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			To my family.
You’re all dorks 
and I love you to pieces.
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				An Unwelcome Message

			
			
				Dear Diary,

				It is day two hundred and forty-eight, and I am still not dead. Progress on the lute has been going melodiously well, and Benjamin has finally given birth to two kids. Their adorable bleats woke me up first thing this morning, and I can already tell it’s going to be a splendid day

			

			A noise that sounded like a cat throwing up arose from the yard.

			Morfran the Beheader lowered his quill, glanced out at the soft morning sunlight warming his property, and listened. From the barn, which he’d painted a quaint, pastoral red with the blood of highwaymen who thought him an easy target when he first moved in, he could hear it: the delicate bleeaat of Benjamin’s kids.

			It wasn’t a sound he was used to. No, he was used to dying wails on some battlefield and piteous pleas of de-legged men who’d suctioned themselves to his boots as he tried to walk past, and their grunted oofs as he promptly kicked them off. But this—this little noise that was barely a noise as the wispy-furred kids curled up beside their mother’s belly—this was welcome music to his ears.

			Content that they were well, he picked up a wedge of rye toast he’d topped off with his delightful raspberry jam recipe and savored the warm, sweet moment.

			It’d been two weeks since he’d last seen another human face, and it was glorious. There was no ugly mug coming to tell him that the expected shipment of pikes and halberds was somehow lost in transit near the southeast coast. There was no one coming to tell him soldiers were complaining about having to march through the Marshes of Mush and getting soggy socks (though this was a mostly reasonable complaint). There was no one coming to tell him about an argument between his two best generals that “involved jealous feelings and a wench and a shiv and oh, we need to appoint two new generals because the argument is now over and neither of them survived the stab-happy wench.”

			Here he could just be. The weather in the southlands was relatively mild, the winters were wet and weak, and even during the chilliest of days there was the promise of sun. It provided bounteous opportunity for him to work on his tan, which he’d already indulged in, foil reflector and oils and all.

			His farm was perfect as well; a steal of a bargain, it was. It only cost him the lives of the three others vying for the property, and afterwards he buried his sword (again) behind the barn and wiped his hands clean of their blood in the stream at the far end of the yard.

			It was in that moment, as he watched the cold water wash the red from his hands, that he officially announced it to Benjamin.

			“That’ll be the last of it,” he affirmed as the she-goat gnawed thistle weed by the bank. “For real this time. No more beheadings. It is unseemly, and I recognize it can be upsetting for some people.” Then, as an afterthought: “And if I am to be just a goat farmer, such things might be an uncommon hobby and raise suspicions.” He paused, shuffled in place, and amended, “I should probably stop killing people.”

			After that he felt like a new man. He burned his cloak and bloodstained gloves in the kitchen hearth that night, and the next day at market bought a set of peasant clothes, complete with his own set of ugly peasant hose. Then he ditched the scissors and grew his hair out and even kept a trimmed beard, which he’d never had permission to do before, because Ravana despised facial hair. “It’s like kissing the rear end of a sweaty ox,” she’d complain. (How she knew such a thing, Morfran had always been too afraid to ask.)

			He had to look the part of a goat farmer: property, goats, and appearance. And when he gazed into the stream one morning after the makeover to study the man peering back at him—a lean, dark-haired rustic with green eyes—he hardly recognized himself.

			Good. It meant his men wouldn’t, either. As for Ravana…she’d recognize him. She had that uncanny ability of stripping down the truth within moments. She’d recognize him for sure. He’d just have to stay out of her sights, if she ever did leave Castle Atrago clear in the northlands.

			He finished the last of his raspberry toast and went to check on Benjamin, whose delicate head lay in her bed of straw, her tongue hanging limply out of her agape mouth like a fat pink worm plucked fresh from the garden.

			Poor thing is exhausted, he thought with affection, kneeling before her and her two kids, who’d fallen asleep while nursing. They’d be the first in a pedigreed lineage of goats he intended to establish here. In just a few years, roaming the green valley of his farm, there’d be hundreds of goats, an army of goats, and, sheltered among them, he’d build an empire on the finest damn raspberry jam the southlands had ever seen.

			He’d already envisioned it. His jam would win the first-place blue ribbon in the county fair, and it would continue to win for eleven years strong until a rival jam maker—he imagined it to be a stout woman with massive jowls whose fifteen-year-long title he’d usurped—would come back with a vengeance. She’d set his farm on fire and steal Benjamin’s kid (kids, he corrected; he hadn’t been expecting two), and everyone would be gutted when he became too distraught to make his jam. Then he’d find his second wind and go on a rampage searching for Benjamin’s kids and find them stashed away in an old butchery the woman sold them to. After rescuing them in the nick of time, he’d then unearth his buried sword and go find that jowly woman to deliver quick judgment. And as he’d raise his sword above her bedside where she slept, he’d maybe shed a tear or two over how desperation had driven him back to a life he’d tried so hard to leave, but these were Benjamin’s kids, and he’d promised to protect them, and—

			“Are you Bernard?”

			The voice tore him out of his daydream so unexpectedly he leapt to his feet, growling and slashing out with an imaginary sword at the barn’s entrance, where a man stood.

			The man didn’t flinch. Instead, his eyes rolled up towards the hayloft, and he muttered something that sounded suspiciously like “drawing the short straw.” In his hands was a letter.

			Morfran narrowed his eyes at him. “Did you stay off my lawn?”

			“Yes.” The courier glowered. “It was hard to not notice the thirteen signs you posted that read ‘stay off my lawn.’ ”

			Morfran nodded briskly, still distrustful. “Good.” He thrust his hand out towards the courier. “Now give it to me.” Peasant, he wanted to add, but he did have a disguise to maintain, so he begrudgingly kept his tongue.

			The courier stretched out his hand as if he were reaching towards a particularly slimy slug. Morfran raised his eyebrow and snatched the envelope, glancing over it. It was off-white and made of fine parchment, and when he turned it over, he saw something that raised the hairs on the back of his neck: a wine-red wax seal of a magpie eating a marigold.

			“Get out,” he muttered, eyes fastened and unblinking on the seal. “I said get out! And don’t walk on my lawn!”

			No reply. He looked up. The man was already gone.

			He pressed his lips together, looking down at Benjamin. She’d woken at his outburst, blinking sleepy, incurious eyes at him. You doing all right there, Morfran?

			I don’t know yet, Beni.

			He slid his fingers into the envelope’s slit, breaking the seal. It could be a coincidence. It could be someone other than her, someone who used the same seal. Marigolds and magpies were common enough emblems. Originality was dead, anyways, wasn’t that the saying?

			Then he saw the lone words, written in scrawled, feminine handwriting, and all hopeful doubts vanished.

			Found you.
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				An Explosive Visit

			
			
				Dear Diary,

				It is day two hundred and forty-eight, and I am still not dead LIKELY TO BE DEAD BY NIGHTFALL. Progress on the lute has been going melodiously well DOESN’T MATTER ANYMORE, and Benjamin has finally given birth to two kids. OH MY GODS THE CHILDREN. Their adorable bleats woke me up first thing this morning, and I can tell already tell it’s going to be a splendid day AN AWFUL DAY BECAUSE

			

			The tip of his quill snapped. Morfran seethed out a profanity and tried to chuck it across the room, but since it was essentially a feather, it only floated at a frustrating, devil-may-care pace to his feet. So he stomped on it with his boot.

			She knew. She knew where he was. How could she possibly? He was clear across the kingdom. He’d avoided the main roads, the large cities, and his men who were maintaining command over these lands. He was even wearing hose, for hell’s sake. Did she know that as well?

			Embarrassment flushed through him in addition to panic. She was so fussy about his appearance. For the past ten years he’d been outfitted in one style and one style only: one (1) white billowy shirt, one (1) pair of knee-high boots, and (perhaps the most important) one (1) pair of tight, black, seductive leather pants. Sexy and stylish for sure, but it was sweltering in the summer, and he stunk like sweat six months out of the year because of it.

			Now she was going to see him in hose. Now she was going to give him that tiny, judgmental arch of her eyebrow, a gesture that had the uncanny power of seemingly robbing a person of all dignity. That realization decided it.

			I have to leave.

			But he couldn’t leave. This plot of land was prime real estate: swaths of green hills, fertile soil where he’d already planted his chickpeas and chives, and a little stream of cold mountain water that quaintly cut through his property line. It even burbled. He thought all the poets and bards were liars whenever they sang about burbling little streams—he’d even outlawed the word and lopped the heads off anyone who was heard speaking it.

			And then there was Benjamin. She was in no shape to travel with the kids, and she screamed and fainted easily when overstimulated. How was he supposed to hit the road with a screaming, fainting goat with two kids in tow?

			He looked darkly at the malicious letter he’d tossed onto his kitchen table. Did it have to arrive today? Why not next week, or the next, or perhaps maybe even never?

			He plopped into his rocking chair, shoulders slouched, fingers fidgeting for his sword as he contemplated his options. He wanted to doubt she’d sent a troop across the kingdom to capture him, but this was Ravana. She once ate a full chicken—bones included—because a visiting monarch had the audacity to doubt her word, and after he dared her to eat the roasted poultry from atop the dining table, she did it without taking her gaze from his, and when she was finished, she politely dabbed her delicate lips with a napkin and demanded he be removed from the table immediately, forcibly, and painfully.

			Yes, she would come for him. She’d bring his men—though he supposed they were officially her men now—and together they’d stomp out his eyes, or carve out the veins from his arms with a thimble, or any number of other creatively wretched things. And they’d probably go a step further and make Benjamin and the kids watch.

			Morfran went to fetch a shovel.

			His sword was by the burbling mountain stream, buried six feet deep beneath a mount of rocks stacked up like a cairn. He was sweating by the time he’d moved the stones and dug up his sword and scabbard, irritated that he was yet again unburying the weapon he kept trying to keep buried. By then Benjamin was out on the cobblestone path leading up to his house, watching him, her two wobbly legged kids tethered to his front doorknob by rope. They absolutely could not step onto his yard. It’d taken him weeks to train Benjamin to avoid it.

			“Keep your eyes peeled,” he told the she-goat as he scanned the foothills. “They could be out there watching us as we speak.”

			He went back inside and began scrounging for items to pack. An extra set of hose and a tunic and his leather pants—definitely. The shabby cloak he stole from a clothesline up north near Tarlsbrook—yes. His journal, an inkwell, and an extra quill that wasn’t stomped on—yes. Jars of his jams, his water skins, half a dozen apples, and two loaves of bread—yes, yes, yes, and yes. His old crossbow that shot powerful, armor-penetrating arrows? Nah, he’d leave that, but he’d bring his lute.

			He rolled these into a pack, secured his lute to the back, and brought Benjamin and her two kids inside the house, where they proceeded to eat Ravana’s letter, wax seal and all.

			“Eat up, my friends.” He knelt down beside them, stroking their fine-haired heads. “We’ll have a long journey ahead of us.”

			The statement only reminded him that such a journey was a death sentence for them. The kids couldn’t walk for miles on end. What was he thinking, that they weren’t born yesterday? Tearing the sheet off his bed, he fastened a type of baby-holder for them across his chest and gently lowered them inside. Their little bodies warmed him, their heartbeats as gentle as the beat of fly wings.

			Although his mind was in low-mode panic, their cuteness calmed him. He smiled, rubbing his finger alongside the mottled-brown-eared one, while the snow-white one peeked its head out from the sheet to peer around the room.

			“I’ll name you both,” he whispered. “As soon as I know what genders you are. Wouldn’t want to misname you like I did your mother here—”

			BBBLLLAAAAAAAHHHH!

			Morfran jumped, nearly upsetting the kids from their baby carrier, and swung towards Benjamin’s high-pitched, humanlike scream.

			She was facing the window, her red bristly tail pointed up like an exclamation point.

			He gawked at her, perplexed. “What is—”

			BBBLLLAAAAAAAHHHH!

			His gaze flew past her, through the window to what she was staring at. Sneaking out from the tree line where his burbling mountain stream burbled were several men dressed in black armor. The sun gleamed down and caught the magpie-and-marigold emblem molded into their breastplates and the silver glint of their long, unsheathed swords, which were sharp as bear teeth—

			BBBLL—

			Morfran silenced Benjamin’s mounting scream with his free hand. In his other was his sword, already unsheathed. He knelt beside her, seething out, “You’ll keep quiet if you don’t want those swords lopping off that precious head of yours. Now, follow me.”

			Of course, Benjamin understood none of that and ignored him to continue watching out the window. The men were coming closer. Morfran sighed, slipped the rope leash over her neck, and lured her out the back exit with a wad of goat cheese.

			Morfran chose this five-acre homestead over a dozen others on the market for three reasons. One, it looked like a common farm; two, because he’d always wanted to retire next to a river and decided the stream would do given his current situation; and three, there was a tactical advantage the sloped hillsides behind the cottage gave him in case of an invasion just like this one.

			Luckily for him, if the soldiers were going for stealth, it meant Ravana was not here. She’d have ridden in on his old horse, making the weather rage behind her with her magic ring, all while cackling in a way that’d always shriveled his eardrums.

			Behind the house a footpath switchbacked up the hill, hidden from view by several tall oaks. He traveled this path now, weighed down by his pack and the kids in the baby carrier. Benjamin trotted behind him, chewing contently on her cheese.

			At the top of the hill he knelt low behind a bush, watching the soldiers cross his lawn with quicker speed. Any second now. Any second now, they’d—

			The soldier closest to the house stepped on one first. As soon as he neared the grassy space Morfran was eyeing, one of Morfran’s armor-penetrating crossbow bolts he’d buried tip-up weeks ago to create covert booby traps pierced through the leather of the soldier’s boot, and very likely spiked straight into the meaty part of his foot.

			The soldier went down with a surprised grunt. All at once the remaining soldiers went on high alert.

			“What is it?” one asked, half whispering.

			“I stepped on somethin’!” the soldier groaned, grabbing his foot and bending his knee to look at what had just stabbed him from the grass.

			“Damn it, Jerry,” he heard one of the soldiers gripe. “You could’ve given away our position.”

			“It hurts…” Jerry moaned.

			Of course it hurt. Morfran had coated the bolt tip with a mixture of black boomberry poison and preserved it with a wax resin, and when it’d gone into Jerry’s foot the poison had instantly mingled into his bloodstream. He’d coated every bolt tip of his with boomberry elixir and buried each in the ground tip-up in case of moments just like this one. In about ten seconds Jerry would start foaming at the mouth, erupt into violent seizures that’d make him do a strange dance like a flopping fish on dry land, and then the worst would happen.

			“Jerry, get up!” a large soldier half yelled, half whispered. “We’re going to need every last one of us to take him.” His gaze darted towards the house, and Morfran gloated, pleased to see that there was fear in the man’s face. “Our queen warned us that he—”

			“Whoa, wait, Jerry’s foaming like a rabid dog now.” The man nearest to Jerry stepped backwards—and proceeded to step on another hidden bolt tip.

			“Yow!”

			This soldier fell onto his back, gripping his foot in writhing pain. Morfran hunkered down, half with curious anticipation, half with dread. He’d only seen boomberry poison work once, and on a much smaller test subject. The bushes were notoriously rare and really only grew in volcanic lands, notable due to their peridot-hued leaves. It was sheer luck he found one down by the burbling stream.

			Meanwhile, Jerry was starting to flop like a fish.

			The men had halted in their spots, simultaneously realizing Jerry was in a seemingly demonic spasm and that there was something in the ground incapacitating people.

			“Necromancy?” the largest man asked, eyes scanning the yard with growing panic.

			“No, he hates that stuff, remember?” another man tried to reason. “This is just a trick. Our queen said he likes playing them. It’s just a trick and—”

			And then the worst happened.

			Jerry blew up.

			Blew up might not be the right phrase for it, but Morfran didn’t know how else to put it. Spontaneously popped? Exploded in a horrendous manner? Either way, Jerry was now in several locations in the yard at once, and the horde of soldiers was in an outright panic.

			“Don’t move!” the largest soldier began screaming, tossing all thought of stealth to the wind. Beside him, a soldier who’d been pelted in the forehead by a part of Jerry’s foot was lying prostrate on the ground. “Don’t move! He’s using some form of magic that’s fueled by spilled blood!”

			Morfran sighed. There had once been a time that yes, he’d had magic. Need a lightning storm to sweep over a group of enemy troops? He could deliver, complete with a static charge that raised their hair in comical sights before electrocuting them. Need shadows to spill dramatically around you while at a dinner party with difficult-to-impress friends? His living shadows could smother the flames in the fireplace like two licked fingers pressed together and darken the room in dramatic fashion.

			If anyone asked him (which no one did, as no one recognized the dirty goat farmer as their runaway Dark Lord), Morfran did miss it. Magic was incredibly sparse in the kingdom, and he’d been proud to possess even just a tiny sliver of it. But smashing his ring—which had contained said magic and also happened to be his wedding band—was a small price to pay if it meant Ravana couldn’t track him with hers.

			As of now he had to rely on his savvy alone, and that meant noticing his surroundings: how countryfolk out here considered his cottage haunted, and as such, never visited. The way couriers and traveling merchants approached his house across the grass from the main road instead of taking the stone path, a habit he sought to eliminate by throwing up KEEP OFF GRASS signs everywhere. The fact that there was a legitimate boomberry bush by the burbling stream, which he’d stripped entirely of berries with leather gloves, then delicately transferred the berries to the barn where he ran his tests.

			The large soldier was still screaming commands, but it was only when the second soldier blew up that the yard erupted into full-blown chaos. Men fled back to the tree line as others stepped on more bolts Morfran had left studding the grass. Then there were some screaming in horror at the detached appendages littering the area. Someone’s head had landed in his chickpea garden; an arm dangled over a fence post; Jerry’s hand waved at them from a tree.

			“What a waste,” Morfran muttered. Not just of soldiers, but of a yard that had taken him weeks to de-weed and spruce up. Now it was just as gory and blood-soaked as any battlefield he’d fought on and sought to escape, and the burbling mountain stream was likely burbling red with their blood. A truly shameful waste.

			Benjamin nudged his arm, a look of consternation (or not, she was just a goat) in her yellow-flecked eyes. You promised no more killing.

			“They started this fight.” And as always, he’d ended it. He’d once found his men admirable; they always sought out the biggest man in the room and looked to best him. With Morfran’s help, they had. Now he was the biggest man in the room, and though they couldn’t kill him on their own, they had Ravana and her ruthless persistence.

			He watched as the last of them scurried back towards the tree line as if they were an ant horde he’d just splashed water over. This would scar them, but they’d want revenge. Ravana would want revenge.

			Which meant that if he stayed, the roots that he’d begun to plant here, the roots that were tiny and budding and promising, would be torn out by her. Maybe with just her bare hands. Maybe with a mace doused in something worse than boomberry elixir. Either way, he couldn’t be around to find out.

			And if she did catch up to him, what would be left of him? He’d already had to leave behind his horse, Skullthrasher. His black monster of a steed was too distinguishable for them to travel together, and he’d had to tearfully part ways with her at Castle Atrago’s royal stables. He’d accidentally broken his crossbow during a tussle in Shovstead between a barmaid and a mercenary, and he couldn’t fetch his bolts now, not with the soldiers still occupying the yard down below, and not with Benjamin and her two kids tethered to him.

			His portable armory was dwindling, and now all he had was his sword. His sword, his goats, and his wits. Those alone wouldn’t be enough to counter Ravana. She had the swords of all his soldiers, her own magic, and no moral boundaries she wouldn’t cross to get what she wanted. It was just his ill luck that the only thing she wanted was him.

			“Come along, Benjamin,” he murmured, sheathing his sword. As he rose he shielded the kids’ eyes from the gore down below and quietly slipped away.
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				Forest Folk and a Sob Story

			
			
				Day two hundred and fifty-six

				Dear Diary,

				Back on the move again. I’ve avoided the main roads and haven’t yet dared enter any villages. I will have to eventually, since my food supplies are running low, and you can only eat so many scorched rabbits before you start to hate yourself. My goal is to travel as far south as I can. I know there’s eventually a sea. I’ll pay a boat to take me somewhere else. Anywhere else. I’ll let Benjamin pick. Somehow Ravana is guessing where I’m headed, and I’m a little alarmed by her accuracy.

			

			Bleat!

			“Not now, Sweetheart.” He nudged Sweetheart gently aside before the little goat could chomp on his journal pages. By the fire Pumpkin had curled up on his cloak like a little pill bug, looking adorable as always, and— Damn it, he couldn’t name them Sweetheart and Pumpkin. Who was he, a matronly woman of sixty who crocheted pink tablecloths for a living?

			Baby Goat One and Baby Goat Two would have to suffice for now, at least until he got the chance to think straight. It’d been eight long days since he’d fled his homestead, and seven long nights of camping out in thick forest and watching the darkness for any sign of humans.

			The soldiers, unfortunately, had caught his trail a few miles from his homestead. It was foolish of him, truly, because he’d been out in a sugar beet field where they just happened to spot him fuming and pitching a fit: they’d lit his cottage on fire, and the thick plume of smoke rose up like a black, taunting banner.

			Why burn down a perfectly good house? Out of all the faults that his—scratch that, Ravana’s—men had, this was one of the worst. They scorched houses, roadside inns, and villages with all the excitement of a child who’d discovered matchsticks for the first time, which drove him mad to no end. He’d spoken to them several times about the logistics of how such behavior serviced no one, and economically damaged his kingdom rather than helped it.

			“If our goal here is to conquer a village for its people and resources, how can we do that if we chase out the people and burn down the resources?” he’d snap at them upon hearing of another township that had met the lick of a thousand flames. “I don’t want to rule a kingdom dotted with burn marks! I want to rule a kingdom thriving in economic bliss!”

			Morfran knew he had his quirks, sure, to the point that beheadings had become a trademark of his, but even he considered pillaging a special sort of stupid.

			He closed his journal and tucked it into his pack to prevent Baby Goat One from making a meal out of it. Admittedly, it was rather foolish of him to carry around a written document that’d alert anyone who read it of his true identity. But he wrote in old language for security purposes; most people in the kingdom couldn’t read old language. On the rare occasion someone could and did find his diary, he’d made sure the first three pages were the driest of compositions: a dissertation on the early-age husbandry of brussels sprouts.

			He settled back against a tree, weary. The forest he’d been camping in for the past three days—which he’d creatively dubbed Elmswood, for all of its elm trees—was thick, black, and to be honest, eerie. His nighttime fire gave off all the light of a distant star, and he hadn’t seen or heard any sign of woodland creatures since entering. No squirrels, no birds, no crickets.

			Nothing to see meant nothing to hunt, which meant nothing to eat. While Benjamin gorged on a plump bush, Morfran nibbled on a mushy apple core he’d saved for dinner, wishing he’d taken more time to listen to his court herbalist on which plants were edible and which weren’t. The way his luck was going, he’d probably eat a mushroom that’d give him explosive bowel issues before killing him.

			He really should get some sleep. He was sure he’d lost Ravana’s men before entering Elmswood, and even if they were in here with him, the place was a congested mess of tree roots tangled together above ground like a mass of snakes, and everything looked the same. It’d be difficult to track him by foot.

			He set his unsheathed sword atop his knee, leaned back his head, and allowed himself to lower his eyelids. He hadn’t truly slept for over a week. Just for an hour or so, that’s all I need. Just a few hours…

			The noise that woke him sometime later was not a goat bleat. It’d sounded like voices whispering somewhere near. He scrambled up to his feet, groggy, bleary-eyed, sword in hand, already in a defensive stance.

