him the rest."

Valentina shifted her hand on my chest. She wasn't pressing. She was keeping it there, and the hand was the part of waking up that had reminded me I was at the inn and not in Ardent.

"A guild rider passed the trailhead at the eastern crossroads yesterday afternoon," Sera said. "[Hearth Sense] pinged him through Valentina. He didn't come toward the inn. He rode north. Journeyman warden, from Valentina's description of his kit—second or third tier, not a full investigator. He's gathering, not pursuing. Yet."

"How long do we have?"

"Don't know. Days, maybe. The crown's people don't move at guild speed. The guild's people don't move at crown speed. Both of them know the stone is out of the safehouse. Both of them know Mira's chain leads to me. Both of them have been told something happened in the woods. Neither of them knows we have the stone, yet."

"Yet."

"Yet."

I lay still for a long beat. The ceiling of my room hadn't changed in the weeks I'd been at the inn. There was a knot in the third board from the wall that had a kind of face if you stared at it long enough. I was staring at it.

"I don't want to be between them."

"Between who?"

"The crown and the guild. Whatever they have going on between them, they can keep it between them. The Shadow War's records are in a vault and the survivors are scattered. The stones from those vows can stay where they were put. I came down here for peace."

Sera and Valentina exchanged a look. Both of them were about to tell me I wasn't going to get what I'd just said I wanted.

"You're already in the middle of it," Sera said.

"I know."

"You knew when you said it."

"I knew when I said it. I said it anyway."

Valentina laughed once, short and quiet. First one in my room in two days.

"I'm in this the way the inn is in it," I said. "There are shadow creatures in my neighborhood. There's a humanoid that brought a Contract Stone to my doorstep and set it on the ground at the feet of a woman in my inn. There are creatures operating in this country that shouldn't be here. That's a problem for my neighbors and the road and my business, and that part I can't sit on. The crown's politics with the guild aren't my problem. The creatures in the woods are."

Sera nodded slowly.

"Then leave the stone alone until someone comes for it. Don't bind it, don't move it. Wait. Deal with the creature problem the way you'd deal with any other creature problem near the inn."

"I'd planned to."

"Good."

I looked at her for a beat.

"You could ride after him. The courier. If you took the eastern road you might catch him before Millford. Tell the guild you were tracking the chain, the stone wasn't where you thought, you don't know what happened in the woods. The guild's records would say you weren't here. If anyone came asking, you weren't."

"No."

"It would cover you."

"No. The courier's at Millford by now. He's a good man and I asked him to give us two days, and he gave us two, but he can't give me a story that I wasn't here. He saw who came back from the woods. He saw the flash from the road. That story doesn't exist anymore."

She looked at me. The look was the same one she'd given me at the kitchen bar the morning the courier had come down with his sealed case.

"I'm not in the guild anymore. I haven't been since I read Mira's notice. It didn't make sense anymore. I wasn't ready to say it out loud, so I didn't. I'm saying it now. I'm not in the guild anymore. There's nowhere for me to go back to."

The room got quiet.

Valentina had moved her hand from my sternum to my forearm during the conversation. Sera was sitting close enough on my other side that I could feel the warmth of her hip against mine through the blanket. I was aware of both of them at the same time. I hadn't felt that doubled awareness in a long time.

I turned my head toward Valentina.

"Is this a problem for you?"

Valentina smiled. Her sly smile—the one for when she'd won an argument I hadn't started yet.

"We already talked about it."

"You did."

"We did."

"When?"

"While you were under. I had two days, and Sera had most of the second day, and the only thing in the inn that needed our attention besides you was each other. So we talked."

Sera was looking at her hands in her lap. She wasn't looking away from the conversation. She was letting Valentina speak for both of them.

"And?"

"And we're fine. It's fine. You're not having this conversation alone."

I waited.

"What did you decide?"

"You're not stupid. You know what we decided."

"I want to hear it."

Valentina's hand on my forearm moved once. She held my eyes.

"Sera stays. Sera stays as long as Sera wants to stay. The inn has room for her, and the [Tether] already worked it out before any of us did, and I'm not jealous. I have never been jealous of you. I don't have the wiring for it. Sera knew that when she agreed, and you'd know it about me if you stopped to think about it, but you've been asleep, so I'm telling you now."