			Benjamin’s and her babies’ heads were raised, their beady yellow eyes scanning the forest. Yes, something…someone…was there. He swished his blade with a fancy flourish, announcing in his most commanding voice, “I know you’re there. If you value your life, you’ll come out right now.”

			Nothing. He scowled. That usually worked.

			It couldn’t be Ravana’s men. They wouldn’t sneak up on him. They’d have fired an arrow to incapacitate him, and he’d be halfway back home to the tri-city area of Warchesterlestermestershire (pronounced Warshire) by then. Which meant…what? There were no settlements in Elmswood. He’d have sent men to conquer them if there were.

			It could be haunted. It looked the part. And having to fight ghosts would certainly fit his bad luck streak.

			“Are we really going to play this game?” he called out, squinting into the darkness. It looked close to dawn, with the slightest green tint of wan sunlight illuminating the wiry branches of the elms. He swished his sword again. “If so, I’ll have you know I’m an expert at hide-and-seek—”

			It came from above. A heavy weight knocked him right onto his stomach, flattening him against the moss-and-spider-infested ground. It partially blocked his vision, too, and as he flailed against it, sinewy arms held fast. It took him a few embarrassing seconds to realize he was fighting a net of rope.

			“Woo!” A voice—casual and distinctly not a ghost, whooped from somewhere in the trees above. “I got him! And on the first try, too. Dibs on the goat, Bronwen.”

			Benjamin. With difficulty, he strained around to scan his campsite for Beni. She had to be close if they’d spotted her. Was she all right? Were her kids?

			The tree branch above him crackled. Someone came landing down with easy grace just a few steps from his head. Morfran caught sight of muddy boots and green skirts before he raised his gaze higher to meet eyes with a glaring woman.

			“Keep the goat.” Her voice was steel. “I only want him.”
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			Morfran had never been bound and kept prisoner before. The fact that these two peasants had accomplished the impossible was, frankly, humiliating. They’d unwrapped him from the netting, tied his hands behind his back, and stolen his gear in record time. He couldn’t even fight back. He was sluggish and slow, his vision blurry and doubling from sleep deprivation, and twice there appeared to be more than two of them.

			The woman had kicked him in the ribs to get him to rise, and to rise now.

			“I am rising,” he argued.

			“Not fast enough,” she replied curtly, before grabbing Beni’s leash, scooping Baby Goats One and Two in her arms, and striding ahead, her long plait of brown hair swaying with each step.

			The man walked behind him, holding Morfran’s sword against Morfran’s back, which was incentive to walk stiff and straight and without fuss.

			Morfran only spoke when he saw Baby Goat Two squirming in the woman’s arm, and she in turn huffed and tried to adjust its weight, too carelessly for his liking.

			“If you drop or hurt any of my pets, I’ll maim you in your sleep.”

			“How?” she asked. “With your hands tied behind your back? Are you that skilled of a fighter?” She turned her head, so he only caught sight of her profile. “Or should we make it a real challenge and tie your feet together, too?”

			“We could blindfold ’im as well,” the man said. “Though he’d probably end up headbutting a wall trying to kill us and hurt himself, the poor fellow.”

			Poor fellow? Did they dare believe that he, Morfran, Dark Lord of Ruthven™, would be so unskilled as to headbutt a wall in an attempt to kill them—

			He shut his mouth before he said something stupid. They would believe that, because they didn’t know who he was. He was dressed as a commoner after all, loaded down with three goats, lost in woods in the kingdom’s boonies. Not to mention that Ravana had apparently ordered her men not to announce his disappearance. Everyone besides Ravana’s most trusted men would still believe him to be at Castle Atrago, ordering the pillaging of villages and beheading court traitors from his sanctuary.

			This could be good. Perhaps they were forest dwellers just suspicious of outsiders. Perhaps if he just convinced them he was a mere peasant down on his luck, they’d—

			“Say, is this really your lute?” The man shuffled through his pack. “Would you be open to parting with it?”

			Morfran spun around. Damn the wrist bindings. He’d kick the man to death if he had to. If he saw what else was in that pack—namely the journal and a certain pair of tight black pants…

			The man already had the sword raised and propped against Morfran’s sternum.

			“Leave his bag alone, Hugh.” The woman had stopped and turned. “We’ll search it when we return home.”

			Morfran tossed a seething look at the man before staring her down. She had the appearance of a serf: a simple leather bodice over dirt-smeared skirts, mucky boots, and a messy plait hopelessly trying to keep her hair under control. But despite her being a peasant, there was something unpeasant-ish about her. It was the unexpected sharp edge to her doe-like eyes, something that told him not to disregard her anytime soon.

			Though the man next to her didn’t have the same biting stare, he did have the same bright green eyes and brown hair. Siblings, most likely. No woman spoke with such exhausted dismissal to a man unless she’d had to bear his lame jokes and idiocy since infancy.

			“I don’t know why you’ve bound me, or where we’re going,” he said. “But I’ve been lost in these woods for days and I just want to reach the Sea of Biscuitte.”

			The woman flickered her gaze down him unhurriedly, as if judging how ridiculous he looked in hose. Then she leaned forward. Her tone was cold. “When I am done with you, you’ll no longer have hands to hold a sword, and you’ll no longer have a tongue to speak any lies.”

			He blinked at her blatant hostility. “Yes. Well. All right. Look, if you could just release me, I promise I’ll get out of your hair. I only ask for my sword and my goats back.” He thought for a moment. “And everything else.”

			The man—Hugh—snorted a breathy laugh. “Looks like your intimidation doesn’t work on this fellow, Bronwen.”

			She scowled and stalked forward. Benjamin trotted along beside her. Morfran’s goatly friend didn’t even look back at him. Betrayed by a goat, he thought, miserable. I’m pathetic.

			“Please.” He tried again. “I don’t know what you are. Thieves, forest dwellers, homeless bums with anger issues, I don’t care. But I just want to go south. I mean no harm, and am no threat—”

			“No threat?” She scoffed. “You carry one of his swords while you’re in our lands, all while there are soldiers of his that we’ve spotted just a few miles outside the forest.” Ah, the he in question was himself. He wisely chose not to interrupt. “You’re either here as a spy or a scout trying to play the part of a silly little peasant, all so you can get close to our home. I bet you stole these goats to help create an alibi. I bet they don’t even have names.” Turning around again, she raised her left arm, where Baby Goat One had snuggled against her chest. “What’s the name of this one?”

			He went pale, scrambling for the words. “I…”

			“Or this one?” She raised up Baby Goat Two.

			“Well, you see—”

			Her eyes flashed again. “What about this one?” She gestured her chin roughly at their mother.

			“Benjamin,” he sputtered, frantic to get a word out. “It’s Benjamin.”

			Bronwen gawked at him in disbelief. “You named a female goat Benjamin?”

			Anger flared within him. He hadn’t known at the time of naming her that she was a female, not until he looked closer and saw that—Oh, my male goat Benjamin isn’t just overtly fat, he’s actually actively pregnant. But really, would these two believe that? Did he want them to believe that? What type of idiot didn’t know a pregnant goat when he bought it? “I call her Beni for short.”

			Behind him, Hugh was laughing. “You’re pathetic. Even I don’t believe the lies you’re trying to sell. Dibs on his sword, Bronwen.”

			“After the others get a good look at him, you can take whatever you want.” She stalked forward, jerking Benjamin by her rope. There was something familiar about the way she moved, her steps lithe and purposeful. For some odd reason it set him on edge, kept him from looking away from her.

			“I’m not going to repeat myself,” he warned. “If you hurt my goats, I’ll kill you.”

			She snorted. “I was slightly intimidated before you opened your mouth. But threats coming from an idiot who can’t tell a female goat from a male one, and one who can’t think fast on his feet, tend to fall flat here.”

			He bristled at the insult. How dare she talk down to him like that? “You’re making a mistake.” He stomped after her. “I know you’re going to toss me in a dark room and torture me into telling you what you want to hear. But I won’t, because I can’t.” Feeling as though he was going to hit a good stride, he continued. “I’m just a goat farmer who lost his farm due to his soldiers burning it down. I managed to kill several of them—which is why I have that sword you’re holding now—before they grouped together and chased me south. I fled into this hellish place looking to escape, and now I’m being heckled by two idiots who can’t tell a good man from a bad man, and if you think—”

			“Bronwen,” Hugh interrupted, tone casual, as if Morfran hadn’t been speaking at all. “We could always, you know, gag him.” They exchanged a look before gazing towards him, contemplative.

			After they gagged him, the rest of the early morning flew by. They stopped only for a quick sip of water by a gurgling stream—he silently wept for his burbling stream—and then led him into a clearing occasionally broken up by massive trees.

			He scowled as he took it in. So there was a forest dwelling hidden in these woods. Small huts and houses had been built among the trees, like children’s forts. Wooden bridges sashayed from one tree to the next, connecting hut to hut, and there were multiple vertical stairs spiraling around these trees to lead up into the sky-high village.

			Down below on the ground were numerous campfires that smelled of roasted pheasant and baking bread that made his stomach twist in hunger. There were small gardens—he pined over the chickpeas—and barrels of collected rainwater and pens full of an assortment of animals: pigs, geese, goats, and even several horses.

			And the people! There were hundreds of them. Many bustled by carrying baskets of thread or pots of wheat or bolts of cloth. Children darted around them as they walked and several called out to Bronwen and Hugh, though the two said, respectively, “Can’t talk now, sorry” and “Check it out! I go in to forage and come back with three goats, a sword, and a lute! Can you believe my luck?”

			You better believe how delightful it’ll be when I slit your neck and let pigs drink the blood the moment I get my hands fr—

			Benjamin gave him a side-eye as if she could read his thoughts. He released a heavy breath. You’re right, Benjamin. I’m better than this. There will be no more killing of peasants, no matter how agitating they are.

			You did make your men go boom earlier, he imagined her reply.

			They were in league with Ravana, and therefore not innocent.

			Whatever you say, Morf.

			They led him into a ground-floor hut full of nothing but crates and barrels and fat sacks overfilled with what looked like grain. A storehouse of sorts. In the room’s center was a tall beam, and they made him sit with his back against it.

			Bronwen knelt beside him, unbound his gag, and began fastening him to the post with a bundle of scratchy rope. She smelled like fresh flowers, which he thought was false advertising. “Tighter,” he said mockingly as she finished the knot. “I still have feeling in my fingers.”

			She smiled, and with a rough tug, cut off the circulation to his hands. “Now, you stay here while we bring in someone who’d love to meet you. And don’t worry—we’ll take good care of your goats. We might even give them proper names, too.”

			He didn’t let her get the last word. Right as she rose and took a step towards the exit, he straightened his leg and hooked his boot around her foot. She came down onto a coarse-spun rug with an ungraceful thud.

			He smiled back nastily. “Sorry. I suppose you should have bound my feet, too?”

			Her stunned shock quickly faded into fury as she stared back at him, pushing up to her elbows. She growled, “Or perhaps I’ll just cut them off.” With one fluid motion she’d flicked her wrist, and a wicked little knife slipped out from her sleeve and into her grip.

			It was a move that hinted at great skill, and to his surprise, the knife wasn’t mere iron—it was stishovite iron. The exact type of iron that his armor-penetrating crossbow bolts were made from. The exact type that only someone high up within his Dark Lord of Ruthven™ entourage could get their hands on.

			What pleasure he’d derived from knocking her down faded into wary wonder. Where did you possibly get that?

			Before she had the chance to act upon her urge to maim him, an older man the size of a bear stepped into the hut’s doorway, nearly blocking out the pale sunlight spearing in. His head was full of dusty, black-silver curls, and his face was coated in a thick beard. His blue eyes, which sparkled cheerfully—there was no other way to put it—landed on her first, and though he looked a merry man, his voice was despondent as he asked,

			“Did you fall down again, Wen?”

			She hastily pushed herself up to her feet, wiping the dirt from her skirts. Morfran saw her stash the stishovite dagger into a pocket before she faced the burly man, ignoring his question and saying, “I tied him up as you wanted.”

			“Thank you, my dear,” he said, and waved her away. She left, but not before shooting Morfran such a scathing look, he vowed upon his mother’s grave—at this point she had, like, twelve of them—she’d regret ever ambushing him in the woods and insulting his naming decisions.

			The massive man lowered himself onto a crate in front of Morfran, looking him over with a deceptively casual glance.

			“So,” he said. “My daughter told me you’re a spy of Lord Morfran’s they found waltzing in the woods.”

			As satisfying as it’d be to tell them that he was Lord Morfran, Morfran chose to remain quiet in terms of that accusation. “Those two were your children?”

			The man nodded.

			“Well, your son is a thief, and your daughter is anti-goat. Now, who are you? Where am I? What will it take to prove to you that I’m not involved with him?”

			He said him ominously, with the slightest disgust, awe, and fear, as Bronwen had said it in the woods. If it’d win him points with this large man, he’d happily disown his own name. He’d happily do most anything if they’d just let him go.

			The man studied him, ignoring his questions before asking, “Hugh explained you said something about traveling south?”

			Morfran perked up. “Yes. I was just passing through, got lost in the woods, and then met your lovely children. Question me as you must, but then please release me and my goats and let us be on our way.”

			The man shook his head. “You know we can’t release you.”

			I swear to all the holy gods, I’ve known this family for only an hour, and every one of them is trying my patience. He could just wait until tonight to break his bindings and sneak out. But he was tired of people always looking at him with suspicion, even when they didn’t know he was their murdering Dark Lord who’d ruled their kingdom with a strong fist for twenty long years now. He was Bernard the Goat Farmer, damn it. How could he be at all suspicious?

			The bearish man raised Morfran’s sword, which he’d kept hidden at his side until now, and asked, “Where did you get this?”

			Okay. That was a smidge suspicious.

			Morfran told him what he’d told Bronwen and Hugh, added in a sob story about losing his wife in the tussle with Morfran’s men, and threw in a detail about her carrying his firstborn child for extra piteous measure. He didn’t cry, though—this burly fellow would never buy tears from a man who looked like Morfran—and when he was done, the stranger observed him, just like how his daughter had studied him: with a flat, unreadable stare that seemed more intelligent than Morfran was used to attributing to peasants, and then said,

			“That must’ve been hard.” His jaw flexed. “Especially because you’re about to tell me you also had just put down your dog because he had rabies, and your mother contracted the plague and went blind, and your farm ground burned down and you lost every acre.” He then smiled, his eyes sparkling. “Is there anything else I’m leaving out?”

			After that Morfran wouldn’t speak, and he wanted to write to his lawyer, but of course he didn’t tell the man that. Eventually the man, who introduced himself as Jon Brimble but everyone called him Brim, except Morfran because he needed to earn that honor, laughed at his pouting anger and left, shutting him in the dark.
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			Morfran woke to a bag being tossed at his feet. He leapt as far back as his awkward position allowed—he could no longer feel his hands or his wrists—and eyed the bag like it was a wild animal.

			How had he fallen asleep? He was Morfran the Beheader, Dark Lord of Ruthven™, and here he was in some shabby hut, tied to a post like some pathetic peasant who’d stolen a crust of bread. He’d planned to get out of here the moment he was alone, and instead he’d passed out from exhaustion.

			Eight straight days of little sleep will do that to you, he imagined Benjamin saying to him.

			You’re not even here. Shut up.

			The bag was his pack; the contents had been rifled through, and jars of his jams had rolled out onto the dirt.

			Dread filled his gut, but he said nothing as he raised his eyes to meet Bronwen’s. She’d lowered herself onto the crate, eyes hard, mouth a tight line. She looked like a wildcat—intimidating, dangerous, and ready to pounce. He frowned. Usually, peasants didn’t get into glare matches with him, and if they did, their heads were swiftly removed from their shoulders.

			Finally, he began to squirm—his butt was sore—and said, “Well? Have you come to boast about the incriminating evidence you’ve found against me, or are you planning to skewer me without the interrogation?”

			She opened her mouth, then closed it. Then reopened it. “So you make jam.”

			Out of all he expected her to accuse him of, this wasn’t the worst of it. Sweat slid down his back, but this was another interrogation, and he’d do better now that he was rested up. And if she believed him to be an idiot who named pregnant goats Benjamin, then he’d happily help her believe it. He crossed his boots at his ankles and said casually, “Yes. Raspberry jam is my favored recipe, but I do make a mean blackberry jam as well. I have also tried my hand at wild plum, and rhubarb with orange and ginger. And golly, believe it or not, my pomegranate cranberry jam just won a blue ribbon at the county fair—”

			“I don’t care,” she said, so abruptly that he couldn’t help but feel a little hurt. It was his fantasy. Did she have to be so dismissive towards it? “So you make jam, and that explains all the jars you’re packing. Explain the lute.”

			Morfran was ready for this one. “I bought it from a penniless bard who sang about burbling streams. Said he couldn’t find work and he was going to jump off a bridge the next day. He sold it to me for quarter-price. Quite a good bargain, if you ask me. I was going to ask for lessons from him the next day, but I don’t know where he went.”

			She hesitated at that answer, but continued. “And then there are these?” She held up his black leather pants with a triumphant look. Panic threatened to well within him. No one in the kingdom owned a pair of black seductive leather pants like those except their Dark Lord. It was kingdom-wide knowledge. He chuckled, turning his head to the side so she wouldn’t see the sweat trickling from his temple.

			Ramble, you idiot. Idiots ramble. “Oh, those. Well, those soldiers who attacked my farm had an extra pair in their wagon. Who knows why. I hear that Lord Morfran carries spares in every one of his wagons, but I took them because—this is humiliating, but I wanted to see what I’d look with them on.”

			Her glower faded into disbelief.

			“And well, I looked good, very good, so I couldn’t part with them. You never know when you’ll next get the chance to woo a pretty lady like yourself, and frankly, hose aren’t exactly on the same level of seductiveness, don’t you think? Anyways, they caress the buttocks very well, and flatter the frontside. If you will, I’ll model them for you. Just come over here and help me take off my pants—”

			“Absolutely not.” Her face flushed red. She ducked back to the bag as if to hide it, rifling through the contents. “There’s one last thing.”

			She pulled out his journal, and any hope that he’d been successfully bullshitting her disappeared completely.

			What exactly would they do to him? There’d always been enemies of his rule, those who’d tried and failed to mount armies against him. No one had ever gotten close. He was always quick to stomp rebellions down when they arose. But here he was, tied up. His weapons removed. His army long gone.

			Perhaps it was better this way. They might torture him, sure, but Ravana’s torture would involve cheese graters and feral geese and cutting off his feet for her own viewing pleasure.

			Releasing an uneven breath, he began to speak—and halted. She wasn’t acting smug. She wasn’t smirking, as he imagined she would be if she’d found concrete evidence against him. And that meant…

			She couldn’t read old language. No one here could. Not if she was here trying to make him squirm about it.

			“That”—he let his mouth purse into a small smile— “is nothing you need to worry yourself about.”

			“What is it?” she asked, suspicious. Illiterate though she may be, she wasn’t stupid. He wouldn’t make the mistake of assuming it.

			“It’s a story I’m penning.”

			“A story?” She grimaced, unsold. “So you’re a goat farmer who makes jam, plays the lute, writes novels in old script, and can fight off several of the Dark Lord’s men whilst stealing a commissioned sword and a pair of his pants?”

			“Yes.”

			She was growing angry now. “What stories could you possibly write?” She thrust the book out at him. “Read it. The first page. Now.”

			Sweat was flowing down his back freely now. “I don’t think you want me to do that.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because these stories aren’t your regular run-of-the-mill stories. These stories are…” Think fast. Think fast. Think fast. What would she not want you to read aloud? He thought of the way she’d blushed at him ranting about his tight black pants and said, “…smut.”

			“Smut?” she asked, incredulous. “What is that? A type of spell? Are you going to tell me you’re a wizard now, too?”

			If you looked foolish enough to believe that, yes.

			“No, not at all.” He shook his head, trying to appear like the embarrassed half-wit he hoped she thought he was. “What I meant to say is these stories in here are…a certain type of genre that I don’t think you’d…They’re not exactly…”

			“What is it?” she snapped.

			He dropped his shoulders and committed. “It’s an exceedingly raunchy and unwholesomely in-depth autobiography of all the exploits I’ve had with women over the years. Tall women, thin women, large women. Old women, one-eyed women, peg-legged women—”

			She dropped the book in her hand at once. “You’re disgusting.”

			He swiped it towards him with his boot, saying, “Yes, well, that’s fine if you think that. It’s more for myself, anyway. Are you going to let me go now? Am I innocent?”

			She let out a heavy breath, and in that moment her expression changed. It wasn’t that there wasn’t a glower there still, because there was. But now he could see pride, and hope, and— Great. Now her green eyes were sparkling just like her father’s. He outwardly realized what he’d realized subconsciously before: she was rather pleasant to look at. Except the words out of her mouth weren’t pleasant in the slightest.

			“You aren’t understanding this, are you?” she said. “We’re not letting you go just because you’re suspicious. It doesn’t matter if you have a hundred alibis. No one can know we’re here, which is why you’re not ever going to leave this place.”

			He sat up straighter, his own anger growing. “Why not?” he snapped. “Why are you all so secretive? Just tell me!”

			“We’re not just some forest dwellers out in the boonies of the southlands.” She met his frustrated anger with triumphant anger. “We’re the official rebellion against the Dark Lord of Ruthven and his evil queen. There are thousands of us in these woods who’ve been burned out of our villages by Morfran and his men. But we’re not hiding. We’re building an army greater than his has ever been. And soon, we’re going to take the torch to him and burn him out.”
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				Torture Time

			
			Bronwen didn’t return to the hut after their less-than-ideal conversation, which he wasn’t exactly happy about. After she’d dropped that tidbit about planning a rebellion to set fire to Lord Morfran (i.e., him), he’d argued with her about just about everything: how he doubted there were a thousand able-bodied men hiding out in the forest. How sharp sticks did not a sufficient weapon make, not when they’d be facing men with stishovite arrows and black iron swords and fancy siege gadgets called trebuchets. And lastly, he argued how much his “prison” was a pathetic makeshift, and that a true rebellion would at least have a deep, dark pit in the ground in which to stash its enemies.

			Her glower had only darkened. “We do have shovels out here. We can make such a prison happen.”

			“Make it happen, then!” he argued.

			“I will. And I’ll have you dig it,” she shot back, to which he—childishly, he admitted afterwards—snapped, “Make me!”

			She hadn’t bothered to reply, and frankly, he was embarrassed. He was left alone after that, still fastened against the center pole, his leather journal tucked covertly under his butt. He didn’t get the chance to wiggle free, however. He soon had visitors.

			First it was three little children with hair so blond it looked like flossy, sun-bleached hay. They peeked in through the hut’s door flap, drawing the cloth back with dirty fingers and peeping at him with wild, round eyes. The fresh scent of pine and elm floated towards him, and he gladly breathed it in.

			“See?” said the eldest, a boy of around twelve. “Told you he was here.”

			Morfran ignored them. They were the filthy spawn of people mounting a rebellion against him, and frankly, he was feeling a little insulted. Bronwen made it sound like they all believed it was him behind the pillaging and looting, when in reality, it was his men. He’d warned them about something like this. A burned home was fuel for vengeance, he’d said. Honestly, his men had started to grow too uncontrollable. He noticed it. They noticed it. And Ravana certainly noticed it. It was one of the one hundred and four reasons (he’d created a list of pros and cons) why he’d fled.

			“And he really killed ’em all with his bare hands?” What looked to be the youngest child—a tiny boy missing the entire front row of his teeth—whistled. “He ain’t even wearing armor. You sure you heard right?”

			“I hear right just fine,” the eldest boy replied. “They said he looks deceptive but is a flat-up liar, though. So maybe Brim is right and he just stole the sword off a dead man.”

			“No honor in that.” The toothless boy shook his head sadly.

			“What do you think of him, Drezella?” the eldest asked.

			The third was the only girl, perhaps ten. She hadn’t blinked once since seeing him. She released a slow, breathy sigh. “I think he’s handsome, Tad.”

			“I don’t mean it like that! Do you think he killed some of Morfran’s men?”

			“I don’t see why it matters if he’s handsome…”

			“Great,” the eldest boy—Tad—grumbled, irritable. “This is why we don’t like playin’ with you, Drezella. Whenever a question of great importance is asked, you always go off about how so-and-so’s eyes are dreamy, or how his muscles are so big, or—”

			“Can you three please discuss this elsewhere?” Morfran asked, more polite than he should have been. His wrists had been tied to the post for hours, and all sensation up to his elbows was non-existent. Add that to the fact that he’d had nothing to eat or drink since last night and a headache was forming, and he was in no mood to sit and listen to them argue.

			The three of them fell utterly silent upon him speaking. Then:

			Drezella sighed again. “Oh, even his voice sounds handsome…”

			“That’s it. I’m leaving,” Tad announced. “If all you’re going to do is talk about how handsome someone is, then consider yourself no longer a Fleet Foot.”

			She finally tore her gaze from Morfran to protest this. “I was the one who named us! You can’t kick me out of my own club!”

			“It’s not your club. We created it together, and since I’m oldest, technically I’m the leader—”

			“But that’s no fair!” Toothless cried. “Nana told me I get to be leader today, remember?”

			I think I may tear my hair out, Morfran thought, then bemoaned the fact that his hands were tied behind his back, then bemoaned further how swollen his wrists had grown over the hours. “Children,” he begged. “Please.”

			For once, good luck floated Morfran’s way in the form of someone outside passing by and saying, “You three shouldn’t be over here,” followed by the three children scattering away like sparrows spooked by a cat. Before vanishing behind the door flap, however, Drezella turned and gave Morfran a shy smile and a wave.

			I beheaded men for a living, little girl, he wanted to threaten. Begone.

			He had approximately thirty-seven seconds of peace before someone even more obnoxious visited him. It was the one who’d snared him in the net out in the woods: Hugh. He came in with a proud expression and a puffed-up chest, which Morfran decided made him look like a gangly, bloated-bellied stork.

			A bloated-bellied stork with a blade strapped to its waist.

			“Is that my sword?” Morfran sat up as high as he could, angrily incredulous at the image. His sword had become something of an icon to his legacy as Dark Lord of Ruthven™. Black and wicked-looking, it was forged with sweat, tears, and red food dye #7, and a blood amber in the pommel topped off the sword’s devilish appearance. It was so popular kingdom-wide that his men had taken to having their swords styled in a way just like it, and Morfran was quite pleased to know he was a trendsetter among his villainous peers.

			Now this…this peasant with an inflated head was walking around wearing it. Morfran repeated himself, growing angrier by the minute. “I said, is that my sword?”

			“No,” Hugh replied, stepping just inches out of his reach. “It’s my newly acquired sword.” He pulled it from the sheath and began swishing it with flair. “She’s quite a beauty, isn’t sh—”

			He dropped it. Morfran ground his teeth together as it rattled to the dirt floor.

			Hugh plucked it back up as if nothing had happened. “So.” He rested the flat part over his shoulder like it was a club. “My father told me you’d been nothin’ but full of lies earlier. You gonna start answering truthfully now? Because if you don’t, think how embarrassin’ it’ll be for you to be tortured by your own sword.”

			“You’re the one they sent to torture me?” Morfran asked, and despite his agitation, he sincerely meant the question. This idiot couldn’t even hold a sword properly. Perhaps if he was sent to torture him, the other revolters were equally pathetic. Despite everything, the thought offended him. Surely they could have sent someone actually intimidating to torture him?

			Hugh’s chin dipped deep as he nodded a little too vigorously. “Of course. I’m the one they always send for…eh…stuff of this import.”

			Morfran huffed. “If you could tell them to bring the actual torturer in, I’d appreciate the haste. And while you’re at it, could you ask them what type of torture it’ll be? Whipping? Maiming? Removal of fingernails? I’d like to be mentally prepared.”

			Hugh looked mildly disturbed. “Are you tortured on a regular basis?”

			I married Ravana, so…yes.

			“Look,” Morfran said tiredly. “I stand by what I’ve said. I’m just a goat farmer whose lands were burned down by our lord’s men—”

			A horrendous noise shrieked somewhere outside the hut. He fell silent. It sounded like a dozen cats all shrieking different, discordant tones at once. Morfran went stiff. “Is that my lute?”

			“No,” Hugh replied snootily, as if Morfran were an idiot for suggesting it. “It’s Pete’s newly acquired lute.”

			The only things keeping Morfran from murder were his bound wrists. “I want my things back,” he snapped. “And where are my goats? If any of you hurt Benjamin and her kids in any way, I’ll tear your hands off.”

			“See, that vehemence there”—Hugh straightened, pointing the tip of the sword at Morfran like it were a finger—“is why I don’t believe you’re just some random farmer. There’s more to you than you’re saying, and you’re not fooling none of us.”

			What would they do if they knew who he truly was? Perhaps it would be advantageous to reveal himself. At least then they’d stop treating him like dirt and give him the respect and fear he’d earned.

			But no. He’d left that life behind the moment he abandoned Ravana’s side. He’d left covertly under a new moniker because he wanted to live out a quiet life now, and although he enjoyed garnering fearful respect from any and all, you couldn’t live undisturbed if people were constantly peering out from the corner, pointing and whispering, “Anger him even once and he’ll remove your nose with forceps.”

			Never in his life had Morfran used forceps to remove any appendage from a person, but that was how his reputation had developed when he’d wed Ravana fifteen years ago and invited her into his war room. Before, he was just known as their standard Dark Lord. He’d usurped Good King Richard—who was aptly named, for his name was Richard, and by all accounts he was a good king—and took the rebelling nearby cities by force, then swept southward and conquered the independent kingdoms and added them to his domain.

			It was thanks to Ravana’s influence that people began tacking the adjective “Evil” before “Dark Lord.” He was sick of it. He wasn’t Evil. He was just Dark. Evil rulers kicked puppies. Dark rulers kicked people. Vast difference. Besides, he beheaded people who deserved it, cleanly and swiftly and fairly, and that was the end of it.

			“All right, my new friend, I hope you’re ready for this.” A massive man parted the hut’s door flap, striding into the room and blocking out the dusk light as he did so. It was Brim; behind him, also blocking the light, were at least three or four other men roughly the size of oxen, and they all halted when they saw Hugh poised on a crate before Morfran.

			Hugh instantly teetered forward to his feet, keeping the sword inconspicuously at his side as he fidgeted. “I gave him a fierce talkin’-to to let him know what he can expect from you tough lot.” He gave Brim and the others a firm jerk of a nod. They just stared. “Right. Well. I’ll just be on my way, then.” He swung the sword back up to his shoulder like it was a club—nearly swiping Morfran’s head with the movement—and started marching confidently towards the exit. That confidence lasted for two and half seconds before he had to squeeze himself around the muscular men, all of whom refused to budge, and his squirrelly frame eventually oozed between them like watery slime, and he was gone.

			Morfran watched him leave with both relief and dread. On the one hand he was utterly annoying. On the other, these men now huddled in the room were clearly the cream of the crop of the forest dwellers: upper bodies built like thunderhead clouds, fists as large as cow skulls, thighs that were twice the size of that smallest, toothless child who had wandered in earlier.

			What do you lot do for a living? Morfran gaped. Chuck trees and break stones between your thighs for fun?

			Brim rubbed his face in the wake of his son’s antics, then dropped his hand and asked Morfran, “Are you going to answer our questions truthfully now? My daughter didn’t seem to like whatever it was you told her, and she’s a smart woman.”

			Morfran considered the men. They held no weapons to maim him with and no tool kits filled with devices for removing appendages. No raw meat juice to pour over his foot, and no starved dogs to gnaw on it freely. Their hands and belts were free of any items, so he figured it’d just be the good ol’-fashioned Beat ’Em Bloody torture method. It could be much, much worse.

			He grimaced. “Not smart enough if she didn’t tell you I was innocent.”

			Brim only grinned in reply, as if he were hoping he’d say that.
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			Over the years Morfran had learned there were different types of violence. There was the violence of anger, which Ravana was prone to committing should anyone get on her nerves. There was the violence of punishment, which he’d inflicted on enemy spies, court lords and ladies who’d attempted to betray his rule, and citizens in his kingdom who’d refused to bow to him whenever he graced their presence with one of his visits. And then there was the violence of gathering information, which was what Brim and his men attempted to do now. Morfran didn’t enjoy it—a broken nose and blood stinging your eyes wasn’t fun—but he did respect it. Violence had to have intent. If it didn’t, he considered the inflictor a step beyond tolerable.

			Because he had respect for what they were trying to do, he didn’t hate them. But he wasn’t grateful. Especially when they eventually resorted to taking breaks, because he still hadn’t talked, and he had to hang limply from the post (they still refused to untie him) while they panted and wiped their bruised knuckles clean of blood and looked to Brim for guidance.

			After the fourth break, which took place long after night had fallen and a woman had to bring in lanterns so the men could see what exactly they were pummeling and that they weren’t in fact pummeling each other, Brim finally stood up from his seat on the crate and said, “Stop.”

			Morfran raised his throbbing head, hopeful but not too hopeful that he’d finally convinced them he was innocent. Brim glanced at his men, who looked not just exhausted but also a little sickly, and left the hut. A few minutes later he returned. In his hand was Benjamin’s leash. On the other end was Benjamin.

			Despite his rearranged bones, Morfran straightened at once.

			Brim said, “There are thousands of us in these woods, split up into three different encampments.” The goat tried to wander up to Morfran, concern in her yellow eyes, but Brim held the leash firm. “Only a third are able-bodied men who can fight. An additional few hundred are able-bodied women and young boys who might have to. The rest—young children, pregnant mothers, and our elderly—cannot.”

			He paused, and Morfran said nothing, because the man’s voice was strong and authoritative for a peasant, and yet there was something close to breaking in it.

			“I refuse to lose even one of them,” Brim continued, his grip on Benjamin’s rope tightening as he looked down at her. “The reason we have been able to build up such an army is because we’ve remained tight-lipped about this dwelling. And if a spy were to walk into our midst, and if we were to let them go and they returned to tell Lord Morfran’s men, then all of us would die.”

			Morfran fidgeted, uncomfortable. When he said nothing more, Brim knelt beside Benjamin, holding her gently with one hand and with the other placing a small carving knife against her throat.

			All thought fled Morfran’s mind except: Tell him tell him tell him. He’d only known Benjamin for a month, but already she consumed his daily thoughts and prayers. He thought of the gentle happy bleats she belched whenever she was eating, his suspicions that she fainted constantly on the road only so she could be carried up over his shoulders, how she nudged his knee for another block of cheese, her wide, lazy-eyed stare peering up at him as if to say, I love you, Morf. Plus, there were her children. He was going to orphan two kids because he was too much a coward to speak.

			Tell him!

			Morfran’s jaw was nigh broken. That’s why he couldn’t open it. That’s the only reason he didn’t speak. It was them, it was their pummeling fists, it was their fault he couldn’t open his mouth and tell them something, anything, to satisfy their suspicions.

			And yet the words still thundered through him like raindrops spitting against his back.

			Tell him tell him tell him!

			Brim’s grip on the knife tightened. His forearm flexed as he went to saw through Beni’s throat, and Morfran drew in a painful, quick breath—and that was when Brim shut his eyes and lowered the weapon.

			The bearish man couldn’t do it. All the buzzing panic within Morfran instantly cooled as Brim turned to his men and muttered something, passing Benjamin’s leash over and then facing Morfran. Through the blood leaking into Morfran’s eyes, he could see the man’s glower.

			“I know you’re still lying,” he muttered. “Many of Morfran’s men carry a sword just like the one you have. If you were who you say you were, you wouldn’t keep it. No one who considers Morfran their enemy would dare possess such a symbol of evil. Which means you’re either a spy or you’re untrustworthy, and we can’t release you.”

			Morfran wanted to scream. Of course he shouldn’t have run off with his sword. Of course he should have kept it buried. It’d been a vain thing to do, he knew, but he was too attached to it and had had too many encounters where he needed it. Now, ironically, it was the thing that’d cut him down.

			With that stated, Brim left the hut. The men who’d been pummeling Morfran followed closely behind, with Benjamin in tow. Morfran tried to get her to look at him so he could apologize, to no avail. They took the lanterns with them, abandoning him to the dark. Morfran slumped to the side, as far as the bindings allowed him.

			Coward. He was too selfish to admit what they wanted to hear. He should’ve left his sword behind. He should’ve fought harder in Hugh’s net earlier to get away. Now he couldn’t feel his face, and Benjamin had almost died. He’d almost let Benjamin die.

			Perhaps he was evil after all.

		

	
		
			
				5
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				A Fiery Intervention

			
			As much as he tried, Morfran couldn’t sleep. His tongue was coarse against the roof of his dry mouth, he was shaking from his lack of sustenance, and every muscle in his body felt like it’d been pulverized to nothing.

			Ten days ago he’d been in his cottage with Benjamin, serenely plucking his lute as she dozed.

			Now he could hear that same lute in use just outside the hut around some campfire, except it was squawking in protest. He sighed. Lutes were not to be throttled. You had to pluck it. He wanted to strangle the faux musician for making him suffer through such a racket.

			He slumped down, wriggling his wrists in an attempt to get feeling into them. Brim and his men might not kill Benjamin tonight, but he’d seen desperate men before. He didn’t want to be tethered to a random post while Benjamin was at risk of being slaughtered. He’d been a coward earlier when he hadn’t spoken up, but he wouldn’t sit by. No, it was time to act.

			Finally, when the laughter around the campfire faded, and that hellish, tormented scream from his lute died, he began to yank his hands free of Bronwen’s ropes. He hadn’t truly tried yet; he knew it would take him a good bit of time and that each movement was going to bring tears to his eyes. If Ravana could see him like this, perhaps even she would take pity on him. Take pity and then continue the torture, this time with an eyelid peeler and a sack of burning peach-sized coals she intended to make him ingest.

			The ropes busted free on the third yank.

			Morfran froze. Then, slowly, in severe disbelief, he raised his freed hands up in front of his face to confirm that it truly had taken just three measly jerks to escape.

			Look at that, he thought. For all her bravado, that woman is inept at knot tying.

			He paused before admitting,

			And I’m stupid for not trying to escape earlier.

			For a blissful half minute he rubbed both his tender wrists, flexing his fingers to get the blood pumping. Right. Now all he had to do was find his sword and pack, grab Beni and the kids, and get out of—

			The hut flap rustled. He slammed back onto his butt at the base of the pole, shoving his hands behind him as though he were still bound.

			The door flap opened. In the glow of the lantern, he saw green skirts and a shawl, and a long, distinct tassel of a brown braid. Bronwen. What could she possibly want? Was it her turn to torture him? He scowled, though with half his face numb and smeared with blood, it had none of the intended effect.

			She just held the lantern up high, studying him. After a long quiet moment, she gestured at his bruises and bleeding cuts. “They did all this to you, and you still wouldn’t talk?”

			He said nothing, too spiteful to reply. Something about her set his teeth grinding. Ravana hated the silent treatment. Perhaps Bronwen would, too.

			A corner of her mouth tipped up, as if she found his pouting amusing. He hated that it brightened the green in her eyes. He didn’t want to look at this random forest woman and be reminded of home. “Look. If you would only confess a few details of which of Morfran’s men sent you and what their plan is, we might consider a deal.”

			Liar. He wanted to spit. But he doubted his throbbing jaw would allow him that pleasure, and his mouth was so dry that he feared his saliva would only make it onto his chin, so still he said nothing.

			“No?” She sighed, as if resigned. “Fine. You’ll be tortured tomorrow as well, then. And the next day, and the day after that. Until we know what you know.” She turned towards her pocket, and he tensed. But instead of a weapon like he expected, she drew out a water skin and a crust of bread.

			She brought him food and water? It was likely drugged, or poisonous. At this rate, he’d happily take something drugged. As for the poison…yes, he’d take that, too.

			She set the lantern on the crate and slowly ventured towards him, her hand resting over her skirt pocket. “I’m going to feed you now. But I swear, if you try any funny business, I have no qualms about kicking an already injured man in the head.”

			He couldn’t remain silent at this. Both his throat and tone were dry as he said, “I would never harm a benevolent lady like yourself.”

			She arched her eyebrow, probably at the word benevolent. “But you were quick to trip one.”

			“You got in my foot’s way,” he argued.

			“Maybe I’ll chop your foot off, then.”

			“Or maybe you’ll just trip again trying.”

			She pressed her lips flat, as if he were an insubordinate child constantly back-talking in class. Her gaze skimmed over him a second time, slow and purposeful. “Or maybe I’ll just castrate you and see if you’re as full of bravado afterwards as you are now.”

			Good gods, her hostility is something to behold. Yet he’d flustered her earlier. Perhaps if he said something similar, he might get under her skin. “I knew it,” he murmured, giving his head a little shake. “You just want to see me without my pants on, don’t you? Go on, then. I dare you. Follow through with your words. Show me you’re not just full of bark but that you can bite, too.”

			Bingo. Her cheeks flushed pink. This time he was pretty certain it stemmed just as much from bashfulness as anger. “I’ve bloodied my hands plenty. And I’m happy to bloody them again with yours if you keep mouthing off.”

			He grinned, spiteful, goading her. “Bite me, then.”

			Another flash of quick anger lit her eyes. She dropped to her knees before him, suddenly too close. He couldn’t help but flinch.

			“Don’t get excited,” she said, right before shoving the bread at his face. “Eat before I change my mind. We need you alive and conscious for questioning.”

			Well, if that’s what they needed, he’d rather be dead and unconscious. He mumbled, “I can’t.”

			“Can’t what?”

			“My jaw,” he said, morose. “It’s more than likely broken. I can’t open it wide enough to take a bite.”

			She looked at him with wild disbelief. “Yet you could open it wide enough to fling insults.”

			He shrugged. “That was a necessity.” She just stared at him. “The water, please?”

			Her chest fell with a sigh that said she found him beyond burdensome, but she did set aside the crust of bread and turn to where she’d set the water skin down, and that was when he launched at her. In no time at all he’d snatched her and had her back pinned against his chest, his hand slapped over her mouth so she couldn’t scream. She’d touched her outer skirt pocket earlier, which indicated she’d stashed her stishovite dagger inside it. He found it with ease and pressed the knife against her throat to get her to stop thrashing.

			“Easy.” He seethed as she bucked once more before giving in. Her fingernails dug into his forearm, her entire body tense. He pressed his lips against her ear, her soft hair tickling his cheek as he whispered, “Now, listen to me. We are going to take a walk—”

			A loud, metallic jangling erupted from somewhere outside in the trees. It was discordant—the only thing he could compare it to was someone rifling through an enormous bucket of utensils. Whatever it was made Bronwen buck again, fiercely. It was only when she bit his inner hand that he withdrew it.

			“Ouch! You savage little—”

			“Soldiers!” Her anger was quickly draining into panic. “That’s the alarm for soldiers invading!”

			They’d found him? But…how? He hadn’t seen them since that day he’d fled his homestead. He shoved up to his feet—a major dizzy spell turning his vision granular—and found Bronwen already at the door, armed with one of the rakes that’d previously leaned against a barrel. She raised it towards him.

			She was pale. “You led them here somehow.”

			“You don’t know what’s going on,” he replied. The exit—and freedom—was right behind her. But she wasn’t budging, and he was dizzy from torture and weak from lack of food and water. “Now get. You’re in my way.”

			“I’ll kill you before you set foot outside.”

			He palmed the stishovite dagger in his hand. “What are you going to do? Rake me to death?”

			Her eyes flashed with anger. “I told you! I am not just some commoner—”

			Whatever she said after that, he didn’t hear it. The hut flap flew open, and in the light of the lantern he saw the tall shape of a man. His black armor was refined and polished, with the slightest purple sheen to it, like a magpie’s feathers. One of Ravana’s men. He was staring right at him.

			“You.” His voice was sharp. “Look at me.” The command was unnecessary, as Morfran was already looking, and perhaps it was Morfran’s appearance being that of a recently beaten prisoner that tipped the soldier off that he was at odds with the dwellers, for he didn’t seem to recognize Morfran’s bloodily rearranged face, only the possibility that it could be him.

			Swiftly, the soldier raised his sword above Bronwen’s back to hack her down before she could even turn. And in that split second before it fell, Morfran weighed his options: be prisoner to an armored soldier who would forever have bragging rights about finding and imprisoning his ex–Dark Lord for his queen…or to a forest woman with anger issues and a rake.

			He chose the latter. The stishovite dagger blurred as he chucked it, a black arrow bolting through the air. It sank right into the man’s forehead, knocking him back a step. For a moment none of the three of them moved. It took both Bronwen and the soldier a few seconds of staring at each other to register that the soldier was a dead man standing, and, because dead men do not stand and blink in stunned confusion with daggers in their heads, he did the natural thing and collapsed to the floor like a puppet whose strings were snipped.

			Morfran exhaled in relief. Bronwen stared at him wide-eyed.

			“As I said before.” He moved past her, leaning over without slowing to remove the stishovite dagger from the soldier’s noggin. “You’re in my way.”

			Outside, the camp was in chaos. His soldiers had indeed found him, and they came torpedoing through the night on black mounts. They looked like dark, hell-raising wraiths, terrifying in stature and build. But when they opened their mouths in a battle cry, it took all of Morfran’s restraint not to maim the nearest soldier.

			He’d been the one to teach them how to arrive in style. He’d shown them what to wear and how to hold themselves like they were wicked devils, and how to scream like unearthly demonic creatures who’d freshly clawed themselves from their graves.

			They clearly were out of practice, consequently sounding like Benjamin hacking up an undigested boot heel on a bad day.

			They were making him look bad. Never mind that he’d abandoned them and his life as their villainous commander.

			Fighting against the urge to maim someone, he squinted in the night for the animal pens where Benjamin and her kids would likely be. Although the canopy of trees blocked night’s natural light, the moon was full and leaked a blue-white light onto the forest floor, and he could easily make out huts, trees, people, and even the rope ladders that led up to the treetop houses. In addition, there were illuminated hot spots from lanterns left on in windows. Ragged shadows darted about the forest of brawling men, horses tearing through the night and women and children fleeing towards the rope ladders.

			He needed Benjamin. The animal pens had been—he looked past a soldier on foot chasing two men with shovels and saw the fence posts—that way. He strode past them, only stopping to trip the soldier with a deft jerk of his foot when the idiot had the audacity to be shoved in his way, and only vaguely registered the men smacking the soldier into the ground with their shovels.