"You've never been jealous of me?"

"Never."

"You said that with a lot of conviction."

"Because I mean it with a lot of conviction." The sly smile widened a notch. "Now stop checking and come back."

The conversation had been holding them at the edges of the bed.

Now, the conversation was over.

Valentina moved first. Like always, no tells. One moment her hand was on my forearm, and the next she'd leaned over me with her hair falling toward my face, and her mouth was on mine before either of us had decided that was what was about to happen. She kissed the way she'd kissed me the first time with the same lack of preamble, the same heat under it. The kiss tasted like the tea she'd been drinking and the cold air she'd brought in from checking the boundary at dawn.

I had a hand at the back of her neck before I'd decided to put it there.

Sera was watching us. I could feel her watching. The [Tether] had two lines running through it now—Valentina, who'd been a steady current under everything since the morning I'd lit the first hearth, and Sera, who'd been there since the woods. Two warm pressures, parallel, neither competing. Sera leaned in.

Valentina broke the kiss and looked at me.

"Make room for her."

I turned my head toward Sera. She came down on my other side, and her mouth found mine, and Valentina lifted back enough to give me to Sera without leaving the bed. Sera kissed me with her good hand at the side of my face, slow at first, the way she'd kissed me three nights back. Then less slow.

Valentina was watching us now. I could feel her watching the way I'd felt Sera watching a minute earlier. She was patient, interested, not in a hurry.

The bedclothes had been over me to the waist. They weren't anymore.

I don't remember either of them moving the blanket. It was off, and I was warm anyway, because there were two warm bodies leaning toward me in the gray morning light. Sera's shirt—my shirt—came open at some point I hadn't tracked. She did it herself with her good hand, working her own buttons one at a time. Valentina shed her own clothes efficiently, without ceremony, the way she always did. The bandage stayed where it was at Sera's ribs. The rest of her came out from under the shirt.

I touched the bandage carefully when Sera leaned back enough to let me see her. She laughed.

"Careful is your word for it now?"

"It is at the moment."

"Don't be." She held my eyes. "Don't be careful with me. I want this. Be the way you are."

Valentina, on my other side, smiled.

"He's not careful with me either."

"Good."

I was between them, and my body, after two days of stillness, was telling me in clear language that the stillness was over.

I reached for both of them at once. Sera came down on my chest with her mouth on my throat. Valentina kissed me again with the same heat as before, less new. The two of them had agreed about this while I'd been under, and the agreement showed in the way neither of them was checking with the other for permission to do what she was doing. Both of them were doing what they wanted with me at the same time. Nothing about it conflicted.

Sera made a sound when my hand found her hip. Valentina made a different sound when my other hand found her at the small of the back. The sounds came at the same time and didn't compete.

Both of them at me at once. Neither got in the way of the other.

Sera's mouth came up from my throat to my jaw and then to my mouth, and Valentina's mouth was somewhere along the line of my shoulder. The bandage on Sera's ribs caught against my chest when she leaned closer. I held the bandage in mind. The rest of her I held without holding back.

She made a soft sound against my lips.

"I told you not to."

"Be careful. I know."

"You're being careful."

"I'm being careful with the bandage. Not with you."

That was enough for her. She kissed me harder. Valentina, on my other side, ran her hand along my side from rib to hip with a long slow stroke, not asking for attention, just reminding me where she was. I didn't need the reminding. The [Tether] told me. But the stroke wasn't for telling me. It was because she'd wanted to put a hand somewhere, and it had been too long since she'd put a hand there without thinking about it.

Sera lay back against the pillow at one point and pulled me down with her good hand. I went where she pulled me. My mouth found her belly above the bandage, and then below it, and her breath caught and steadied and caught again under my mouth in a way I learned over the next stretch of minutes. Valentina, on my left, had her hand on the small of my back, moving slowly without interfering, making sure I knew she was there. The [Tether] told me where she was. I didn't need to check. The hand was for me.

Sera's free hand came down into my hair at one point. It wasn't guiding. It was holding on. Her breath was getting away from her in pieces.

"There," she said. Quieter than her usual voice. "Right there."

I stayed where I was. I'd had my hands and my mouth on her for as long as she'd needed both, and when she went, she went with my mouth still on her and her good hand still in mine.

Her sound, when it came, was the sound she'd made in my room three nights back, fuller this time. Her back arched into the bandage and then settled, and she came back down breathing harder than she'd been before.

I came up to lay beside her. She turned her head and looked at me with the look she'd given me the first time, with seven more days of knowing me in it.

"I'm going to keep doing this," she said.

"I know."

"I wanted to make sure you did."

I kissed her forehead. Then Valentina, because Valentina was already looking at me with the look that was her turn.

"My turn."

"Your turn."

I let Sera settle against the pillow. Valentina came in at her own pace. She'd been waiting through the last stretch of minutes. She was done waiting. We moved together. Sera, recovering, watched us with her good hand still wrapped around mine.

A month of fighting and stealing nights had built us a rhythm. We knew what the other could take. We took it now.

Valentina didn't need slow the way Sera had needed slow. She knew what worked, and what worked was a rhythm I'd come to know in the back of every count since the first night. Sera kept her hand in mine the whole time and watched. She didn't look away. She watched the way she'd watched me in the kitchen the morning she'd read the courier's letter, except this time the watching had warmth underneath it, and the warmth was running back to me through the [Tether] the way the [Tether] had been running to her since the woods.

Valentina, when she went, went with my mouth on hers and a sound at the back of her throat that I'd been working toward hearing her make.

She came back down with her forehead against my collarbone, breathing in time with Sera and with me. The three of us were quiet for a long beat while the morning went on around us.

Then Valentina lifted her head. Her eyes had the look she got when she'd thought about a thing already and was deciding which version of it to do.

"He hasn't finished yet."

"No."

"We can fix that."

Sera turned her head against the pillow toward me. Her face had the same look; they'd clearly had this conversation. They were executing the version they'd agreed on.

They moved at once.

They came down on either side of me, Valentina at my left, Sera at my right. Valentina took my left hand. Sera took my right with her good one. They lay against my hips and chest with their bellies pressed close to me, and their hands met in the middle and worked together at my body, knowing exactly what they were doing.

I lasted a count I would not have predicted. The two of them, between them, did not take long.

When I went, I went with both their hands on me and both their bellies warm against my hips. What I let go of, I let go of between them. Valentina laughed once, low and pleased, against my throat. Sera made a small, surprised sound that was different from the one she'd made earlier. She'd never been one of two before.

I went slack between them.
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For a long time none of us moved.

The morning light kept coming gray through the window. The hearth burned steady downstairs. I could feel it through the boards because the [Tether] was sitting open to it—not just to Valentina, not just to Sera, but to the whole long shape of the inn underneath us, the way the [Tether] had been open on the night [Sanctuary] had reached ten miles out to pull us home.

Valentina sat up, slow, and got the cloth from the basin by the bed. She'd put the cloth there earlier, before the morning had started—I hadn't seen her do it. She wiped Sera's belly first, gently. Then her own, then mine. Efficient and without comment, the way Valentina did anything that needed doing. She set the cloth on the table beside the stone, folded.

She lay back down between us—Sera on my right, Valentina on my left, the three of us across the bed in a line. She pulled the blanket up. The blanket reached me at the waist, Sera at her bandage, Valentina at her hip.

Sera spoke first.

"That was a different morning than I'd planned to have."

"It was a different morning than I'd planned to have too," I said.

Valentina laughed once into the pillow. "You weren't planning anything. You were asleep."

"True."

Sera squeezed my hand once, then settled. Her breath slowed against my shoulder. Valentina turned her head against my other shoulder and watched me through one eye, the way she watched me when she was about to fall asleep and wanted me to know it.

"Water," she said.

"Mm."

"There's a cup. Drink some. You haven't had enough yet."

The cup was on the table beside the basin, in the position Valentina had moved it to when she'd helped me drink earlier. She'd put it somewhere I could reach without pulling either of them off me. I hadn't seen her move it. Valentina had been thinking ahead for two days. The cup was just one of the places that showed.

I drank. Set the cup back. Lay down.

The stone was still on the table. The knot in the third board was still doing its face.

The guild was coming. The crown was coming. Whatever had walked into the trees with its cloak becoming forest was out there still, somewhere, with the rest of whatever it had left to do. I had a few days, maybe. The stone with its unbound vow sat waiting for me to decide. Two women in my bed had decided, while I'd been under, that they'd handle whatever came together.