			To his left three soldiers were trying to scramble up the rope ladder to get to the upper huts, but the weight of their armor and the palm-sized stones the forest dwellers were dropping on their heads were making them fail quite spectacularly. That made him scowl even more. Had whatever git leading them just sent them in willy-nilly? Had they not taken the trees into account, or how difficult it was to ride horses through dense forest, or that these forest dwellers outnumbered them at least seven to one?

			If Morfran had been the one leading them to nab himself, he’d have taken the stealth route, and his men would have captured him hours ago and been halfway out of the forest by now. Honestly. Ravana was an expert at terrorizing even the most stoic of men, but when she was left to command armies on her own, her plans fell apart. And now look: these idiots here were damaging the reputation of his forces, which he’d worked for years to build up.

			It put him in an even worse mood as he made his way towards the animal pens. Twice he had to kick a soldier out of the way. On one occasion he pulled a man off a horse that was barreling towards him, then proceeded to headbutt the jerk, spit in his face at his pathetic attempt to skewer him, and steal his sword.

			Another bout of dizziness swarmed Morfran’s head. He had to lean against a tree to let it pass.

			“Get down here, you coward!” a soldier shouted at someone sitting in a tree. It was Hugh. Although he had Morfran’s scabbard attached to his belt and the sword was perfectly usable, he instead had chosen to half hug the trunk and was raising his dangling legs up whenever the soldier tried to swipe at him with his sword.

			“I said get down and fight me like a man!”

			Hugh peered down at the soldier wearing a full suit of armor, said, “No way,” and tossed a pine cone at his head. It bounced off his helmet like a pebble against a mountain. The soldier huffed and began towards the tree trunk to climb it.

			Hugh just climbed higher, taking Morfran’s sword with him.

			That settled it. Morfran hurled the stishovite dagger at the soldier’s back. It pierced straight through his armor and sent him sprawling against the trunk, dead.

			Hugh let out a “Huzzah!” and leapt from the tree. “Say, you’re not such a bad fellow after all—”

			Morfran bashed him on the head and stole back his sword, kissing the pommel before launching into the night towards the pens.

			The animals were obviously upset about the commotion, with the pigs snorting in displeasure, the chickens squawking in distress, and the horses fidgeting in disdain. But it was the geese that came out in full-fledged battle, honking bloody murder and leaping up to bite his elbows.

			He kicked at them in vain, searching for his goat friends. In addition to the wide pens, there was a lean-to shelter to keep the animals safe from the weather, and it was there, curled up by a bale of straw, that he found Benjamin and her kids.

			“Beni,” he started. And that was when he saw it from the corner of his eye.

			Untamed, naked fire. It burned on a torch held by a soldier who wore the glossy, rich armor of a general and a stout helmet with a magpie’s plume jutting out of it. He was headed to a tree with a rope ladder, unhindered by the assault of rocks from above. Other soldiers were dousing the tree’s trunk and surrounding ground with oily liquid, shouting threats to those in the canopy.

			Above them, villagers—mostly women and children, Morfran noticed—were screaming, desperately flinging down items in an attempt to stop the torch-wielding soldier: pots, stones, sacks of grain, hand-carved toys.

			Now is the ideal time to leave, a voice in his head urged. Steal a horse, put Beni on your shoulders and the kids in your bag, and get out of here.

			Across the forest floor came Brim and his men, surging towards the torch-wielding soldier.

			See? They can take care of their own. Morfran turned to leave.

			Soldiers on horseback instantly intercepted the villagers, swiping their blades at several of the thick-necked men who’d pummeled Morfran just hours earlier, cutting some of them down like they were felling wheat stalks.

			Morfran looked on, irritated. Now my men decide to be competent?

			The torch-wielding man—one of his past generals, though he wasn’t sure which one—dodged a heavy stone hurled his way, now ten feet from the oil-doused tree. Morfran could visualize it: the tree going up like tinder, fueled by the oil, and the flames crawling up the ladder into the treetop platforms, igniting first the stout hut shaped like a witch’s hat and then spreading.

			“Stop him!” Brim was screaming, but Morfran’s ex-soldiers had finally snagged on to some semblance of order and had created a wide circle of horses and soldiers that blocked the forest dwellers from breaking through, though try they did.

			Morfran turned towards Benjamin, saying, “Time to go.”

			She just stared at him with those yellow, watchful eyes. Time to act.

			“I am,” he seethed. “I’m getting you to safety!”

			She blinked. Or you’re just trying to save your own butt.

			“I hate how I think you can talk.” Morfran groaned, casting one last look over his shoulder. The general was five feet from the tree, arm raised to feed the torch to the oil. Morfran cursed and gripped his sword with both hands.

			“Fire,” he seethed. “What is your lot’s obsession with fire?”

			The sword sailed beautifully, tip over hilt, as Morfran chucked it; it skewered the soldier through the gut.

			Everyone watched—and even the geese, who’d been assaulting his ankles previously, ceased their mad hackling to gawk open-mouthed—as they waited to see if the general would either fall backwards with his torch, dead, or if he’d fall forward into the tree and set the forest aflame.

			It was neither. The general just stood there, obviously shocked to have a sword imbedded in a kidney, and unsure whether to just die on the spot now or die after wreaking havoc on innocent lives. He then started teetering forward.

			Morfran crashed into the general’s midsection, sending them both flying away from the tree and against the ground. The action sent pain through Morfran’s face, down into his rib cage. The general sputtered, coughing blood that spattered onto Morfran’s face, at which Morfran released an irritated growl in disgust and tore the man’s helmet from his head.

			It was General Yerfra. The aged man was dying, his gray eyes trying to focus on Morfran’s. Out of all his generals, Yerfra was the oldest and most simplistic. “M-my Lord?”

			Morfran didn’t know how he could tell it was him; his face felt like melted rubber and was likely broken in at least four places. “Your strategy sucked.”

			“It w-was Killian’s.” His voice sounded like he was sucking up broth in the back of his throat.

			Why was he taking orders from Killian? Unless…“He’s been promoted to Chief General?”

			“Ravana…liked his fire.”

			Stupid, preening little upstart…Morfran should’ve hanged him when he had the chance.

			“Never s-seen her…so angry…as when you left.” Yerfra’s eyes were shifting upwards now. Morfran knew he had mere seconds before the man was gone.

			“How are you tracking me?” he asked.

			The man’s throat gurgled. Disgusting. “She’s…”

			He said nothing else. Morfran shook the man. Surely there was another word or two lodged in his throat, though he was dead-dead now. When it was apparent there wasn’t, Morfran looked about at the commotion.

			Brim and his men were tearing soldiers off horses, reinvigorated by the near-miss of the flames and the promise that if they didn’t kick more soldiers to their grave, some fervent young soldier might just pick up the torch and blow up the tree. Ravana’s soldiers were fighting back, and though they would have had the upper hand—rakes and shovels could not compete against armor and swords—from the trees Morfran could see more figures coming in the night.

			This new group held all assortment of farm and woodcutting equipment, like they were coming to demolish an indecently overgrown alfalfa field. It was the other forest dwellers from the nearby encampments Brim spoke of. And there appeared to be dozens upon dozens of them, moving in on the soldiers like vengeful forest spirits. Morfran stared in wonder as they poured through.

			There really were this many who’d joined together to end his reign?

			It was at this point that Morfran knew who had won, or at the very least knew he’d be left somewhat alone. He rolled onto his back, dizzy and thirsty and close to vomiting, as he listened to the clashing of metal on metal and the forest folk letting out cries of victory.

			He turned his head to stare at the pen. Benjamin had stuck her head out from the fence, tongue pushed out like a pink snail curling out of her mouth. Her eyes were fastened on him.

			“Happy now, you bloody goat?”

			Benjamin let out a pleased bleat.
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				The Ultimatum

			
			
				Day two hundred and fifty-eight

				Dear Diary,

				It’s been seven hours since the attack of the Elmswood encampment, and I have yet to be properly fed. To be fair, there were several deaths of the forest dwellers, so I suppose I must be patient while they bury the bodies. In the meantime, I have stolen several loaves from what appeared to be their cooking hut. They taste like manure. It makes me hate myself. But not nearly as much as Chief General Killian is going to hate himself when he learns his men fled in the night from peasants with trowels. Ha! Serves the cretin right. No soldiers remained alive, and

			

			The cottage door opened, letting in a pool of bright, brilliant morning light as someone stepped inside. After the (unsuccessful) invasion last night, Morfran had made it to Benjamin in the animal pen and proceeded to faint from the pain. It wasn’t his proudest moment, especially because he distinctly remembered one of Brim’s burly men hoisting him up bridal style and carrying him into a quaint little ground-floor cottage complete with yellow lace curtains.

			He’d been placed on a comfortable straw bed, and to his immense relief, when he woke the next morning to birdsong and the rustling of trees, he found he wasn’t bound anymore.

			He supposed they considered him not a threat at the moment for three reasons. First, he was heavily bruised and bloodied, and the pain was hellish. Second, if anyone saw him hobbling outside around camp, he surmised that even the toothless child who’d snuck in to get a look at him earlier could probably take him. And lastly, sometime during the night, in an act that was entirely natural and not at all to be laughed at due to the circumstances of him being tied to a post for more than fourteen hours…he’d wet himself, and frankly, was trying to let his breeches dry out before attempting to flee. Nothing wore on one’s dignity more than running through the woods with a screaming goat tucked beneath one arm and her screaming kids tucked beneath the other while in pee-stained pants. He just wouldn’t do it.

			It was Bronwen who’d entered. He closed his journal and pulled a blanket over his lap to hide his damp pants, because the last thing he needed was her laughing at him. Although when he saw her face, he noticed her scorn for him had faded: blue half-circles sat beneath her eyes, her long hair was falling loose from her braid, and her green skirts were stained with dried blood and dirt. In her hands was a bowl of something steaming.

			She stared at him for a long moment before saying, “You couldn’t possibly have had another exploit last night with all that earlier commotion.”

			Raggedly, he blinked. “What?”

			She gestured to his journal. “Your so-called autobiography?”

			He patted it absently. “I record more than just that in it. I also keep a tally of all the times I save a village from certain death.”

			She had no response to that. Her gaze fell to her feet, as if she were conscious of a mistake made on her part. “I saw you in the animal pen last night.”

			“Pardon?”

			“You were going to leave,” she said. “You had your sword and your goats, and we were all distracted. And the next thing I saw…” She raised her chin, looking at him openly, no trace of anger left in her face. “I may have…judged you prematurely.”

			Eh, you were fairly spot-on. He shrugged at her weak apology, instead choosing to make her grovel some more because why not? He’d been tied up and tortured and starved, and he’d had to watch that idiot Hugh prance around with his sword. So he said nothing, pointedly tilting his head and waiting.

			She understood immediately. “And I’m sorry for all the threats, and insults, and torture. Here.” She awkwardly shuffled forward, passing the bowl towards him. He took it. It looked like some type of attempt at meaty broth, which wasn’t all that hard to make, but someone had clearly struggled with preparing the meal, as it looked like muddied water mixed with aged boot leather.

			“I don’t like making excuses,” she continued, folding her arms around her. “We had to do what we needed to. You were suspicious, and although we still don’t know who you are, you helped us beat back Morfran’s men, and you saved more people than you know. And you didn’t run last night when you could have.”

			I can’t see out of one eye and would only make it two days out there in the woods before Ravana’s men found me again. It wasn’t a hard decision.

			“With that said, I suppose what I’m trying to say is…I mean to say…is…” She looked frustrated, as if something were preventing her from speaking. “You did…eh…you…”

			This was the saddest attempt at an apology and a thank-you he’d ever seen. Give him de-armed men out on the battlefield wailing for their mothers, or the curses of soldiers who’d failed him as he tied them to the back of a horse and told the rider to go for a leisurely gallop over a field of goathead weeds. Anything but this awkward befuddling of tongues. He swiftly changed the subject.

			“That dagger of yours.” His eyes fluttered to her skirt pockets. He wasn’t sure where it’d ended up, nor where his sword was. Likely back in the hands of her idiot brother. “Where did you get it?”

			She paused, the slightest trace of sorrow in her eyes, and damn that hesitation, because the door opened and Brim, six or seven men, a withered old geezer, that little girl from earlier, and Hugh, who snuck in last, all entered, flooding the cottage with eyes that were focused entirely on him.

			He shifted the bowl strategically on his lap—praying to the gods that he didn’t stink of piss as well, please—and waited. A question sat in all their gazes, turned into spoken word by Brim.

			“All right, friend.” There was a heavy bruise turning plum purple above Brim’s eye and a mean-looking cut on his cheek that would likely scar. But his eyes were back to their muted sparkle as he asked, “Who are you?”

			Morfran knew it was inevitable. They’d seen him chuck his sword with all the precision of a professional axe thrower. They’d seen him tackle Yerfra. They might’ve even noticed he and the general exchanged words as if they were familiar with each other. They knew he was not like them. And they were not stupid. They would know if he tried another outright lie.

			So instead, he told them only half a lie.

			“I was a general in Morfran’s army,” he announced, tired and sore and barely able to open his jaw. Those in the room inhaled as he confirmed it, their chests ballooning at the revelation. “I’ve fought in many battles, and killed many men, and watched many others die. Their blood stained my hands for weeks afterwards, and not a day went by when I’d take a sip of water and not taste that tang of death on my tongue…” He paused. Considered his next words. And said,

			“And it was so boring.” His entire body deflated as he blew out a breath. “After the five hundredth death, they all start to look the same, you know? Don’t get me wrong. The dying bit wore on me as well, because have you ever tried to get bloodstains out of your cloak? Nightmare. I’ve gone through at least eleven over the years. And then of course you learn how much you’re hated all throughout the kingdom, but that fearful respect grew addictive. To tell you the truth, I believe that’s what kept me on the front lines so much—the respect they gave me—free ale at any inn? Yes, please. But it got to be such a headache with the people I was working with because they were exhaustingly dumb, and one of them turned into a lunatic when before they were perfectly lovely, and then, well, then the next thing you know, you’ve defected from your army and adopted a pregnant goat and learned how to make ridiculously delicious jam. And that is how you easily decide that that’s the life you want instead of”—decapitating anyone in your way, he was about to say, but quickly reworded it—“never-ending death.”

			Morfran didn’t know what to expect after such a confession. He’d hardly said it in as many words to himself, had since tried to steer clear of writing down feelings in his journal. But they clearly suspected he was someone villainous, so he gave it to them. He just chose to be incredibly selective on his exact identity.

			To his relief and surprise, it worked.

			“You were a general in Morfran’s army?” Brim gaped, dropping his crossed arms. He wasn’t the only one shocked. Brim’s men were fidgeting, suddenly very interested in what he had to say.

			“We tortured one of his generals?” one murmured.

			“No wonder he didn’t break,” another added. “He’s probably been conditioned to withstand torture.”

			Bronwen had quietly lowered herself into a nearby chair, apart from her father’s men. She seemed almost diminished and smaller somehow, and when she spoke, her voice was softer. “What is your name? Have we heard of you before?”

			“You likely wouldn’t have,” he lied. “I was only a northern general for a time. It was a trivial position in a trivial land hardly the size of a township. Before that, I was a foot soldier of his for many years.”

			“Why not just tell us you defected to begin with?” Brim demanded.

			He stirred the broth to give himself something else to do than fidget. “Oh, you know. You all seemed so eager to hang me and eat my spleen thinking I was a mere spy. If you knew I was a general—”

			“I say we still hang ’im,” Hugh commented. Morfran had been correct in that his sword had ended up back in this buffoon’s hands. Hugh pressed the tip into the floorboards and was using it to lean against, an act that made Morfran see red. “He chose to put his allegiance in that vile lord of a man.”

			Morfran scowled. “I’m sorry, but were you not there when I saved your life from that soldier trying to shake you out of a tree?”

			Hugh winced, his gaze briefly bolting down in shame before he countered, “You only saved me to take your sword back. Am I wrong?”

			Morfran paused. He wasn’t.

			“I vote he dies. Anyone who fights for that evil jerk—”

			“Hugh.” Brim shoved a hand through his hair, obviously exasperated. “Why don’t you go outsi—”

			“I agree with Hugh,” a man declared as he entered the cottage. The morning light shone so brightly around him that Morfran couldn’t see him until he stepped farther inside, and when he did, the air shifted.

			Here was the specimen of a hero: golden corn silk waves of hair, eyes of royal blue, strong torso shaped like an upside-down triangle, and of course, a beautifully crafted face complete with cheekbones that could cut diamond, and even—get this—a butt chin. He also wore a blue cloak, which had a small gold shield sewn on the right breast that indicated that he wasn’t just a ridiculously handsome man. He was a K.N.I.G.H.T.

			Morfran had either killed or corrupted all the knights in the kingdom during his Rage Against Knights stage. How had one survived his extermination? But then he thought of all these people here who had hidden away in this forest without him knowing. Yet another reason why the kingdom was too big for one Dark Lord to control.

			Those in the room obviously revered him. The little girl Drezella smoothed down her messy hair. Brim grinned, as if proud of his presence among the rebellion. Hugh blinked, looking as though he’d wet himself at having someone—not just someone, but someone who clearly mattered—agree with him.

			Morfran was well aware when someone was used to such attention. Ravana, for instance, absorbed attention like a sponge, letting it inflate her head until she was bloated with arrogance and superiority. He’d loved that about her at first. Such confidence! Such authority! Then it grew grating on him over the years. Yes, love, I know you’ve bested the Bowlmaster of Delprie in skull bowling forty-two times to zero. I was there. Or Yes, dear, I know you’ve been voted as the fairest one of them all in the kingdom for the tenth time now. Please pass the salt.

			That same egotistical air was imbedded in this man’s butt chin, which he held high as he looked down at Morfran. “For all we know about this man, his inability to cover his tracks led Lord Morfran’s men right to us. He cost us the lives of several of our men. We need recompense. His death will give us that.”

			Several of the men in the room vocally agreed. One even let out an animated “I’ll do it!” as he raised his trowel like a hand.

			Morfran looked at them all sourly. “How will my death compensate you in the long run?”

			The butt-chinned man gave a smile. Even that was blindingly gorgeous. “An eye for an eye, you nitwit. Knowing that the man responsible for our friends’ and families’ deaths has paid for it with his own life is a just reparation. And if you aren’t alive to commit more stupidities, you aren’t alive to further compromise our survival.”

			That sounds like an argument I’d make. It was strange to hear the words coming from a rebel, however. Morfran opened his mouth in protest, but then a voice said,

			“He saved my life.” This came from the gnarled old man hunched beside Drezella. His skin was dry as sandpaper, his meager hair wispy like dandelion puffs. He wore nothing but the simplest of tunics and hose and a tattered gray-green cloak draped over his shoulders like grasshopper wings. “If it wasn’t for him, my hut would have gone up in flames, and me with it. And he saved the lives of who knows how many people when he stopped that general.” He took a wobbly step forward, with Drezella as his crutch, and raised a finger as knobby as an elm branch towards Morfran. “Though he’s done wicked things in the past, I believe his heart has changed.”

			I wouldn’t go that far, Morfran thought flatly, but outwardly constructed a pious, repentant expression.

			The silence following this dragged. Almost as if the people within the hut were trying to compile the gentlest, most polite form of Hell no it hasn’t to say to the old geezer. Then another voice arose.

			“I agree with Grandfather Tortoise,” Bronwen said with a sigh, as if it pained her to admit. “He could have fled last night while we were distracted. Instead, he saved us.”

			“Yes, but who cares what she thinks?” the man nearest to Morfran muttered to his buddy. From Bronwen’s stiff reaction, Morfran knew she’d heard.

			“My dear Bronwen,” the butt-chinned man responded to her, looking affronted. “He inevitably led them to us. They were searching for him. He brought the deaths of several of our men. Would you like me to name all those we lost?”

			Her face hinted at long suffering. “No, that’s quite all right—”

			“Alfred,” he went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “Gwilliam, Hestin, Roderick, Dominic, Bob—”

			Bronwen released a cutting sigh, shutting her eyes. “We know who died, Gueldefore.”

			“But he doesn’t!” Gueldefore snapped, and it was as if he’d slapped everyone upside the head. Even Hugh stiffened. “He doesn’t know the pain he’s caused. I doubt he’ll ever understand it. The families of those who died will want his death. They’ll want to know they got their vengeance. Reparations are deserved, and we will revel in witnessing his blood wet our crop and be of use to us in his last hours.”

			A heavy quiet swallowed the room at the weight of the words. Morfran blinked. “I’m sorry, but are…are you saying you want to water your garden with my blood?” That was horrific. And unsanitary.

			Gueldefore raised his majestic butt chin. Perhaps the man merely intended to be poetic, but after such a speech, both he and Morfran recognized he couldn’t backtrack now.

			So he doubled down. “Your death will bring us abundance after we sever your arms and head from your body.”

			Morfran nodded minutely, registering this. Then he announced to everyone else, “I request to be hanged.”

			In the midst of numerous cries arising for how, specifically, he should die, it was Brim who managed to wrestle over the conversation as he waded into the center of the room. “He’ll not be hanged, quartered, curb-stomped, beaten over the head with a coined-stuffed sock, or killed in any other offensive manner.” Standing at his full height, he was like a weathered, stout obelisk that’d seen the test of time. “Nor will he be hurt.” He tossed a cutting look at those who’d seemed eager, including Gueldefore, who merely frowned. “Never before have we had someone like him in our company. This calls for a different kind of action.”

			There was another shift in the room. Morfran noticed it at once. Brim wasn’t simply a leader of these forest dwellers, he realized; he was their moon. He controlled the tides and the way the waters moved, and Morfran already saw how the men yielded to him and regarded him with high respect. Even Gueldefore, who shone like a bright star, couldn’t compete with the moon’s light when it was at its fullest.

			Interesting, Morfran noted. Not many peasants he knew could silence a room with a few simple words. Then again, most peasants he was in the presence of ultimately ended up headless shortly after, so what did he know?

			“What is your name?” Brim demanded from him.

			Morfran suddenly felt the weight of dozens of eyes on him, and although he was used to the attention, for some reason he began sweating now. He cleared his throat, trying to inconspicuously sit up taller. “Eh. Bernard.”

			Brim smiled, though it never reached his eyes. It was more as if Brim had connived a suiting punishment for him, one he knew Morfran wouldn’t appreciate.

			“We’ve been preparing for our kingdom-wide assault on Lord Morfran and his men for years,” the burly man began, facing everyone in the room. “With Gueldefore’s help, we managed to secure a mass shipment of weapons that will prove most useful in our fight.” Gueldefore, despite losing momentum earlier, puffed up his chest when cheers arose his way. “In the past Bronwen helped whittle away at their numbers and interfered with their war camps.” He gestured at his daughter, who seemed to shrink when all she received was cricket silence and rolled eyes. “And we’ve all worked tirelessly in order to build up a rebellion that will be effective in stomping out that infestation known as Morfran’s men.”

			Many in the room leapt to their feet at this, cheering and hooting and thrusting their fists in the air.

			“Now, we’ve all heard the rumors about Lord Morfran. That he’s holed himself up in his castle for reasons unknown and doesn’t come out for anything. Whether that’s because he’s sick or dying or perhaps not even there, it’s the timing that I find beneficial. We’ve spent years gathering supplies and men, but what we’ve needed and been searching for is a skilled battle strategist.”

			Brim grinned, gesturing at Morfran. “The gods have put this man in our path. And this man, Bernard, happened to be a general of our greatest enemy. To become a general is not an easy thing, either. You must have intelligence, battle wit, and the willingness to die with your men. And with that same intelligence, he’s razed villages and stolen land and murdered innocents.” He paused, and Morfran unconsciously began shaking his head, ever so slowly, because he’d spotted that stupid sparkle in the man’s eyes that spelled mischief.

			“Bernard’s done all this in Lord Morfran’s name. I believe the gods have placed him here, now, because it is time.” He paused for theatrical effect. “It is time to march on the kingdom and reclaim our lands. And as it is befitting, Bernard here will be the one to help us reclaim them. And not just to reclaim, but to avenge those who’ve been murdered, using the same smarts and battle savvy he used for Lord Morfran and his venomous queen, Ravana.”

			Morfran was clawing his fingernails against the broth bowl, stiff as bone, as the entire room erupted into cheers.

			“And when we have made ourselves a worthy threat”—Brim was outwardly grinning now, eyes glinting with something akin to madness—“Bernard will help us take Castle Atrago in Warshire and kill Lord Morfran and Lady Ravana himself.”
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				The Barn Armory

			
			During his twenty years as the Dark Lord of Ruthven™, Morfran had spent many days doing what he fondly called “housekeeping.”

			Just like an experienced, matronly woman who was preparing for the arrival of her extended family for the thanksgiving holiday, with which came the tasks of packing fresh straw into old mattresses, washing and drying bedsheets and tablecloths, and cooking a five-course meal including braised duck, gorgonzola-stuffed mushrooms, and cheesecake studded with little golden raisins, Morfran had prepared for the conquering of lands with that same astute attention to detail.

			Three hundred soldiers needed new uniforms? He’d hit up all the local blacksmiths and collect a team of seamstresses to craft the finest, toughest stuff. They needed weapons? He’d place fast-express orders for top-of-the-line swords that’d arrive with plenty of time for his men to practice with them before battle. They needed fresh meals while on the road? He’d send out his special foraging team whose only purpose was to find fresh food from nearby farms. And lastly, if they needed a boost in morale before taking over a city, he’d go about the ranks and chat with every man, either patting them on the back in a manly way, butting foreheads with them in a manly way, or giving them a pep talk should he find one in tears at the prospect of being skewered by his enemies—in a manly way, of course.

			He knew precisely what an army needed to win, and so when Brim dragged him to the dwelling’s barn to show him their war stock, he at first felt awe, and then petulant begrudging.

			“Well?” Brim pressed for the fourth time. “Are the weapons any good for what we have to face, or not?”

			Morfran remained very still as he stared at the massive stock of crates stacked like blocks against the barn walls. Several had been opened by Brim’s men, their tops thrust open like coffin lids. Inside the crates were long, two-handed poles mounted with axes and topped with pikes. Beside them were spear-like weapons nestled in beds of straw. Beyond that were many, many more unopened crates.

			Halberds. Pikes. The very ones he’d ordered that’d been lost in transit along the southeast coast last year. This was where they’d ended up? His men had said it’d been the murderous warlords from the eastern isles who’d swiped them.

			They’d lied to him? And what was more, the weapons had ended up in these dirty peasants’ hands?

			I think I hate everyone.

			Morfran quelled back his desire to scream, counted to fifteen, looked stoically at Brim, who appeared to be eagerly awaiting his reply, and nodded nonchalantly. “They’ll have to do, I suppose.”

			Brim seemed at once to read right through him. He grinned, sly. “You know that’s not all we’ve collected, right?”

			“You mean that’s not all you’ve stolen,” he replied sourly.

			Gueldefore of the Beautiful Butt Chin appeared beside them. His blue cloak fluttered majestically behind him, even though there wasn’t any breeze and they were inside. Morfran eyed it in disbelief as the man laughed. “That’s exceedingly rich, coming from a general who served that despicable devil.”

			Brim ignored Gueldefore’s comment. “There are at least four hundred weapons here. Halberds and pikes as we’ve shown you, but there are war hammers, claymores, maces, and longbows in our stock, too. Oh, and we did find a crossbow with stishovite bolts—”

			Morfran couldn’t help but perk up. “A crossbow, you say?”

			Brim gestured towards a lone crate sitting atop a hay bale. Morfran limped towards it—he was still bruised and bloody from last night’s torture, as Brim had whisked him from the hut immediately after Morfran told them who he was.

			The crossbow was the crossbow: built of yew from the Forests of Gent, steel from the Timorian Forges, and the Linen of Lindell. Intricately carved designs swirled over the fine wood in patterns of woodland forests and foxes wielding war hammers. He’d had it commissioned last year, a birthday present to himself. He reached out to touch it.

			A hand knocked his away. “Don’t lay a finger upon it,” Gueldefore snapped. He stood beside Morfran, and Morfran got the sense of just how large the man was. Not large like Brim, who had the frame of a great bear, but tall and majestic, like a stag.

			“That is a spoil of war,” Gueldefore said. “I led the charge in which we stole that devil’s shipment. I claimed the crossbow.”

			And I’ll claim your head—

			No, no. No more of that. No matter how much he wanted to. Morfran withdrew his hand and said coldly, “A dozen apologies.” He purposefully spoke only to Brim. “You may have a decent stockpile of weapons now, but bear in mind that Lord Morfran’s army is four times grander than yours, even if you have your women fight. And they’ve trained since the cradle to be effective soldiers. It won’t be that easy—”

			An eruption of noise and an earth-shaking vibration behind him robbed the boast from his mouth. He spun at once, gaping in wide-eyed shock at the billowing cloud of fire. Only when it died down, and he went closer to the edge of the barn doors to peer out into the grove of trees, did he utter the sentence.

			“You lot have explosives, too?” That was preposterous. No one had explosives except his army. They were outlawed “because they were dangerous,” he’d decreed, but really, he just didn’t want these things in any of his citizens’ hands. Rebellions were much more serious if both sides could simply explode their enemies.

			Brim stopped beside him, scrutinizing what appeared to be a crew of goggly-eyed men testing powder kegs in the middle of a clearing some three hundred feet away. “Yes,” he admitted, stroking his black beard. “The blast radius is supposed to be larger, but our chemists are working on that.”

			“Chemists,” Morfran stated blankly.

			“Oh yes.” Brim grinned, leaning against the barn door with his arms crossed. “We have chemists. We also have engineers and spies and ex–Ruthven soldiers who abandoned their posts once they saw reason.”

			Morfran stiffened. The man was pointedly trying to agitate him. “They’re filth is what they are, for betraying their lord and abandoning their duties.”

			“And you aren’t?”

			Morfran glared at Brim as that same mischievous sparkle returned to his eyes. Morfran tipped his nose at him. “I didn’t join a bloody rebellion,” he said. “I bought a farm, which in no way harms Lord Morfran and his rule.”

			Brim was still smiling. “Well, now you can say you are directly harming him. As our battle strategist, you’ll be squeezed dry of everything you know about tactics they use and how we will counter them, as well as any personal weaknesses of generals we can exploit later down the road. You’ll be instrumental in bringing down Lord Morfran.”

			Morfran scowled. It’s not me you ought to be worried about. It was Ravana. Whenever the two of them stumbled upon a colony of ants littering the cobblestone walkways leading to their lake house, she always took pleasure in taking a crystal vase full of lemonade and drowning the ants with a mere tip of her hand. She would do the same to these forest folk. Only these ants were armed with powerful weapons and explosives. Just what would happen now?

			“But don’t forget.” Brim kicked away from the door, his casual grin and the spark in his eye vanishing like the sun being doused by storm clouds. “We are not just some podunk peasants living off boot leather and berries out here. We may not come from cities and wear fancy clothes, but we know when a person’s intentions are true.” He drew closer, his face fierce. Morfran found himself feeling as though a mountain were about to stomp on him. “And if we get any inkling that you’re trying to deceive us, my men will finish what they started and you’ll go to your grave a blind man.”

			Morfran just blinked.

			Brim rolled his eyes and added, “And I’ll finish what I started with your goat.”

			Beni. He really was threatening to hold a goat hostage. The worst part of it was that it worked, as Morfran went from mild alarm to deep, fretful panic. “Fine,” he snapped. “But I’m a bit rusty with battle prowess, and you may find that I don’t have as much pizzazz in me as I used to. I retired to become a goat farmer, for gods’ sakes.”

			“Welcome to un-retirement, then.” He slapped Morfran on the back, hard.

			Morfran winced.
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			After seeing the barn armory, Morfran was “politely” guided by Gueldefore up into the trees, onto the skywalk, and towards the little hut shaped like a witch’s hat, which belonged to the crusty old fellow Morfran previously met who everyone called “Grandfather Tortoise.”

			“Is he as stupid as his nickname?” Morfran asked broodily. He was in a bad mood, and everything sounded stupid to him. He imagined a cutesy origin story of a grandchild calling the old man Tortoise and immediately wanted to cast insults. “Grandfather Turtle?”

			“It’s Tortoise. And that’s his birth name, you buffoon.” Gueldefore pushed him forward on the skywalk. The bridge swayed with each of Morfran’s steps, which he took gingerly, as his ribs were aching quite painfully now, and his left eye was swollen to the point that he could hardly see out of it.

			“What idiot parent names their son after an amphibian?”

			“Reptile,” he replied. “Tortoises are reptiles. Gods, and you supposedly once led a portion of Morfran’s army? I’m of the mind to shove you over the edge right now.”

			Morfran had half a mind to jump and take Knight Butt Chin with him.

			Luckily, they reached the more solidly built platform upon which the hut sat, and Morfran was greeted by a warm spiced scent coming from the open pelt flap. Before Gueldefore could shove him again, Morfran took a step inside.

			It wasn’t a large hut, but it was cozy. A single room, with fur pelts lining the floor and glass lanterns strung up at varying lengths from the ceiling, which had the effect of looking like floating stars. It was occupied by a small bed, a few wooden chairs, and several desks, upon which were myriad items: jars of aquamarine seaweed, crushed herbs, peach-pink seashells. Garlands of garlic, fat stalks of rhubarb, a large taxidermy squirrel that was eyeing them with suspicion.

			Sitting at a desk was the old man, Grandfather Tortoise. Beside him, swinging her little legs in a smaller chair, was Drezella. And standing over them both was Bronwen, watching as the old man’s hands mixed a paste with a mortar and pestle. Drezella spotted them first, giving a little gasp before tugging on Bronwen’s sleeve and pointing.

			“Bronwen,” Gueldefore said when she looked over. Gone was his acidic tone. It was warm like butter, righteous like justice. “You’re looking lovely as a woodland nymph amid the cascading lantern light.”

			Morfran snorted. Gueldefore smacked him forward, right on the bruise on his shoulder, before saying, “Your father wished me to bring this wad of horse dung to Grandfather Tortoise. He limps like a lame man and can’t see out of one eye. A session is needed.” He paused, sniffed, and said, “A change of clothes as well. He smells unsavory.”

			Bronwen gave an exasperated sigh. Whether at Gueldefore, Morfran, or the situation, he didn’t know.

			“I can help him,” Drezella offered, but as to what she meant, Morfran didn’t know.

			Bronwen just shook her head, an empathetic look softening her face. “I’m fairly certain his ribs are nearly broken. Better if Grandfather Tortoise does it. We need him fully healed for what we need him to do.”

			Drezella wilted.

			“Well?” Grandfather Tortoise called out, his gaze settled just a tad bit lower than Morfran’s eyes. “If you want my services, bring the man in. I can’t help him if he just hovers in the doorway, can I?”

			Morfran went to sit on the nearest chair draped with a pelt, when Gueldefore grabbed his shoulder with tight, clawlike fingers. “Uh-uh. You pissed yourself, didn’t you? You have to stand. We don’t want anything getting dirty in here, now, do we?”

			“Let him sit,” Bronwen replied, and when Morfran noticed the glint in her eye, he knew she was saying it more to spite Gueldefore than for Morfran’s comfort. She softened her words as she added, “Grandfather Tortoise has to apply the paste to his face, and I don’t want him straining himself reaching up so high. Besides, I can wash the pelt later.” She tacked this last bit on with a forced smile aimed at the knight. Gueldefore clearly liked that.

			“Good thinking, Bronwen. As smart as ever, and growing more beautiful with each passing day.” He leaned against the hut’s doorframe. Morfran scowled. He’d much rather not be audience to a painfully one-sided flirtation. Thankfully Bronwen asked Knight Butt Chin to fetch clean clothes with Drezella, which effectively got rid of the man.

			Morfran collapsed into the chair, and the seat and pelt were so soft, so comforting, that he had to fight off tears. He was terribly tired, the stress of his situation was overwhelming, and all he wanted was to lie down and let Beni walk over his back to massage his tense muscles.

			Grandfather Tortoise turned to him with a bowl full of green sludge.

			“So…let me guess,” Morfran asked. “You consider yourself a healer, and this ambiguously green slime is going to go on my wounds, and it may or may not work in two weeks’ time?”

			“Why do you say it like you doubt it?” Grandfather Tortoise’s gaze remained below Morfran’s eyes.

			“Because in”—my army—“Morfran’s army, we didn’t heal wounds with backwater old wives’ mixtures. We had actual physicians setting broken bones and stitching up cuts. Our men were up and out of bed in just days.”

			“Days?” Bronwen had leaned against the desk, arms crossed, something sardonic in her expression. “That’s impressive. Us poor forest folk don’t have fancy physicians, however. You’ll have to make do with paste.”

			Grandfather Tortoise waved Morfran closer. He leaned forward, and the man scooped up a wad of the green sludge and smeared it over Morfran’s swollen face. It was cold and stank like mildew.

			“This literally is just mud,” he dismissed. “If this is how you intend to win against Morfran and Ravana, you’re—”

			The fiery pain in his head instantly died; the throbbing near his eye faded, the aches of his jaw receded, and the bruising along his cheekbone eased. He could actually feel the broken skin knitting itself back together. Soon enough he could open his jaw all the way—which he did in surprise—without it hurting.

			Seconds later his swollen eye eased, and he was staring at Grandfather Tortoise through both eyes. The old man was smirking.

			That stuff is incredible, Morfran immediately signed to him.

			Grandfather Tortoise sat up with a grin before he began signing back, his hands moving in elegant gestures. You know how to speak gestural language?

			Old language had both a verbal and a gestural form of speaking, and when Morfran was young he’d learned both from his father. But that might tip the man off that there was more to him than what’d already been revealed, so he lied. Morfran had all his generals learn. Not many know it, so it is a strategic method of communicating in public when you don’t want the everyday man knowing what’s being said.

			Grandfather Tortoise’s smirk returned. He’s a villain, but a smart one.

			Morfran grinned back. It was the first genuine one in days. How did a magic healer like yourself end up here?

			The old man shrugged. I’ve known for a long time this is where I’m needed.

			Bronwen had watched the exchange in shock. “You know old language?”

			Morfran regarded her coldly. “Did you think I filled my journal with just gibberish? Yes, I know old language.”

			“But—how did you even know Grandfather Tortoise has difficulty hearing? We speak to him orally and he answers fine.”

			Morfran sat back. “He doesn’t stare at eyes. He watches lips.” Grandfather Tortoise was nodding once again, as if in approval. He faced the man. “Say, Tortoise. Can that paste of yours heal broken bones? I have a few ribs that your men knocked out of place.” He said it in challenge, and was pleased when the man seemed equally as pleased to challenge him back.

			“Son, I can heal a detached limb with this paste,” the old man boasted. “Let’s see them.”
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				An Acceptance of Responsibility

			
			Morfran stepped out of the hut and into the afternoon air, breathing in the scent of fresh pine and forest. His wounds were healed, he’d been given washing water to bathe in, and he wore a clean tunic and hose. It was the first time in days he felt physically comfortable, and with that physical comfort came a clearer head.

			Yes, his wrists had been bound with a flaxen cord in front of him, and he was still expected to wage a rebellion against Ravana and himself, but he could appreciate the small things when they came.

			He began striding down the skywalk bridge, Bronwen trailing behind him. She hadn’t let him out of her sight ever since he’d entered the hut, watching as Grandfather Tortoise applied that musty paste to the bruises and breaks of his body. The old man was a rarity. Not just a healer, but one capable of healing the direst of wounds within seconds. The only catch was the man had to craft something with his own hands to work the magic out, and so he quite literally stewed up mud as a conduit for healing.

			The old man had insisted Bronwen help apply the mud, and so she’d stiffly swiped the mixture along Morfran’s bruised ribs, which tickled and made him fidget often enough to earn him an irked look from her that said Hold still or I’ll dump the entire bowl on your head.

			The only time she’d turned her back was when he washed himself in a small basin of water and slipped into the clean clothes that Gueldefore dropped off. Even then she hadn’t left the tent.

			She’s worried you’ll attack me, Grandfather Tortoise had told him as Morfran bathed.

			If I did, does she really think she could stop me? he’d asked. It wasn’t in arrogance. While she was lithe-limbed and athletic-looking, she had proven to him that she couldn’t fight all that well, despite those out-of-place moments when she showed promise.

			She’s more skilled in maiming than you think, he said. She’s actually an assassin.

			Morfran gawked at him.

			But she’s on sabbatical, Tortoise added. After her last job, she believes she’s lost her touch at killing people, and needed an extended period away from work to find herself again.

			Morfran snorted at that, tossing her a look from the tub. Assassins don’t lose their touch. You sure she didn’t just lie to you for the kicks and giggles of it?

			You’re free to ask her about it yourself, Tortoise replied dryly. She’s standing right there.

			Morfran hadn’t bothered. If she actually was an assassin, she wasn’t a very good one. Aside from her ambushing him in the forest, he’d easily overpowered her even when he was injured. Not to mention she’d failed at tying him up properly, and anyone could learn some fancy handwork with a knife. But she did have that stishovite dagger, which was quite the costly, rare item…

			He looked over his shoulder now. She’d said she was bringing him back to her father, who was waiting in the central clearing.

			“If you trust me enough to help you carry out plans to kill our dear lord and lady, why am I still tied up?” He raised his wrist bindings.

			“Because I know you’re still planning to run the moment there’s a chance,” she replied.

			“Do you? You know, trust must be given for trust to be received. How are you to trust me if you don’t give me the opportunity to prove myself?”

			“I have no problem not trusting you, so long as you’re bound.”

			He sighed, exaggeratedly. “I thought we were finally getting along, you and I. You vouched for my life, you hand-fed me bread, you peeked while I was in the bath—”

			“I did not.” She flushed, angry.

			“—and did I not save your little dwelling…thing…and everyone in it?”

			“You saved our village here,” she admitted. They reached the weightlift, a clever contraption that allowed them to step on a wide platform of wood and counter the weight of sandbags it was tethered to on the other end. Morfran couldn’t help but admire it as it slowly lowered them towards the forest floor. “But the Dark Lord you willingly served burned us out of our actual homes.”

			“That was his men who did that,” he argued. “Lord Morfran despises the act of burning down anything. It takes great effort and years to build something great, and to see it all gone within a day…” He thought of his reputation, frowning. “He told his men to cease their arsonist habits, to take control of the villages only, and with as little bloodshed as possible. He needed the village resources and the people within them to maintain the village. It was economy he wanted to build up. His economy. Flourishing and powerful, something no one could beat down. But then Ravana came and persuaded them to burn it all.” He paused, a great silence growing. “And here I am.”

			They’d reached the forest floor, but she was still staring at him. He had the feeling she was studying him, turning his words over in her head, holding them up to the light as if to inspect their authenticity.

			She looked away suddenly. “The center clearing is right over there.” She gestured towards a grove with a massive fire and dozens of stumps and logs circling it as seating. “My father and the village advisors are waiting for you. If you lie about anything, we’ll find out. I will be far from pleased should you do that.”

			Her constant antagonism was grating his nerves. “Yes, but who cares what you think?” he said icily, repeating the words of one of Brim’s men from earlier.

			Hurt flashed through her eyes before she could cover it up. He thought it’d be a triumph to rile her, but instead he just felt cold and empty as she pursed her lips, nodded her head towards the campfire to remind him he was expected, and left in haste. Almost as if she were fleeing.

			He stared after her for a moment. An assassin on sabbatical? She did seem lost. And it was obvious Brim’s men held some resentment towards her. Perhaps she’d failed in some spectacular way?

			Well. It wasn’t his problem. He shrugged these thoughts away and sauntered towards the massive firepit, where Brim and many others sat around. They stopped speaking as he approached, their expressions ranging from accusing to suspicious to hateful. The topic of discussion had clearly been him, and it was such an awkward situation that to break the tension he raised his hand—best as he could with them bound—and waved.

			“ ’Lo there.”

			“Sit him down,” Brim stated, and although Morfran was perfectly capable of sitting down himself, two ridiculously beefy men grabbed him by the shoulders, hoisted him up over a log, and slammed him onto it.

			“Thank you, friends,” Morfran said irritably, staring straight ahead.

			“Shut up.” One swatted the back of his head. It felt like he’d been kicked by a cow. He might’ve even gone cross-eyed.

			Brim sighed. “Please remember, Owain, that he did desert Lord Morfran’s army, and that he did save your dear mother’s life when he stopped that general from blowing up the skywalk.”

			The big brute known as Owain shrugged as he settled onto the stump next to Brim. “It was a love tap.”

			“Perhaps next time you can give him a hate tap, amirite?” Hugh stated with a searching smile that hinted at desperation. No one replied, and Morfran winced. The idiot even still had his sword around his belt. Why had no one taken it from him?

			Brim leaned back, carving into an apple with a small blade. “We were just discussing the rebellion’s efforts across the map to put an end to Lord Morfran’s reign, Bernard, and what our next move will be. Fellas, shall we enlighten him?”
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			“You want to hit the township of Ferndock?” Morfran paused, and then began to laugh.

			His mockery must’ve been akin to a fork scrapping against a porcelain plate to the men, because their eyes slitted at him. He just laughed harder.

			“Why not?” Brim asked, shrugging his massive shoulders, arms outspread in a self-deprecating gesture. “It’s a township right on Lake Dumast, has an immense supply of grains and poultry, and has great advantage due to both the lake and its geographical location on the map. There’ve been small riots in the kingdom, but Morfran won’t expect one of this magnitude. We’ll have surprise on our side. If we take Ferndock, we’re already off to a strong start.”

			Morfran smiled nastily. His conquering of Ferndock had been a massive success of military strategy twenty years back, when he was just a young man of nineteen.

			The township, comprised of half-timbered buildings, was the strongest center of commerce for the southern part of the kingdom. It was built along the lakeshore and heavily relied upon for its shipping trade. It was also fortified by tall walls, with beacon outposts on the outside that’d alert the inner township of invaders.

			Morfran had seized the day with fewer men than the town had to defend itself. He’d taken control of a trading ship heading towards Ferndock, stuffed his men into crates that previously held fanciful clothing bound for the township sheriff’s residence, and made sure to pay extra to the undercover spy who was to pop the crates and release them into city.

			Smeared in pig blood and shrieking like wraiths, he and his men had terrorized the township thereafter; everyone thought them to be demons. It wasn’t until after Morfran had taken the town hall, hung the sheriff in place of the church bell, killed off a third of the town guard, and held all the wealthy merchants’ daughters hostage in the library that the leaders yielded. Within days Ferndock was ruled by one of his many puppet magnates, and they’d moved on to conquer the next township.

			It was wonderful daydreaming of his glory days, when his reputation was budding and people were starting to notice his competence.