Sera's breathing had gone slow and even. Valentina, on my other side, had dropped off the way she usually did—all at once, like a candle put out.

The hearth burned steady downstairs.

I let myself sleep.


CHAPTER TEN
THE CARPENTER'S RATE


The inn had found its rhythm.

Sera settled into it by the end of the first week after the woods fight—tentatively at first, then less tentatively as she found the places she was useful. She ran the common room when I had kitchen work. She handled the money side of things with precision, which was fitting, considering she had spent fifteen years filing reports under guild oversight, and she did it in a way that made clear she liked the job better than she'd liked the reports.

The guild had not let her name the columns what she wanted. The inn let her name the columns what she wanted. The columns were now organized under headers like "miscellaneous arrivals," "the kind of people who tip generously," and "the other kind," and the records were more legible than they had been since I'd inherited the property.

Valentina had accepted all of this as evidence that the [Tether] knew what it was doing. "I told you," she said one morning, refilling her coffee at the hearth, and didn't say what she'd told me, because we both knew.

The three of us had found a way of moving through the inn's days that didn't require narration. Valentina ran her perimeter check at dawn and dusk, watching the road, keeping the aether warm in her palm. Sera ran the books and the common room and had started taking on the morning supply inventory without being asked. I ran the kitchen and the hearth and the guests, and between the three of us, the inn ran the way I'd wanted it to run when I'd first lit the hearth.

The business was good. More than good. The inn was full every night—all rooms occupied, the stable converted to a third option for travelers who didn't mind the smell, and by the second week after the woods fight, I had two cots in the stable and both of them were filling every night. Travelers who arrived to find no space were leaving coins on the bar. Not payment as there was nothing to pay for. Goodwill deposits on rooms they hadn't yet slept in.

"They're buying faith," Sera said one evening, turning one of the coins in her hand. "They believe they'll need this inn again. They're paying to be remembered."

[Hearth Sense] didn't push back on that.

The guests themselves were worth noting. [Hearth Sense] had started reading them with a specificity it hadn't had before [Sanctuary] unlocked; not threat assessments, something more like reading their intent. A Warden on a capital transit posting who left three times the standard rate and asked if I'd hold a standing reservation six months out. Two merchants traveling separately who ended up in conversation over dinner and whose deal, brokered across the common room table with the friction that [House Rules] seemed to quietly encourage, left both of them more satisfied than they'd arrived. A retired guild assessor who said nothing across three days and left a coin on the pillow that Sera identified as an old guild commendation token—the kind given for service.

"He knows what this place is," she said, turning it over.

"What is it?"

She looked up. "I'm still working that out. But he knew before I did."

She put the token in the column labeled "miscellaneous arrivals."

The coin we were generating was substantial. Sera had been tracking it from the day she'd taken over the books, and the morning she showed me the two-week summary, I sat with the ledger for a long time. The numbers ran triple what I'd projected when I'd taken on the property—triple projection, plus tips, plus what she'd started calling the faith fund, the jar by the door that now required emptying every three days. I could afford to build. The question was what to build and who to trust with it.

The morning that a family of four arrived at the gate after a full night of riding and I couldn't give them a room, a cot, or a corner of the stable, was the morning I stopped sitting on the question.

"I need to find Davin," I said at breakfast.

Sera looked up from the register. "The carpenter who was staying here?"

"He told me, when he was a guest, that he had the capacity for a longer contract if the work was right. I want to know what his current rate is and whether he's willing to move to the inn for the duration."

"Move to the inn," Valentina said, from the hearth.

"Just for a while. It's the most efficient way to run a major build. Commuting from the village adds two hours to the workday and introduces every problem that comes with a crew that isn't on site."

"He’s smart. Always talks like he’s negotiating," Sera said. "I talked to him for an hour about the treeline. Hard man."

"Good. That means he knows what things are worth."

Valentina studied me over her cup. "The guild rider who passed the crossroads last week hasn't come back. That either means the guild has nothing urgent to send, or it means they're done sending single riders. Going anywhere alone right now⁠—"

"The village is an hour south. I'll be back before nightfall."

She held the look for a beat. Then she turned back to the hearth.