			“Morfran designed its defenses so it wouldn’t fall easily to those like him,” he said to Brim and his brutish men. “Yet you are not like him. You are less than him. You are outmanned. You have weaponry, yes, but your men aren’t trained. You’ll also have the Dumast navy to contend with, and you want to take a town that has fifty percent of its buildings sitting on the shores? It will be no easy task.”

			Gueldefore tossed away a pine needle he was using to pick his nails. “Shall I tell him? I’m going to tell him. Look here, devil. You have not seen our full numbers out there. The city has been infiltrated with a group of rebels already, waiting on our command to act. And you boast about the Dumast navy? You shouldn’t. We forged a deal with the admiral herself to withdraw all galleons and warships from Ferndock on the day we ask.”

			Morfran stiffened. Admiral Elena agreed to work with these peasants? She’d been a pirate he’d recruited into his ranks, and now she ruled Lake Dumast—which was more like a small sea—with her infamous fleet of fifty galleons. He considered her a good friend. Being good friends with someone was better than being just friends with someone, and that usually came with not betraying each other. Trying to hide his hurt, he demanded, “What could you possibly have promised the admiral that would persuade her to betray her lord?”

			“Her son was in Sturnhul when Morfran’s men burned it to the ground,” Gueldefore said, then added with self-righteous aplomb, “Hard to back a man who kills your kin.”

			The news, frankly, stunned him. Elena’s son, Oliver, had been a fine young man. They used to play chess and eat her secret stash of pastrami and aged Muenster in her ship cabin whenever Morfran visited. They used to skip rocks on the lake. Morfran had even taught him how to wield a blade, and how to shave. He hadn’t heard of his passing.

			It was his victory on capturing Sturnhul that had opened Morfran’s eyes to the true atrocities of his rule. So much fire, so many burned in the flames. Morfran still felt the heat of that day, a heat that had illuminated his army in a harsh light as they cut down villagers. It was when Morfran saw a flower shop going up like tinder, the florist fleeing with her prized, wilted wildflowers in her arms, that The Thought flickered through his mind. The Thought that whispered…This is evil.

			Despite the heat of that day, Morfran had felt cold. He wasn’t evil. He was dark and cunning, but he wasn’t evil. He was here to take Sturnhul for its people and economy, not to destroy it. How could he have let it get this far? But even when he told his men to ease up, none did. Ravana had been prodding them, steering them forward into wrecking Sturnhul, and they all listened more to her cruelty than his cunning. That was Morfran’s last battle before he fled.

			“Believe us when we say we’ve done the hard part.” Gueldefore’s voice trickled back to him, dismissive. “All we want from you is a little strategy and a little insight on how to take back Ferndock.”

			All eyes were on him. They were hard. Bitter. Waiting.

			“Fine,” Morfran snapped, though not all of his anger was directed at them. “Get me your blueprints of battle. I need a list of all men and women who can fight, including details about their skill sets and experience. Then get me a formal list of all documented weaponry, including explosives and any mechanical engineering you have invested in or invented to this point. Comprehensive maps of Ferndock, too. And I assume you’ve been doing reconnaissance as well, so I need details of all you know about its defensive strategy.” He may have taken Ferndock himself and had the magnate report new updates to him, but Morfran had been gone for nearly ten months. He wanted to cover all his bases.

			And though he still was loath to work with these peasants, he supposed his reputation could afford to lose Ferndock, if it meant ripping the city from his two-timing, disloyal ex-soldiers.

			When he glanced from the smoldering firepit back to the men, many were half-stuck in surprise.

			That only irritated him further. “Well? Don’t tell me you don’t have any of these things. You acted so sure of yourselves while you were insulting me.”

			Brim recovered first. “We’ll get all lists to you by this evening.” He looked somewhat pleased, gazing from his men back to Morfran. “In the meantime, Owain? Escort him back to his tent, will you?”

			Morfran sighed, knowing with no doubt that “tent” meant his hut prison.
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				Journey to Battle

			
			
				Day two hundred and seventy

				Dear Diary,

				It’s been three days since we left the forest encampment. Interestingly, we’re moving in packs ranging from three to twenty, all of us taking different routes to the hamlet outside Ferndock. Such traveling packs aren’t uncommon to see in the countryside, so hopefully we don’t look too suspicious to outsiders. Apparently everyone is being chased out of their homes by Ravana’s men.

			

			Morfran paused, then began jotting down more.

			
				Benjamin is doing well. One of the stipulations of helping them is I get to keep her close by, and so she and the kids are with my traveling group. I’m still working on naming the children. Who thought names could be so hard? So far Oaksmasher, Battlethumper, Arrowwhipper, and Craig are what I’ve come up with. Oh. Have to go. Gueldefore of the stupidly majestic butt chin is looking my way.

			

			Morfran dropped his journal into his bag and continued along the dirt road. It jerked along like a rugged streak of lightning, washed out by spitting rain, and was flanked by dead fields of dreary gray-purple heather. The sky was no more cheery: slate-gray and chock-full of heavy clouds. If it started a downpour just to spite him, he wouldn’t be surprised.

			Gueldefore trotted up alongside him on a gorgeous steed the color of prestigious copper and at least sixteen hands high. Of course the man had a nice horse. Most of the villagers had to walk on foot (including Morfran), while a few lucky ones got to sit in carts hauling the battle gear. It wouldn’t have bothered him much that Gueldefore had a horse and was clearly widely admired and loved, except for the fact that the jerk was a knight.

			Once, when Morfran was so small he still had morals, he wanted to be a knight. He even had an action figure of the kingdom-renowned Knight Knathan. Knight Knathan was honorable. He was chivalrous. He wore a long blue cloak and gave pretty ladies flowers and massacred other knights in jousting tournaments. In other words, he was everything that Morfran had wanted to be, before Morfran had the chance encounter of meeting him when the man was coming out of the outhouse wiping his hands on his cloak and Morfran just happened to be standing in front of the outhouse door.

			Knight Knathan had yelped. “How long have you been standing there?”

			Morfran stared up at him with eyes that still sparkled with childlike wonder. “For all of it.”

			Knight Knathan’s face expressed alarmed disgust that child-Morfran interpreted to mean he was impressed. “Well. I’ll be on my way, then.”

			“Wait!” Morfran thrust out a quill and paper. “Can I get your autograph?”

			Knight Knathan paused. He looked Morfran over like he was an ambiguous gray thing that’d attached itself to the bottom of his boot. Morfran took that as a compliment. “I don’t sign autographs for just anyone.”

			Morfran was slightly taken aback. “But I’m not just anyone. I’m a big fan! I have your action figure back at home. I saw you skewer Knight Knicholas like he was a marshmallow! It was phenomenal!”

			For a moment, Knight Knathan said nothing. Then a strange smile passed over his lips, and he held out his hand. “Then sure. I’ll sign it. Hand it over.”

			Thrilled, Morfran obeyed. Then he proceeded to watch his hero snap the quill, snort like an ox, and hack a giant loogie right onto Morfran’s paper.

			He wasn’t finished. The next thing Morfran knew, Knight Knathan had slammed the snot-laden paper right into Morfran’s face, smearing it whilst pronouncing, “Kids like you are the least savory part of this job. Go back to raking horse dung and stay out of us knights’ way, you pillbox.”

			It hadn’t been the exact reason Morfran had added Dark Lord to his five-year career path, but that snotty experience had certainly set him on the road.

			“What are you writing?” Gueldefore asked from high atop his mount. Strapped to his back was Morfran’s new crossbow.

			Morfran wished he could ignore him. There was no dignity to this catty little squabble Gueldefore was dedicated to forging between them, and as such he kept his eyes on the bleak, gray horizon. “My grocery list.”

			“Lies.”

			“Fine. It’s a confession of my darkest sins, which includes slaughtering every knight in sight and feeding their carcasses to my goats,” Morfran said, nudging his chin behind him. Beni was attached to his pack by a rope, and her kids were in his makeshift baby carrier across his chest. When they first set out, Brim’s men had gawked at him, right before erupting into laughter. Their derision was palpable, if he had to endure it. What he couldn’t bear was them thinking he was incompetent.

			Before Gueldefore could reply, Morfran added, “If all you’re going to do is think I’ll betray you, then what is the point in having me be the man with the plan?”

			Knight Butt Chin sniffed dismissively before speeding his horse up a few steps, where Bronwen was walking alone.

			Morfran had spent the majority of the time on the road behind her. He wasn’t sure why. Perhaps he was worried she was indeed a legitimate assassin and he didn’t want her behind him. Perhaps it was the way her long braid swung back and forth like a pendulum, annoyingly mesmerizing even as it reminded him of the impending battle. At these times he’d wanted to reach out and grab it—partially to stop its constant swishing, partially because it looked like burnished gold silk in the sunlight and he wanted to…what? Stroke it? Unravel it to see what it looked like unbound?

			It’s just hair, Morfran, he scolded himself. Go shove your head in a cold river if you must.

			While Morfran glumly slogged behind, Gueldefore began serenading her, even plucking up a nearby daffodil to pass into her hand. “My dear Bronwen, you look radiantly flush with this exertion of walking,” he said. “I do love it when ladies get their exercise for the day. But as you’ve been walking so terribly long now, perhaps you’d care to sit with me atop my stallion, Theopold?”

			Morfran bristled, a grudge already blooming. That was actually a fine name for a horse. How come such things came easy for him?

			“No,” Bronwen replied forcefully. “I’d much rather walk.”

			“What was that? You’d much rather ride? I couldn’t hear you from so high up here on my noble steed.”

			“I said—”

			“He’s sturdy enough for both of us. Why, he once carried myself and two other women across the fields of Conatra when I rescued them from rakish warlords. Ho ho ho. That is quite the story. Let me start from the beginning…”

			Morfran tipped his head back and huffed at the sky.
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			With a handful of cottages, a ramshackle inn, and apparently only one outhouse, the hamlet outside Ferndock was so small it didn’t have a name. Or if it did, it wasn’t formally agreed upon or advertised in any way, so everyone just called it “The Hamlet Outside Ferndock.”

			Morfran’s party arrived eight days after leaving the forest dwelling. By all accounts, he was utterly shocked they hadn’t been stopped by Ravana’s men as he suspected they would be. He’d been dreading that most of all. Now that they’d reached the hamlet, he found himself relaxing, despite knowing that the hard part would soon begin.

			They’d arrived before several of the other parties, primarily so Morfran and the principal leaders could scout the area, contact fellow rebels in the city, and lay the groundwork for the invasion while they waited for all the others to arrive.

			Brim led him into the hamlet’s only lodge, a single-story structure called the Cheshire Inn, with cramped rooms, low ceilings, and sallow lantern light. The floorboards leaked, and everything smelled like mildew and eight-day-old fish stew. Morfran would never pay to stay in a place like this if it were up to him. Brim, however, seemed to love it unironically. He sank down at a circular table in the common room that was shaped like an L, ordered something called “Glop ’n’ Frop,” and animatedly began going over plans with Morfran for the fourteenth time.

			“Admiral Elena is prepared to withhold her ships.” Even in the sad, dank room, Brim was cheerily chatty, deep into his sixth mug of ale. “We just need to send a runner when we’re ready. Teams Eagle, Moose, and Ferret are already camped out in position. We’re just waiting on Team Llama and Team Stink Bug. Think we need to rearrange any of the teams? Ferret has the fewest men. Maybe we should put them closer to us—”

			“Brim—”

			“Don’t call me Brim. You haven’t yet earned that right.”

			“Mr. Jon Brimble—”

			“Don’t say my name, either.”

			“I’m sorry. But it’s your name. What am I supposed to call you?”

			“Don’t call me anything. Just tell me what you want.”

			Morfran counted to five and released a breath. “You’re getting battle jitters and we’re still a few days out from battle. Are you sure you and your men are up to this?”

			The bear of a man exhaled and sat back, his movements sluggish and sloppy. The small wooden chair crackled like an old man’s knee beneath his weight. “Yes, we are. Of course we are. Apologies. It’s been too long since my last battle.”

			Morfran eyed him as the man admitted what he’d suspected. “You’ve fought before.”

			Brim waved a beefy, dismissing hand, swallowing the last of his ale. When he lowered his mug, his voice was very quiet. “I once fought for Lord Morfran.”

			“Did you, now?” Morfran raised an eyebrow. That was interesting. He shifted, pushing his own ale mug towards Brim. “Do the others know?”

			“No.” Brim swung his head side to side. “Not even Bronwen or Hugh. Bronwen was twelve at the time I joined. Hugh was ten. Wee little things they were back then. My wife was still alive. We lived in Burbenbach, nice little village where I grew up. I was foolish back then.” He settled his shining eyes on the nearby mug, fussing with the handle. “Thought my family deserved all the riches in the world—and they do. I wanted the gold for them. But the glory of battle I wanted for myself.” His eyes flitted over to Morfran, not searching but affirming. “You know that feeling.”

			All too well. But Morfran didn’t want to feel any warm feelings towards a man who’d allowed his schoolyard clique of beefy, brawny men to rearrange Morfran’s face, so he shrugged. “So what happened next? You joined a troop, got caught up in the thrill of conquering, killed a man or a dozen, saw the type of person you had become, and fled home?”

			“I’m a cliché.” Brim took a swig from Morfran’s mug. “But I will never forget the one time I saw him. Lord Morfran himself.”

			Morfran forced himself to remain relaxed, to not go stiff, to not sweat beads on the spot. “And?”

			“It was at the Rally of Doone’s Peak. I didn’t see him up close. Only from afar—but even from a distance I could tell he was young. Arrogant. Overtly so. But by hell, when he spoke, we all listened.” Brim smiled dreamily. “He spoke of glory and forging a name for yourself, something that our little village always disregarded as superfluous fluff. He spoke of creating a legacy that everyone will remember centuries from now, passing down tales of your battle wit and strength and courage to your children’s children…He said history is the only way we exist into the future, long after we die.”

			Brim was staring at the wall, his thoughts wandering into the past. Morfran hoped they didn’t wander for long. Sitting at a table with a man as intense as Brim, who was smiling mysteriously at cracks in the wall like they were whispering naughty things to him, was awkward, and Morfran hated awkward. Luckily, Brim snapped out of it, dragging his drunken eyes back to Morfran. “I’m not wording it as well as he did. He’s a cruel brute, but there was something authentic in his beliefs. If he’d been a just ruler rather than seeking vainglory, I’d be amazed at the man he would be today.”

			Morfran remembered that day at Doone’s Peak. He’d just conquered three cities near Ferndock and solidified his partnership with Elena. New recruits were pouring in daily, some from across the sea. He was loved. He was feared. He was fearly loved. No. He was lovely feared? He was—

			A sour-faced woman dropped a bowl of gray squirming muck in front of them. Brim hunched over it like it was a carcass sticky with flies and he a vulture with an affinity for the grossest of roadkill and said, “Well, there might’ve been hope for him once.” He picked up the bowl with his great hands. “Now I’m just excited to kill him.”

			Between Brim’s wet slurping and his words, Morfran suddenly didn’t feel that hungry.
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				Friday Night Fights

			
			The day of the attack Morfran was awakened to a sound not dissimilar to a thousand feral hogs screeching during mating season. He sat up so fast from his bedroll in such a state of panic that it took him a moment to realize he’d attracted the attention of all his tent mates—Hugh, Brim, and three of Brim’s schoolyard posse boys, Owain, Bill, and Theodore.

			“Hogs. Mating season. We have to run.” He attempted to rush out of bed, but his hands had been tied together for the night, so he only got tangled in his blankets and fell onto his elbows, groggy and dazed.

			Hugh sniffed in derision. He was gripping Morfran’s sword with both hands. Morfran wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d slept with it. “That’s only Pete on his new lute.”

			Morfran, half-angered that this Pete fellow still had his lute and half-mortified from expressing his fears of getting caught between two mating hogs, shoved himself up to his knees. “Can I please go about today with my wrists unbound? I intend to fight—yes, you buffoon, that means I want my sword back—alongside you, and so I’ll be needing the proper conditions that’ll allow me this.”

			Brim raised his eyebrow. He paused from rolling up his bedroll. “We didn’t agree that you’d be fighting. Only strategizing.”

			“You trust me enough to make the plans, but not be a part of them?” Morfran growled. “Isn’t that counterintuitive? What if my strategy was to purposely see you all killed while I watched, and then allow myself an escape?”

			“We know that wasn’t your strategy, because you thought you’d be fighting with us and would therefore need us to win,” Brim replied coyly, and Morfran realized the man had tricked him. “Look, Bernard. My men still don’t fully trust you”—Morfran glowered at the three, who glowered back, and at Hugh, who was attempting to glower but failed because it only made his eyelid twitch strangely—“enough to see you equipped with a sword at their backs. You’ll be watching the attack and supervising.”

			“But I saved their wives and children from mass execution!” Morfran snapped.

			“You also brought that threat of mass execution to our doorstep,” Hugh said, as if he considered Morfran a nincompoop.

			“By accident!”

			Brim was humming quietly to himself as he geared up in his leather armor. “You’ll be supervising. Isn’t that more of what a general does?”

			Morfran paused. That was generally how battles went, yes. As Dark Lord he had overseen battles playing out, but he made sure to always leap into the nitty-gritty of the fight as well, as he considered it rude to sit idly by and enjoy cucumber sandwiches and tea while his men lost limbs.

			“It is.” Morfran tried to swallow back his fury. He wasn’t angry at having to sit back so much as the fact that they still had yet to trust him. Once they trusted him, they’d unbind him, and once that happened, he’d stab them in the back and run away. His escape to a life far, far away hinged on them taking this town.

			“Oh.” Brim finished tying his boot and said to Morfran, “I’ve also asked my daughter to supervise with you. She’s been asked not to fight.”

			Asked not to fight? Why? “Why are you telling me this?”

			“Because.” He shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll appreciate the company as you watch us win the battle.”
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			Morfran did not appreciate watching the battle with Bronwen. For one, neither of them was a good sport when it came to watching the Elmswood Rebels versus Ferndock atop a hill with a great vantage point. Bronwen kept wincing and muttering curse words from her spot on Gueldefore’s horse (the knight got the lead offense position with Team Eagle), while Morfran kept shouting that fouls were aplay on Ferndock’s side and that his own team members were playing stupidly, all while still being bound at the wrists.

			“They are following your plays. It’s your strategy that’s failing, not us,” Bronwen argued when he said Team Ferret had fumbled their attack.

			Morfran only responded with an annoyed grunt. His strategy was good—superb even—and things had gone great for the first two quarters. He’d used the city’s defensive outposts to isolate the guards: first, he’d sent Team Moose to incapacitate each outpost (using only the stealthiest of fighters he’d hand-selected after seeing Brim’s lists) so they could control the beacon alarm fires. Second, he’d had Team Stink Bug set fire to the southern beacon, then had Team Llama do the same to the northern beacon four minutes later.

			By the time half of Ferndock’s guards had scrambled to the southern end of the town, the latecomers saw that the northern beacon had been lit as well and raced to defend that end. But when each remaining beacon went up in flames, indicating that the city was surrounded, the order of Ferndock’s guards took a hit. The captain didn’t know where to send men and finally made a play on the northern end, where Team Eagle was the first group to emerge from the woodwork to fight.

			Meanwhile, the rebels within the city had kicked off their offensive play, and had fought to take over the city center, where a tall flag of a magpie biting a marigold was mounted. If that flag fell, it would mean they’d won.

			The flag had still not fallen. Right around the thirty-minute mark (the entire siege was to take about sixty minutes if all went according to plan), the inner-city guards rallied together and pushed the inner rebels back thirty yards, where the rebels had sought refuge within a blockaded bakery and licked their wounds (and possibly a few pastries as well).

			The next fifteen minutes were equally painful to watch. Teams Moose and Ferret had met together at the western end as planned and had made a decent dent in the walls. However, Team Eagle was fumbling greatly—it was fighting the greatest number of guards—and the rebels in the city had failed to open the gates for the groups because there’d been a back-and-forth game going in which the gate would lift, the rebels outside would cheer, then Ferndock’s guards would manage to take control and lower it back down, the rebels would boo, and so forth.

			Morfran paced, vigorously chewing a wad of grass as the third quarter of battle came to an end. He’d faced great fights before, but it’d been many years since one had made him sweat like this. He’d expected a tough battle; they were the underdog and outnumbered, Ferndock was well-guarded, and he knew that tiny things could go wrong and those tiny things would be the reason they might fall.

			He’d taken the wins for granted for too long.

			“Brilliant,” Bronwen muttered from atop Theopold the horse, gripping the reins as she continued to parse Morfran smack talk. “How long were you a general of Morfran’s for? And was that for only half a season before he fired you for your inadequate coaching skills?”

			“We’re coming from behind, with fewer men and less firepower.” Morfran refrained from screaming only with great patience. “We’ve held up this long, which is a miracle in itself.”

			“You call this a miracle? Look at the field. Half of us are lying about like we’re dead!”

			“They’re not dead. Men play possum all the time. There’re always cowards in the ranks who do that.”

			“Our men aren’t cowards.” She glowered. “In fact, I’ve known men with ten times the bravery you have—”

			“You’d rather they be dead?”

			She looked at him like she wanted to leap down and stomp his head. He looked up at her with a desire to tear her off the horse. “Cowards can become brave,” he proselyted. “The dead stay dead.” He paused, frowning. “Mostly.”

			“Oh, look at that.” She’d turned back to the battle and now had her hands atop her head in distress. “Ferndock just intercepted Team Moose. Hastings was in that group. He was supposed to lead them to defend Team Stink Bug.” She said this like she was in mourning. “What a waste of talent.”

			Hastings was her favorite player, judging by the sound of her disappointment, as well as her inability to shut up about him.

			So, naturally, he began mocking her. “You in love with him or something?”

			She didn’t even bother to shoot him a glower. Just tipped her chin up in derision and said, “I prefer my men gallant and of heroic character.”

			He snorted.

			“What’s wrong with that?”

			“Overrated,” he replied, glad for a distraction from the battle. “Heroes are. Nothing but blinding smiles and aggressive do-goodism. Villains are a lot more fun.” He found his gaze straying over her, from her braid to her boots. “In more ways than one.”

			He didn’t realize how he sounded until her surprised gaze snapped to his.

			Are you flirting with her, Morf? He imagined Benjamin’s astonishment.

			No, he shot back. I’ve just spent too much time among these self-righteous gits and need her to know how boorish they are.

			When he turned away from her, she muttered, “I know how to have fun.”

			“You’d have to prove that to me,” came his reflexive response, and then he realized he needed to stop talking to her.

			He stepped atop a rock and put his attention back to the battle. Team Moose was falling back due to the terrain, which was soggy and mucky with green moss. “No,” he said in mild warning to them, as if they could hear, as if they were children wandering too close to a cliff. “I know the terrain isn’t ideal, but we need you to hold that position. Stink Bug is just around the corner with the explosives— Damn it!”

			Stink Bug was being rankled by a troop of soldiers. It wasn’t a large group, but it was slowing Stink Bug down, and they should have been in position two minutes ago. From his spot Morfran could see they’d been tardy due to a broken wheel.

			He spun around, infuriated. They were losing. He never lost. He needed to be down there, on the field, fighting with these stupid rebels if they were to take the flag and win the city. He locked eyes on the sword Bronwen had been left in case she needed it, where it sat sheathed and tethered to the saddle.

			But he’d never make that run on foot in time.

			He stalked towards Theopold so quickly Bronwen didn’t have the chance to back the horse up. He swung his leg up and around the saddle, squeezing himself in front of her as she squabbled. “What are you doing?!”