"Before nightfall," she said. Not a question.

"Before nightfall," I said.

Val and Sera came upstairs that night. I was up before dawn.

The post road south ran through low farmland for the first half mile, then rose slightly where the Whispering Woods curved away from the road and left a clear sightline toward the hills. The morning was cold enough for the mare's breath to come in visible pulls, and the road was empty except for a mail rider going the other way who nodded and kept moving. The wood sat quiet to my right for the first mile and a half. I watched it the way I'd been watching it since the fight. It gave me nothing back. Whatever had moved in that wood had, if Davin's information was right, already come out of it. That was a problem I'd hold for the inn's walls, not the open road.

Oakridge appeared at the road's bend past the second milestone. It was a village of two hundred at most, a mill, a smithy, three streets of houses built for weather and a square that ran as a market on Thursdays. The trolls had come through the lower field before I'd arrived in the region. The lower field's fence was higher now than it needed to be for livestock. The gate posts had names carved into them—not the livestock owners, but the families that had lost more than livestock in the incursion. The village remembered what it had been saved from. Villages that remembered tended to be better to do business with than villages that had moved on.

I found Davin in his workshop behind the second house on the east street. He was at the bench with a hand plane, fitting a joint with the attention of a man who did not like joints that needed refitting. He looked up when I came through the door. The careful stoop. The hat on its peg instead of his head, because in his own workshop the hat went on the peg.

"Innkeeper," he said.

"Davin. I need to talk about a contract."

He set the plane down. He didn't reach for the hat.

"Sit," he said.

I sat and laid out everything I wanted. He listened through without interrupting.

Davin was the kind of negotiator who listened all the way through an opening before he said anything, which in my experience meant he was deciding which version of yes he was willing to offer, not whether he'd offer one. The captains and quartermasters I'd dealt with in the war were the same way—they let you finish, because stopping you early cost them information.

"Permanent post," he said, when I'd finished.

"For the duration of the expansion. Maintenance contract after that, per job."

"My rate for a permanent post is higher than one-off work."

"I know. I'm paying the permanent-post rate because I want the permanent-post standard."

He turned the joint fitting in his hands without looking at it.

"Minimum two rooms," I said. "Possibly four, depending on the structure. A second stable section is likely. I want your assessment of the walls and foundation before we fix the scope."

"When was the foundation last inspected?"

"Came with the deed. Before I took it over."

"That inspection's stale."

"Which is why I want your eyes on it before we talk numbers."

He set the fitting down. Picked it up again.

"My apprentice comes with me."

"Expected."

"Room and board. Both of us."

"Room and board. Three meals. You eat what the inn eats."

"My weekly rate⁠—"

He named a number.

The number was high. Built high to be negotiated from, with a floor underneath it that was lower than the stated price. I knew this because every contractor I'd dealt with in Ardent during the second siege, when we'd needed walls rebuilt fast under fire and the civilian contractors knew it, had opened the same way. The stated price was what they wanted. The floor was what they'd take. Getting to the floor without insulting them was the work.

"Counter," I said.

I named the number I was actually willing to pay. Not the one below it—the one. Getting to real numbers fast had saved my command two days of negotiation time in Ardent and I'd kept the habit.

Davin looked at my number.

"That's not far off mine," he said.

"It's the number. I don't have a lower one under it."

He picked up the plane. Not to use it. To hold it.

"You're not much of a negotiator," he said.

"I say what I'll pay before I sit down. It saves everyone an hour."

The corner of his mouth moved. The shape that lives next to a smile in a man who doesn't smile often.

"Two weeks' notice," he said. "I have jobs I can't leave half-done."

"Two weeks."

"Assessment first. If the structure needs remediation, the scope and the price both change."

"Agreed."

"My apprentice is young. He's good, but he learns on the job. You'll see mistakes that get corrected."

"So did I at his age."

He looked at me for a beat, then set the plane down clean.

"Two weeks," he said.

We shook on it. The grip had the weight of a man who meant it the first time.

I was at the workshop door when he spoke again.

"That figure I told your woman about," he said. "The one at the treeline. The night before the trolls."

I stopped. Turned.

"A rider came through the village last week. Stopping only long enough to water his horse. He said there'd been a disturbance in the Whispering Woods. Said whatever had been moving in there had come out."