			“Get off.” He nudged his elbow back at her.

			“I don’t think so.” She slipped her dagger against his neck, and he went still. This close, she smelled like posies. But of course, he was too focused on the blade to think much more about that. “Are you seriously running away right now? After you’ve doomed us to failure? What happened to the man who saved our village?”

			Morfran snapped back, “He’s going down there to save your villagers’ butts once again!”

			She went quiet.

			“Well? Are you going to slit my throat or not? If I’m going to die, at least allow me the decency to die on the battlefield and not when I’m bound like a criminal.”

			She then did something that utterly surprised him: cut his wrist bindings with one rough jerk and said, “Let’s go have some fun.”

			Morfran hadn’t expected that. He even glanced over his shoulder to catch the look on her face. She was utterly serious, her expression set with resolve.

			She mistook his pause for something else. “I swear, if you try to swat me off the horse, I’ll—”

			“Hold on tight,” Morfran murmured, then with a kick urged Theopold into a horsey gallop of dire speed. Her arms squeezed his waist, and it felt as if they were flying down the hill, over the grassy fields leading up to Ferndock’s walls. It made Morfran long for his beloved horse, Skullthrasher. Skullthrasher was fast like Theopold, but cooler. And she also thrashed skulls with her hooves. Though Morfran doubted Theopold kicked in heads as a special ability, the horse did allow them to reach Team Moose in record time.

			Morfran then turned his back towards the Ferndock soldiers and faced Team Moose, many of whom were lying limply on mucky ground the color of eight-day-old flu mucus.

			“Get up!” he shouted, and he didn’t need to feign emotion because he was at all moments disgusted and furious at the men. He’d seen many of them open one eye as he rode by. Playing possum indeed.

			But he might be able to make something out of this. A battle was also about its theatrics, after all. He went on. “Rise up, dead men of the Ferndock marshes! Your women and your children will become servants and slaves to these soldiers if you fail to stand as men before your enemies now. Your loved ones will be conquered and beaten down beneath their boots, and your mortal weakness will be their bane.” He’d urged Theopold into a run along the line that the still-standing Team Moose members were holding, shouting at the weak-willed ones lying on the ground, trying to sound threatening and ominous to everyone.

			“Rise! You spent your lives to beat back the Dark Lord’s rule. His men have tormented you with great pleasure for two decades. No more! Get up, dead men, rise and kill these villainous men who keep that loathsome lord’s laws in place. Rise up now!”

			Yes, Morfran was being dramatic, but at times histrionics were just what a beaten-back army needed. And when those playing dead heard his scolding words and were shamed by them, they groaned, rising, shoving themselves up out of the mucky green earth like zombies, shambling to their feet and trying to snag their weapons with mossy mud in their eyes.

			He was right. They were simply playing dead. But Bronwen was also right. They looked dead.

			He turned back towards the Ferndock soldiers, affecting a grin that he knew was menacing and maniacal, and took delight when he saw that many of them had lowered their swords, that some had already stumbled backwards.

			“Don’t tell me they actually believe our men are zombies?” Bronwen whispered to him.

			But Morfran knew they did. Years ago, when necromancers still plagued the kingdom, he and his men had encountered too many of the creepy dark artificers who raised one too many dead bodies. It wore on his soldiers’ minds, the trauma of it forever burned into their memories, and he knew many of them still had nightmares about the war between the dead and the living to this day.

			Team Moose, seeing the way the Ferndock soldiers were stunned and nigh about to retreat, plowed forward with roars and screams and mucky, green swords thrust into the sky.

			The Ferndock soldiers fled towards the gates. Some even dropped their weapons. Others had perhaps even wet themselves, judging by their mortified terror and the way they waddled backwards.

			His work here was done. He urged Theopold onwards, towards a thicket of trees where Team Stink Bug and their explosives were battling against even more soldiers.

			Bronwen still seemed stunned that he had effectively convinced the enemy that he was a necromancer—nasty skill, that; he shuddered—who’d just raised an army of the dead. “What just— How did you— I mean, who are you?”

			He sat up straighter, pleased that she thought of him as an enigma. Then he wondered why he cared. Then Theopold hit an even muckier patch and slipped, and they both flew off into the mud.

			Morfran lay there, feeling as though an ox had stomped on his lungs. From the way Bronwen was lying beside him, he figured she felt much the same.

			She wasn’t lying beside him for long, however. She rolled and was up, running towards Ferndock’s troops with great eagerness. Of course, she was also running in mud, so her efforts were hampered. But still, Morfran admired her ability to run at a fully equipped army with nothing but a dagger to defend herself, as well as questioned her sanity.

			He’d risen to his feet and was wiping mud off his sleeves when she launched at the nearest soldier. The soldier went down in a blur with a startled oof.

			Morfran was clearly as taken aback as the soldier. She’d brought him down with a swoop of her legs and was now straddling him, raising her dagger towards his throat— Wait. Where was her dagger?

			Morfran saw it the exact same time Bronwen and the soldier did: sitting inconspicuously in the mud just a few feet behind her. She must’ve dropped it.

			She laughed awkwardly.

			The soldier began trying to buck her off.

			Embarrassed for her, Morfran walked over and kicked the dagger within her reach. She took it, too humiliated to address him, and turned the dagger on the soldier.

			Morfran was turning away when he heard the soldier giggling, then “Stop it, stop it! That tickles!” followed by her frustrated shouts telling him to knock it off and just let her kill him already.

			Morfran shook his head as his attention returned to the battlefield. Moose had helped clear a pathway to the back entrance, where they’d be using explosives to blow a hole in the gate. But Stink Bug’s cart was still down a wheel, and the rebels were trying to simultaneously fend off straggling soldiers and push the cart forward.

			Morfran hadn’t fought face-to-face in months. Usually, he relied on tactics that prevented him from having to meet soldiers up close, as he feared they’d recognize him. But it’d been many years since he’d last visited Ferndock, and in the meantime he’d grown a devilishly handsome beard (if he did say so himself) and had sadly but necessarily ditched his seductive leather pants, so he wasn’t too concerned about that. Right then, his only concerns were 1) slaughtering men and demolishing their morale, 2) doing it with as much haste and disorder as possible, and 3) looking good while doing it.

			With a broken mace that’d been sitting upright in someone’s back, he mowed through soldier after soldier, falling back into the same old routine of days past. On occasion he intervened when it appeared a soldier was about to take down a rebel, but he made sure that the rebel in question both saw him as an ally and saw themselves as a capable fighter.

			When enough soldiers were cleared, the cart hauling the explosives began wheeling across the field again, the broken wheel having been patched up with nails and forest wood. Morfran eventually stopped hacking men with his mace and joined those pushing the cart.

			They heaved it across the field, and once they reached the gates where Team Moose was holding the line, he shouted to Bronwen, who had joined in the pushing of the cart and was nearest to the flint and steel and powder kegs, “Light the wick!”

			She nodded—a little hesitantly—and began striking the flint. It took her three times to light it, and when she did, the flame sizzled towards the powder kegs. Morfran and the men began to run.

			“Wait!” Bronwen cried out. “It went out.”

			Morfran and the men rejoined her. One fended off a soldier attempting to skewer her through with a sword. Morfran headbutted another and stabbed him in the gut. She stroked the flint thrice. The wick relit.

			“Run!” Morfran shouted. The men started to run.

			“Wait!” Bronwen cried. “It went out again.” She did two more strikes. The wick went up in a flare of healthy red. This time Morfran didn’t join the men who ran but stood and watched the wick. It let out a sputtering, wimpy cough and then gave up the ghost.

			Bronwen thrust the flint and steel at him. Gone was that crazed battle look she’d had when she’d torn after the soldiers. Now she just looked embarrassed. “You do it.”

			Baffled, he did exactly as she had done, striking the flint and lighting the wick. They both stood and stared as the flame ate through the wick at a harrying pace, showing no sign of stopping.

			“We should probably run,” Morfran said, to which Bronwen agreed.

			Halfway across the field Morfran slowed.

			“What? What are we doing? Did it die again?” She sounded strangely hopeful at that last bit.

			“No. But now it’s time to walk,” he advised.

			“Why?”

			“Trust me.”

			Bronwen clearly preferred running for her life, but ever since he’d leapt atop Theopold she hadn’t argued with him once. She slowed, shooting both him and the powder keg cart bewildered looks of concern.

			Heat and light blazed against Morfran’s back as the kegs exploded, the flame lighting up the field like a miniature sun. It felt as though they were being flanked by fire, the flames creating angelic wings of glory that rose sky high behind him.

			Both rebels and soldiers had stopped fighting to turn and gawk at them. Some looked impressed. Others looked envious. Others looked about ready to fall to their knees in worship.

			Walking—not running—away from explosions was always something Morfran tried to indulge in whenever he could. It worked wonders for your reputation, since there was an inherent danger in getting pelted with flying debris or getting scorched to death. It told the world, I’m cool. And this is what cool people do.

			Morfran couldn’t help but look over at Bronwen, impressed that she hadn’t run, that she’d instead stayed by his side. She was trying not to smile, but even still her eyes glimmered with a lovely sparkle.

			That was when a flyaway brick conked him in the head.
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				The Victory Party

			
			In the end it was Team Eagle who’d stolen the magpie and marigold flag, and as such, managed to take the glory of the win. The other teams had kicked and moaned, but their side had won, so the moaning didn’t last long, especially since the rebels now had an entire village of warm beds, home-cooked meals, and their first win notched in their belts. They celebrated well into the night with ale the villagers brought out in generous amounts, filling the village’s taverns and courtyards.

			Morfran, who’d suffered a bad concussion after being hit in the head with a flying brick, was taken to the village infirmary, where two dozen other men were moaning or groaning or holding their limbless appendages. Grandfather Tortoise was brought in, with Drezella (who Morfran learned was also an apprenticed healer with slight magic of her own) following at his heels, carrying a large pot of his Special Paste and zipping to his side whenever he required her.

			“I hear you miraculously brought back the dead,” Tortoise told Morfran when he finally reached him and began unwrapping his bandages to swipe a fat gob of paste against his bloodied head. “And that you and Bronwen were the ones to tip the battles for Teams Moose and Stink Bug.”

			“Things started to go wrong,” Morfran admitted. “Improvisation was needed in order to win.”

			“Improvisation?” He smiled. “You mean playing the long con?”

			Morfran froze. “What do you mean?”

			“Ferndock’s villagers are saying you raised the dead,” Grandfather Tortoise said, and at this Morfran relaxed slightly. “But necromancers have long been gone from the kingdom thanks to Morfran’s actions.”

			Necromancers were indeed long since dead, as per his orders. Dead dead. He’d gone on a crusade to weed out every necromancer in the kingdom—they were like goatheads, they just seemed to grow everywhere—which resulted in a two-year war called the Two-Year War. It’d lasted two years. It’d felt like twenty. The necromancers had a bad habit of using their dead comrades as soldiers, so their army never truly died, they only lost limbs and on occasion a head or two, but they didn’t seem to mind. The dead, that is. He found it repugnant and an affront to nature, especially when the undead began kicking their severed noggins across the killing field as they doddered in an uneven line towards his men. It had to be stopped.

			Eventually his men managed to burn the last of the necromancers at the stake after a six-hour siege at Necromancer’s Necropolis in the west near Redmoth. It’d calmed him, and satisfied Ravana, and they made love that night knowing that no halitosis-ridden corpse would be sent to their address to strangle them with its unwashed hands.

			“Since necromancers are long gone, it means you managed to convince the cowards within the rebellion to get their butts up and fight for what’s right. And you managed to do so in front of Morfran’s soldiers, who’re still traumatized by necromancers. Impressive, impressive,” Tortoise murmured. “You think, my friend. You think well.”

			Something about the way Tortoise was smiling at him made Morfran squirm. “Well. I was also the idiot who thought he could walk away from an explosion instead of wisely running. I’m lucky Bronwen didn’t get hit with that brick. Brim would have killed me himself.”

			Brim had already been in there earlier, when Morfran was still seeing visions of dancing Pegasi and cakes that could talk. Brim had ranted about gratitude and brotherly love and pancakes (maybe not; that could have been the concussion talking), until he’d patted Morfran’s cheek, said, “I’ll come find you when you’re not cross-eyed,” and left while hooting and riling up the men in cots beside him by slapping their feet.

			After Tortoise’s Special Paste did its special thing, and Drezella told Morfran he was a dreamboat and handed him a plucked petunia, which he sniffed and pocketed when no one was looking, Morfran was released from the infirmary and wandered outside.

			Dusk had collapsed heavily over the sky, pushing out all light and rolling out a tapestry of black-blue across the heavens. The breeze was calm, and merriment drifted from every window—which surprised him. Villagers were celebrating, sharing their dinner tables and their spare beds with the rebels. Someone from a nearby tavern let out a cheer, intoxicated beyond coherence, spouting out, “Today is a great day!” This was followed by plenty of hoorays from nearby drunks outside neighboring taverns.

			Amid the laughter and cheers, Morfran felt a great loss. He’d helped the rebels take victory, but he hadn’t expected to see Ferndock’s villagers so relieved and happy. He’d been ruthless, yes, but he’d been a stylish ruthless you wanted to become part of. Brim’s past was evidence of that.

			This was Ravana’s doing, he thought. And his men’s. They’d surpassed stylish ruthlessness to become evil, and now the legacy he’d spent two decades building up was spoiled by their actions.

			And was no one concerned there’d be consequences for standing up to him? No one was worried there would be backlash of the most torturous kind? Did they truly think he’d just take this lying down? Perhaps it was the rumors of his absence that gave them courage. Perhaps, if he emerged out of the woodwork and took back command of his armies…

			But he didn’t want to go back to being the Dark Lord of Ruthven™. He just wanted his legacy before Ravana ruined it to remain untarnished, like a trophy put behind glass. Yet that wasn’t how it worked. He couldn’t have his dark reputation if he didn’t upkeep it, and he couldn’t keep it alive if he was actively helping take it down.

			What he wanted was all so contrarian and frankly gave him an even bigger headache than he already had. Just as he began to turn back towards the infirmary to lie down and sulk there, a great arm went around his shoulders and squeezed him tight.

			“Bernard!” It was Brim. He smelled like an entire brewery. “Why’re you wandering the streets all ’lone? It’s a time for celebrating! Come this way! We’ll get you some frothy beef and a roast ale sandwich.”

			Brim led him towards the village center, where he nabbed him a mug of ale and pushed him into the crowd. There were hundreds of people—including Gueldefore, who’d wrapped the magpie and marigold flag around his shoulders and was being fawned over by dozens of fans—out on the center’s large patch of grass, many of whom were dancing, singing, snacking, and all other sorts of -ings around a giant bonfire that blazed joyously. Morfran wilted. Even the fire seemed happy to have thrown off the chains of his rule.

			Brim sat him at an empty log before the bonfire, as if Morfran couldn’t be allowed to do anything for himself due to his concussion, and then sauntered off to find him a sandwich. Morfran just watched the flames, morose, until Bronwen joined him on the log.

			“Hi,” she said after she sat, almost shyly. Unlike those around her, she seemed almost…disheartened.

			“Hi,” he replied. Scratched his neck. Shuffled in his seat. Sighed. “Thanks for cutting me loose earlier.” First thing he noticed when he woke was that he was no longer bound, nor did the men in the cots beside him act as if he needed to be. Though that might have been because they were distracted with not bleeding to death.

			“Thank you for not running.” She paused. “I suppose I should stop thinking you’ll do that, since you’ve already proven you’re not that type of man. Twice, now.” Her words irritated him a little. Of course he’d flee, but only when the opportunity was ripe. Right now he just wanted a little bit of respect and a sandwich. “And for what it’s worth, thank you for helping us. I know it isn’t what you want to be doing.”

			They fell silent again, and although it was slightly awkward, the animosity between them was mostly gone. They’d been on the same page on the battlefield, despite her strange hiccups with the soldier and lighting the wick, and although he was still cranky about his fading legacy and being forced to actively demolish it, he was curious about her.

			She was curious about him, too, it seemed, because she eyed him and asked, “How did you know you’d be able to rouse our men and trick the soldiers into believing they were zombies?”

			Morfran snorted. “Sheer stupid luck and audacity,” he mumbled, not bothering going into much detail. “But you.” He cast a side glance at her. “You took that soldier down quite swiftly, even though you’d dropped your dagger. It almost looked like you’ve had practice.” He waited. What he was really asking was whether or not she was actually an assassin.

			She finally admitted it, looking at her hands. “I went to an assassin’s academy when I was younger. Everyone from the forest helped pitch in to help pay my tuition. I took all the extra courses I could, and joined all the sororities available—Death Zeta, Alpha Kappa Killers. When I graduated, I got jobs all throughout the kingdom. I was…I was quite good.” It didn’t sound like a brag. It sounded like she was ashamed.

			He took a sip of his ale. “What was your assassin name? Maybe I’ve heard of you.”

			“The Red Rogue.”

			He choked on his drink. “You’re the Red Rogue?”

			“Yes,” came her moody reply. “Why? You going to make fun now?”

			“Not at all.” The Red Rogue was a living legend in the kingdom and had been a thorn in his side for the past decade. She’d sabotaged war camps in unconquered territories, rescued rebel prisoners in encampments clear in the north, even assassinated big-name generals, which had greatly hindered his efforts. She was also notorious for leaving red lipstick kiss marks on the cheeks or foreheads of those she killed, a trademark of her work.

			She’d been a major problem for him—and an impressive one. He didn’t know if he wanted to shake her hand or strangle her or both, so instead he just kept both hands on his mug and narrowed his eyes at her.

			“You were such a pain to Lord Morfran,” he said. “He set the gold price on your head to five hundred at one point.”

			Her smile was bitter. “I know. But now what is it?”

			“Pardon?”

			“You said I was a pain to him. I’m not any longer.” She huffed, dropping her chin in her hands. Such was her apparent distress that he offered her his mug, which she grabbed and took a swig from. “I was one of the best, if not the best,” she said, miserable. “I was the one selected to assassinate Queen Ravana one year ago.”

			He stiffened. “That was you?”

			“Yes,” she murmured. “I even got into Castle Atrago and into her perfume room, where she was powdering her nose. Had my dagger out and everything. But I don’t know what happened next. Suddenly there was powder everywhere. My blade missed her neck. She was no longer sitting at her vanity, and I didn’t know where she’d gone. So I assumed I’d botched the job and fled.”

			He remembered that day. He’d been thinking of hiring a hit man himself to kill Ravana when he heard the alarm being raised, and guards began flooding towards Ravana’s chambers screaming, “A threat to our queen!” and he’d stood at the end of a hall in the shadows, stunned, thinking perhaps there was something to wishful thinking after all.

			That was when he’d heard pounding footsteps on the tiles and a lithe figure in black rounded the corner. She—it was obvious she was female—skidded to a halt when she spotted him. Though she was hooded and masked from the nose down, wielding her dagger with a death grip, she was obviously terrified to encounter him in the flesh.

			He’d merely shrugged. “Next time?” he advised her. “Don’t miss.”

			Then he’d gestured towards the secret south tunnel entrance by some drapes and turned the other way, whistling. After that day the crevice that’d been opening between Morfran and Ravana split even wider, and she never quite trusted him when he said he had nothing to do with the attempt on her life.

			That’s why Bronwen looked so familiar when you first met, he thought dizzily. You met her once before, and you let her escape. You let her live.

			But did Bronwen think he looked familiar? Is that why she kept glancing at him, why she had been so hostile? Or had him growing a beard, donning peasant garb, and acting like an idiot half the time thrown her off his scent, if she had even been suspicious in the first place? Clearly one wouldn’t expect to find their Dark Lord traipsing around some remote forest accompanied by screaming goats. And from the way her initial animosity towards him seemed to have fizzled out, he suspected that was the case. If not, she was a stellar actress and deserved to be the one to carve his heart out. Maybe she’d even leave him one of her trademark kisses on his cheek afterwards. He felt faint at the thought.

			“Since then I’ve been a failure,” Bronwen muttered. “I can’t do anything right. I trip over stupid things, like rocks and plants. You saw how my dagger slipped out of my hand out on the field. It does that all the time now. I can’t even scare Gueldefore away anymore. He thinks I fancy him. I can’t stand him!”

			Morfran smiled at this. At least he wasn’t the only one who hated the knight.

			“You saw it today, didn’t you? I lit that wick three times, and each time it died. I mean, what even was that? I’ve lost my touch. I’ve dedicated my life to being an assassin to help the rebellion, but now I can’t even walk in a straight line without tripping. So what am I good for now?”

			Despite her being a pain to him for half his life, he couldn’t help but empathize with her. Being seen as incompetent or useless was one of his fears, too. And it explained why so many of these rebels from Elmswood ignored or disregarded her—she’d botched the job of all jobs after they’d made sacrifices to pay for her schooling. Of course they were bitter.

			But something didn’t sound right with her story. He’d noticed what she’d mentioned: her rope-tying skills sucked, she was constantly messing things up, and she’d been relegated to the sidelines. It was like she’d been struck with a bout of extremely bad luck…

			“Bronwen.” He frowned. “What did you say about those powders in Ravana’s room?”

			“Just that it looked like she’d flung them in the air to help her escape. Why?”

			“Was the powder white, with the slightest tinge of silver?”

			“I— Yes, actually. Why?”

			He paled. “You haven’t lost your touch. Ravana’s hexed you.”

			“What?”

			“Yes.” He laughed, and not just because the situation was funny. Ravana was just that horrible. “A pretty terrible one, too. Any reasonable task you try hard to achieve is one you’ll fail hopelessly at.”

			She hesitated, obviously going through every moment leading up to that point. Then she let out a despondent noise. “Are you sure?”

			“I’ve met Ravana. Petty hexes like that are what she thrives on.”

			Bronwen slumped beside him. He had the strange urge to pat her back, as he’d been subject to many of Ravana’s spiteful torments, but he held back. He wasn’t here to make friends. He was here only until he could escape.

			“How do I break the hex?” she asked him. It was a good question. A great one. “Do I kill her?”

			Morfran laughed again. He must’ve hit his head pretty hard if she was making him laugh. “After you already failed when you were at your most skilled?”

			Her answering look was cutting.

			“I don’t know. You might have to kill her, which is an ambitious project in itself.” And one he sure as hell wouldn’t be doing. “But you might need her alive to remove the hex, so killing her could be counterproductive…Perhaps the one who owned the power before her might know.”

			“And who was that?”

			He didn’t get the chance to answer. Brim was sauntering towards them with a roast beef sandwich in tow, which excited Morfran. But beside him was a tall older woman with a hooked nose, a tricorn hat, and hair a red-brown color liked baked lobster, minus the butter. Her breeches were tattered at her calves, and she wore boots that she used to stomp the grass down in an orderly fashion.

			The instant they met eyes he leapt to his feet like a cat who knew he’d been spotted by a chase-happy dog.

			“Bernard,” Brim announced, pointing the soggy roast beef sandwich at the woman in the way of a gesturing arm. “This is Captain Elena of the Lake Dumast Navy. Elena, meet our new battle strategist, and the one who helped save the day. Bernard of…Bernard? What is your surname, Bernard?”

			Morfran’s mouth was so dry he couldn’t reply even if he had an answer. But Elena answered for him.