"Moving north?"

"That's what he said."

I held the door frame for a moment. Solid wood. Good joinery.

"I'm not a fighting man," Davin said behind me. "But I'm not a stupid one. I've heard what people on the post road say about your inn; the light they saw that night, the fact that things that were moving through this region have stopped moving through it since the word spread that your boundary holds. I'm coming because the work is honest and the rate is honest. I'd like to think the position isn't more dangerous than building in a flood plain."

"I can't promise no danger. I can promise you'll know about it before anyone else does."

He considered that. The familiar nod.

"Two weeks," he said.

I went out.

The village square was quiet when I crossed it. Not market day. A woman with a basket was heading toward the mill. A boy sat on the well wall looking at nothing in particular. The horses at the trough were taking their time.

I was halfway to the mare when the horns sounded from the north road.

Not a rider's warning. Not a single urgent note, but one with multiple voices, formally spaced. My posture shifted before my mind caught up. The hand moved toward the ax that wasn't at my hip.

The Shadow War didn't come back in images. It came back in sounds.

I put my palm flat on the mare's neck instead. She stood steady, and I let her steadiness come up through my hand and waited.

The horns finished.

"In the orders of His Majesty the King." The herald's voice carried across the square, trained for open air. "Make way for the most noble Baroness Cavayne, on royal commission to the territories of the eastern march."

The convoy came through the north gate at the measured pace of a procession that understood it was being watched and intended to be watched correctly. Six outriders in the King's livery, horses matched. A carriage with the Baroness's device on the door, which was a stylized bird on a quartered field I didn't recognize from any of the noble houses I'd had reason to learn. A supply cart, heavily loaded. Four rear riders to close the column.

Diplomatic. Not military. But diplomatic convoys in the eastern march didn't happen without a reason worth a carriage and matched horses.

I heard the scoff from my left.

Brief, quiet. The kind of sound that reaches ears trained to catch sounds not meant to carry. I turned my head.

Four men against the wall of the cooperage on the square's east side. Dark clothes cut the way the guild cuts its field gear—fitted, practical, the kind of tailoring that allows faster movement than the cut suggests and conceals what it needs to conceal. One had his arms crossed. Two were watching the convoy with the professional attention of people who had been told to watch it and were doing exactly that. The fourth was speaking quietly to the third.

The one with his arms crossed caught me looking. He held the look for a beat. It was the evaluating kind, the kind that was deciding how much to communicate in the holding of it. He decided to communicate very little, and looked back at the convoy.

The Baroness's carriage rolled past the well. The outriders held the pace. The supply cart followed.

I looked at the carriage. Then at the guild men. Then at the road between them and the post road that led north, past the wood's edge and the two milestones, to my inn.

The problem had reached me faster than I'd expected. Both the crown and the guild were already close, they’d be searching for the Contract Stone and my inn would be visited very soon.

I untied the mare, put my foot in the stirrup, and rode home.


CHECK THIS OUT!


Thank you for reading!

If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review.

Reviews are so important to authors.

[image: ]


Follow Cole Hayes on Amazon here.

For more Harem Lit / LitRPG Adventures:

www.royalguardpublishing.com

https://www.facebook.com/RoyalGuard2020

https://www.facebook.com/marcus.sloss.524

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks

https://harem-lit.com/

https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases

https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

https://www.facebook.com/groups/SuperLit


ADDITIONALLY


Also, you can find other brilliant LitRPG authors at GamelitRPG society and LitRPG Books!

OEBPS/image_rsrc1DW.jpg
o
fany

ROYAL GUARD





OEBPS/font_rsrc1DU.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc1DV.jpg
" Cole Hayes





OEBPS/image_rsrc1DX.jpg





OEBPS/font_rsrc1DT.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc1DY.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Title Page


    		Copyright


    		Contents


    		What Happened So Far


    		Stat Block


    		1. The Investigator's Breakfast


    		2. Regulars


    		3. House Rules and Hard Nights


    		4. The Courier


    		5. First Light


    		6. Unread


    		7. The Count


    		8. Threshold


    		9. Unbound


    		10. The Carpenter's Rate


    		Check This Out!


    		Additionally


  



Guide

		Cover

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116