			“The Necromancer,” she replied, scanning him from head to toe. Her eyes were cold like ice chunks. He felt as if one had lodged in his gut. An ice chunk, not one of her eyes. Oh yes, she recognized him. Even with his new beard and sans seductive black leather pants. She looked to Brim. “There’s rumor that he’s used dark arts to revive men on the battlefront. True or not, it would be a benefit if he had a menacing name and he played it up. I hear Morfran loathed necromancers.”

			Morfran swallowed.

			“Ha! Bernard the Necromancer!” Brim laughed, flinging his arms up wide. A slice of roast beef went flying behind his head. “I like it!”

			“Captain Elena.” Gueldefore joined them, knocking Morfran aside as he did so. He knelt before the woman and held the magpie and marigold flag up to her as a gift. “I was among the team who captured the flag of Lord Morfran’s rule. I wished to gift it to you: the mightiest of all naval captains.”

			The woman smiled. It was frigid. Like ice cream. No—that was too sweet. Like icicles. Yeah. Pointy icicles. “Thank you.” She took it, glancing about the camp. Her appearance had attracted much attention. She was practically the celebrity of the seas. Even Bronwen looked starry-eyed at the woman, previous moodiness forgotten. Elena thrust the flag in the air and stared Morfran down as she shouted, “Avast! We shall end Lord Morfran and Lady Ravana’s rule!”

			As the entire camp erupted into cheers, sweat leaked down Morfran’s temple like a malevolent god from above had spat on his head and his watery saliva was dribbling down his cheek.

			“And this man.” She pointed an accusing finger at Morfran. “Might be just who we need to do the job.”

			Before he knew it she’d come up beside him, tucked her arm under his, and whisked him towards a nearby building. “I must speak to our dear necromancer about his skills in private. I ask all to give us a moment. Go back to your merriment, friends. We deserve it after our victory!” She thrust her hand in the air again, and everyone cheered once more.

			He scowled. He missed that—being cheered by his men. He couldn’t miss it for long, however. Elena leaned over and whispered menacingly, “If you come out of this building alive, I’ll have failed to avenge my son.”
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				An Entirely Peaceful Meeting with Old Friends

			
			The instant they walked through the door Elena shoved him so hard he stumbled across what appeared to be a cozy living room and was clotheslined at the shins by a coffee table that was stacked with little clay figurines of cats. He rolled off the fake felines and landed on his stomach.

			“You sniveling coward! This is where you’ve been this whole time? Masquerading as a peasant?” She hoisted him up by the back of his shirt and slammed him against a wall. Framed pictures of kittens tangled in yarn rattled at his back as she landed one, then two punches to his jaw.

			“Elena, wait—”

			She hurled him across the room again, where he rammed against a bookshelf. Books rained down on him, including one titled How to Win Friends and Soothe Relationships: A Peaceful Way of Conflict Resolution!

			He picked it up and chucked it at her.

			She snatched it out of the air and chucked it right back. He ducked right in time, but not before she had dug her claws back into him and tossed him across the room a third time, screaming, “You’re trying to run away, aren’t you?”

			He went flying like a rag doll tossed into the air by a vicious dog. He rolled, hit couch legs, and dizzily clambered to his feet, stepping up onto the couch to gain the high ground. “Elena, I’d much prefer just to talk about this—”

			“Why would I talk to a despicable bastard who only cares about himself?” From a shelf she plucked a glass bottle with a tiny wooden cat sculpture constructed inside, smashed it against the bookshelf—thank gods she destroyed that hideous thing, he thought in his extreme terror—and raised the jagged edge up high.

			“I’m sorry about Oliver!” he stressed. “I’m sorry about your son. I didn’t know he died at Sturnhul until recently, I promise. I tried to stop her—”

			“Oh, did you?” she shouted back. “I bet you gave it one pusillanimous fight and then fled like a boneless chicken!”

			“Don’t you mean spineless?”

			Her look was pure death. But she’d stopped approaching him as she snapped, “You created her, Morfran. You created Ravana. You plucked a naive young woman from court, taught her the ways of pettiness and cruelty, and then, when you realized the remorseless monster you woke up beside every morning was too much for even you, you tucked tail and fled.”

			It was true. Once upon a time fifteen years back when Morfran was at peak arrogance (For how could he not be? He was feared kingdom-wide and beloved by his men for his ways of beheading his enemies, and a pretty raven-haired thing was batting her eyelashes at him.) he’d flirted too recklessly with said raven-haired thing who one day appeared at a ball and shocked the court with her beauty.

			With hair as black as ebony, lips as red as roses, skin as white as snow, she’d been the poster child for a princess. She wasn’t one—she wasn’t even royalty, since her father had been a podunk cobbler from the boonies—but really, she was quite the looker, so no one cared. Least of all Morfran, who had lied on his own résumé by saying he was a legitimate courtier.

			She’d been naive. She’d been innocent. The only thing she’d ever killed at that point was a fly, and that was only because she’d accidentally rolled atop it while napping. Woodland creatures and fuzzy insects adored her.

			For weeks they’d courted each other the way all puppy-lovesick saps did: scribbled bits of poetry on supper napkins, roses left on beds, gifts like fine new leather boots with attached notes that said “Wear these for me,” and secretive meetings by the garden’s fountains.

			Her gifts and date night ideas were cute and all, but they were cliché and unoriginal, and so he took her for long walks on recently bloodied beaches he conquered, had all the imprisoned bards who used to sing about burbling streams sing her love songs under the threat of death should she dislike the tune, and, in what turned out to be his greatest mistake, taught her lessons in being a Dark Lord (or Dark Lady, in her case).

			This included making his court enemies wet themselves beneath a guillotine, with Ravana flipping a coin to see if it’d land on heads, and if so, Morfran would allow her to do the honors. It included teaching her the art of throwing knives, for which they used men nailed to walls as targets. It included acid vats and waterboarding, brazen bulls and brass knuckles, and torture of the worst form.

			He’d meant to impress her. He hadn’t actually expected her to pick it up with any real talent. So when she’d picked it up with immense talent—she knew how to toss a coin in such a way that it always landed on heads, and her aim while throwing knives came naturally—he knew he had to marry her at once.

			It was only in retrospect that he saw the red flags over the years. She guillotined not just their enemies but sometimes their friends who irked her, and instead of offing their heads she offed their feet. With the knife-throwing target practice she armored up each individual, except kept their bare feet exposed and tried aiming for each toenail. She dipped toes in acid, punched heels with brass knuckles, waterboarded ankles (yes, that was an awkward night for all involved), and began collecting feet in jars or mounted on animal plaques.

			When he walked into his study one day to find that his bull moose head had been replaced by George Haiser the Third’s hairy-toed feet, he turned to Ravana and asked,

			“Dearest?” He gestured at the monstrosity. “Why?”

			Her reply had been, “It’s to frighten our people into obedience, my love.” She’d been lounging in his office chair, her legs crossed and stretched out onto his desk. “If we take their feet, they’re at an awful standstill, you see. And since we took control over the wheelchair industry last month, we can ensure they never mobilize against us again.”

			Morfran had been too distracted by plans to invade the south at that time to think about wheelchair armies and using footlessness as a weapon, so he’d just shrugged it off.

			He oughtn’t have. For the want of a foot, Elena’s son was dead, and now Morfran was about to be maimed by a pirate captain in her living room full of cat paraphernalia.

			“I ought to expose you,” Elena said, bringing him out of his thoughts, which he was relieved about, as his thoughts had veered towards doom and regret. “I don’t care if you helped them this one time. You’re doing it for a selfish end. I’d make their lifetime if I told them their vile ruler was within fingers’ reach.”

			He was still standing on the couch. “But that won’t bring Oliver back,” he said, and when she raised her broken bottle at the mention of her son’s name, he went on. “And it won’t get you the revenge you want since it was Ravana who—”

			Elena interrupted with a harsh laugh. “You’re here! I don’t know how, but I’d bet everything you’ve been dragged into this unwillingly, and there’s something keeping you from fleeing like a rodent in the light.” She flipped the bottle up into the air, catching it back on the nose. “I can get my vengeance on you. If I can’t get to her, I’ll happily take the one who created the beast.”

			He didn’t like the mad glint in her gaze. But she was between him and the door, so he couldn’t run. He’d have to talk his way out of this, and Elena had a notoriously bad temper. He sighed, stressing, “Yes, I created her. Yes, I married her. And yes, she grew too much for me to handle so I bailed like a boneless or spineless chicken or what have you. But I know her. I know her mind, and I know her tactics, and I can help these rebels—which could include you, if you’d be willing—take her down.”

			Her face was twisted into a hideous scowl. He continued, using his next words to shock her and make her think so she’d at least lower the bottle.

			“Declare you’re fighting on the side of the rebels. Openly. Formally. News is going to spread about Ferndock to every corner of the kingdom. If they hear that you—the Pirate Lady of Lake Dumast—have joined the fight against me and Ravana, rebels from all over will come out of the woodwork to fight. I know they will, too, because I’ve been fighting for twenty years trying to keep them cowering and afraid, and a lot of that had to do with you being on my side.”

			The bottle was ever so slowly lowering. Her eyes were narrowing now, deeply suspicious. “Why would you do this? You’d be destroying everything you’ve worked for. You’d be wrecking your reputation. Your legacy.”

			He dropped his shoulders with a puff of a sigh and then stepped off the couch so they were on equal footing. “Frankly, Elena, I don’t care anymore. Well—I still do care about it a little, but being a Dark Lord is boring. I’ve been doing it for twenty years! I’m ready to pick up new hobbies. I’ve started making jam and taking lute lessons, and I had a farm until my men invaded, but I enjoyed all of that before I had to run! I even met someone. Her name is Benjamin.”

			“Her? Benjamin?” She raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were still married to Ravana.”

			“I held the marriage officiant’s feet to the fire until he signed off on a unilateral divorce contract, so technically Ravana’s my ex.” He waved his hand in dismissal. “And Beni is a goat, anyways, but she’s my pet goat. And we’re going to raise her two kids and name them and live on a farm again, and this next one won’t be littered with limbless torsos!”

			Elena opened her mouth as if she had questions. Then she shut it, obviously thinking better of it. “So you fled Ravana’s side, changed your name, and grew a beard. And now everyone here thinks you’re some heroic outlaw?”

			“Please don’t ever call me a hero in any grammatical form again. Besides, it’s not at all like that. They think I’m a general of Lord Morfran’s who abandoned post, and they’re holding Beni hostage so I’ll do what they want.”

			She looked somewhat humored at that, before her face darkened once more. “You’re going to ditch them the moment there’s an opening.”

			“No, I’m not.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “You’re not?”

			He totally was. “Didn’t I just tell you I want to live alone with my goats, on a farm somewhere, peacefully? How can I do that if my ex-wife is using my ex-soldiers to ravage the land? How can I have peace of mind if Ravana is actively searching for me?”

			She frowned. Her silence was a good thing. He went on.

			“Besides, you brought me in here to speak to me privately because you can’t expose me. We both know that ‘Bernard the Necromancer’ has already shaken Ravana’s men, and Brim and his men need me to maintain that persona to propel this rebellion forward.”

			“Gods.” She finally lowered the bottle, setting it atop the coffee table and rolling her eyes. “You’ve become even more unbearably pompous than before.”

			He couldn’t help but grin the tiniest bit at that. When Elena rolled her eyes, it meant she no longer saw you as a threat, but as a joke. He could live with that. “But am I unbearably pompous and right, or unbearably pompous and wrong?”

			She crossed her living room and began picking up knocked-over books. “If you were wrong, I’d have taken my cutlass and filleted you like a fish already.”

			He perked up. He wasn’t going to die tonight, at least not by the pirate woman. And it seemed she would go along with his deception. Which was good. With her committed alliance with the rebels, the kingdom would be in so much chaos he could slip away without too much fuss.

			“It’ll be just like old times,” he tried.

			“Morf, it’ll never be like old times. For one, you weren’t wearing hose back then. You do know you can wear breeches? You look like a ninny.”

			He looked down at his pants and nodded in agreement. “A new change in attire? I can do that.” He then gestured around her living room at the many pictures and statues and pillows full of cat faces. “While we’re on the topic of turning new leaves, might I suggest you get rid of all this nightmarish—”

			“Insult my decor tastes and you die.”

			Morfran wisely chose to stay silent.
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				The Gold Thief of Lake Dumast

			
			
				Day three hundred and one

				Dear Diary,

				We set sail about three days ago aboard Elena’s ship. Ferndock is now completely under the Elmswood Rebellion’s control, as are its surrounding hamlets and towns, thanks to the support of pissed-off farm folk.

				In the wake of our success, we’ve begun to hear word from other rebels in hiding that they plan to launch assaults on their nearby townships as well. What have we started? I mourn daily for this loss, but at least with all the commotion I might be able to escape at some point.

				Currently we are headed to the great city of Atlantis (the 2.0 version, not the one that fell into the sea in a horrific catastrophe that was entirely not my fault). Elena said that before Ferndock’s fall, she received word from Magnate Tritonia about uprisings from rioters and rebels popping up outside the city. Brim is hopeful that they can take the city with the help of these rebels. Ha! His optimism is pure stupidity at times. Atlantis 2.0 is a fortress on the lake, and Magnate Tritonia is as sharp as my old wardrobe attire (I mourn for that as well), and even with Elena’s navy the rebels won’t stand a chance.

				Anyways, we have to cross Lake Dumast first. Once we get there, my plan is to sneak off while everyone is preoccupied with not dying. Beni’s future goatdom and the opening of my future jam shop (name idea: Damn Good Jam Goods?) could be just weeks away!

			

			Someone plopped down next to him where he’d laid out a blanket to sit against the deck railing of Elena’s master galleon, the Fierce Feline. The ship itself was quite magnificent, built with rich cedar wood, strong sails, and copious amounts of windows. The sky and lake stretched on into one seamless color of spirited sapphire blue, and, with the warm breeze and gentle swaying of the ship as it cut through the waves, he felt lulled into a drowsy sort of peace.

			“Another conquest?” Bronwen asked, looking down at his journal.

			He flipped the cover shut. “No. Just logging all the locations Benjamin and her kids are hitting. Atlantis 2.0 has always been Benjamin’s dream vacation, although I don’t think she’s liking the ship ride over.” He looked to the she-goat on his right, who had stuck her head through the ship’s rails. “She gets seasick.”

			Bronwen raised her eyebrows in surprise, as if she, too, noticed the green tint to the goat’s face. “Imagine that,” she drawled, before poking her fingers at the basket at his feet, where Baby Goats One and Two were snoozing beneath blankets. “And you still haven’t named these two?”

			“I’m terrible at names,” he admitted.

			Apparently he wasn’t the only one. Some within the rebellion had taken to calling themselves the Necromancer and His Dearly Dead, which sounded more like a punk bard group Morfran would have listened to during his teen years. Hugh had tried to name them the Rebellion of Rebels, which of course everyone shot down, and Gueldefore had offered the name Knight Gueldefore and the Magnificent Four, but as to who the four in reference were, no one rightly knew. Morfran guessed he was trying to broadcast himself as a knight and do so with a rhyme, which made Morfran think of the man as pompous as well as stupid, especially because you couldn’t rhyme fore with four. Morfran, who inwardly just called them the Elmswood Rebels, publicly suggested they call themselves the Fools of the Forest, or the Dumb, Dubious Dwellers, to which many thought he was joking. He wasn’t. Anyways, it was still up for debate.

			“Let me hear what you have so far.” She leaned in, her long brown-gold braid falling forward over her shoulder. In the morning sunlight her eyes were a bright sea green, and he noticed her lashes were long and thick. He suddenly felt self-conscious.

			“Hairy Henrietta.” He pointed to the brown-spotted female.

			Bronwen nodded slowly but said nothing.

			He pointed to the male. “Larkspur Larry.”

			“Larkspur is usually purple,” she stated.

			“Yes. And?”

			“This goat is pure white.”

			“Fine!” He tossed his hands in the air. “You try naming them.”

			“No.” She sniffed a laugh, sitting back against the railing and crossing her legs out before her. “That’s your burden as the goats’ stepfather.”

			He scowled, stuffing his journal into his pack, where his seductive black leather pants were wadded up at the bottom. Unfortunately, Bronwen happened to see them.

			“Hold on.” She reached over him—once again, she smelled like posies—and tugged the leather pants out. She held them up like a banner, and he felt even more self-conscious, as if they were a baby blanket he took everywhere he went.

			“Captain Elena should string these up with her pirate flag,” she said. “It’d send a message.”

			“No,” he said before he could think. One, if Ravana saw these she might—she was clever—put things together and realize that Morfran was in cahoots with the rebels and officially announce to the kingdom that he had run away. Then everyone would be looking for him and he’d never escape. And two: he still liked the way his butt looked in them.

			“No?” She lowered them, raising her eyebrow. “And whyever not?”

			He tried to think of a lie that’d sound reasonable, but then she said, “Don’t tell me you wear these when you’re alone?” A smile quivered on her lips. “You do!”

			“I do not.”

			“Then why keep them?”

			“Well, it’s just…” He looked at her. “So I can sport them for pretty women. Turn around and I’ll put them on for you.”

			She flushed as he’d expected she would, and also as he expected, she changed the subject.

			“You told me Ravana got her powers from the Man of Lettis, who lives just off the coast of Atlantis 2.0,” she said. “I want you to take me to him.”

			He scowled. “I told you where his tower is already. I’m not a chaperone.”

			“No,” she replied. “But you did serve Dark Lady Ravana at one point, and she’s the horrid person who did this to me. It’ll be a way of mending your past grievances.”

			Just then Benjamin began hacking up green-tinged goat vomit over the side of the boat. He patted her shoulder, all while trying to shrug Bronwen off. “Why do you even want the hex removed? It could be a lifelong lesson in not overworking yourself.”

			“Not overworking myself? It affects me even when I’m asleep! Every night since we’ve left my hammock keeps falling out of all the ties I fasten, and I keep waking up on the ground.”

			“That’s what that noise was?” He woke each night in panic at the loud thwump, thinking Ravana had somehow rallied together a full armada with cannon ships and was launching supreme warfare on them.

			He gestured at Bronwen’s braid. It was lovely and neat and tied off with a little white ribbon. “You’ve done your hair nicely, and every other day, too. Maybe you’re just overthinking things.”

			“I don’t braid it. Gueldefore does.”

			Morfran frowned. Of course the knight knew how to braid hair. And of course he’d braided Bronwen’s. I can braid hair, too, he thought begrudgingly. Ravana had taught him, saying that one day they’d have daughters who’d inherit their callousness, and that cool braids were a requirement for wicked princesses.

			Well, if the knight thought he was so fancy that he could braid hair, Morfran would go one step further and agree to escort Bronwen to the Man of Lettis. Never mind that he dreaded meeting the man about as much as he loathed soggy sandwich bread and wet socks and catching his pants’ belt loop on a nearby drawer knob and getting jerked aside by it.

			“Fine.” Morfran stroked Beni’s back as the goat slumped down and set her head on his lap. “I’ll go with you. But only after we take over Atlantis 2.0.”

			She beamed. “Thank you, Bernard.” She squeezed his arm and left, leaving Morfran simultaneously cranky and confusingly pleased. He wasn’t used to having people willingly fetch his roast beef sandwiches, or grip his arm in gratitude, or come up to him and thank him for freeing Ferndock, as several rebels had done over the past few days.

			And now here he was, having helped peasants take over a major stronghold he himself had conquered years ago. Well, it’d be ending soon enough, and he’d be fleeing across Lake Dumast with three goats in tow. It’d be bliss.

			Ruminating over these thoughts, he continued to soothe Beni by rubbing her belly until she fell asleep, and then he carried her and the kids down into one of the cabin rooms for safekeeping and resurfaced back on deck. By then Brim and Elena were both standing on the quarterdeck at the helm, pointing off in the distance and frowning.

			Had they finally spotted land? They should be coming up to the coast soon. He joined them. “What is it?”

			“Can’t quite say, Bernard.” Brim lowered his eyeglass and passed it to him. “But it doesn’t look natural.”

			When he peered through it he saw nothing at first. Just water and water and more water. Then he saw it, in the water. “A whirlpool?”

			“The water just started swirling.” Elena collapsed her eyeglass and grabbed hold of the steering wheel, which was carved into two strange creatures eating their tails in a circle. On closer inspection they looked like dragon-kitties. She needed a new obsession. “I don’t think I can go around it, either. It’s expanding more rapidly than I can turn us away.”

			“So, what? We’re going to run the ship into an unnatural whirlpool and just hope we don’t get flung around like a child on a runaway carousel?”

			“I don’t know, Bernard,” she snapped, shooting him a lethal look. Though she kept his secret, she still hadn’t forgiven him and had shown the same animosity towards him since that night in her living room. “Whirlpools aren’t something that happen in Dumast. Though there is folklore about a creature living in the depths of the lake…”

			She’d said it somewhat ominously. Both he and Brim waited. “Yes?” Brim prodded.

			“It’s more of a myth.” She stared unblinking at the floorboards, a haunted look passing over her face, like a hundred ghosts had suddenly flocked to just her vision and she couldn’t look away. Morfran waved his hand in front of her eyes. Brim began snapping his fingers. She blinked. “It couldn’t be true, though. I’ve sailed these waters for over thirty-five years. Haven’t seen an inkling it exists.”

			“Oh, good,” Morfran said.

			“But folklore says it can be roused to the surface by someone with great power.”

			“Oh,” Morfran repeated, this time more irritably. “Wonderful.” He didn’t like where this was going. “Does it say this creature creates whirlpools?”

			“It does,” Elena admitted. “The whirlpool sucks you in, and then, right before you hit the bottom, it bursts from the center and eats your ship.”

			He and Brim glanced at the whirlpool, which had expanded to an uncomfortable size. The ship was already starting to snag into its pull.

			“Well, what type of great power are we talking about?” Brim asked, tugging his beard as if he were a tad bit concerned.

			Elena shot Morfran a black look. “There are only two people I can think who carry such power.”

			Ah, him and his ex-wife. Well, he’d abandoned his power to live the life of a goat farmer. Which meant Ravana was the culprit. But how did she know where they were? There couldn’t possibly be a tracking spell on him. That was one of the reasons he’d ditched his magic—Ravana couldn’t use hers to track him. There was always the possibility of spies, or perhaps one of her men who’d spotted them leaving off the coast and had used some form of divination to tell her.

			It was all making Morfran’s head hurt, and he just wanted to lie down and eat those pirate biscuits that were a little bit flaky but still tasty. Instead, he had to face the possibility of his own death.

			Oh, and the deaths of all his crewmates and other ships following them, but he didn’t really care about them.

			Yet Benjamin was also on the line.

			The wind had picked up, and now the ship was starting to creak and turn, the sails jerking in the gusts. Elena was trying to fight it, as were her sailors. The one in the crow’s nest lowered his spyglass and screamed, “There’s something inside it!”

			Storm clouds poured across the sky like gravy spilled over a countertop. The ship was tilting to one side so hard barrels were rolling across the deck and hitting the railing. Some were launched over. One man puked. The vomit landed on another man, which provided just enough force to knock him over the railing, too. He hit the whirlpool with a fat splash, probably half-relieved to wash the vomit off, probably half-horrified that he’d been flung overboard.

			That was when Morfran saw it—the bubblegum-pink tentacle emerging out of the water, circling around the bobbing head of the man in the water. His arms flailed as he screamed, “Help me!” The tentacle latched around him like a fat, gooey arm. Then he vanished beneath the swirling black waters. Only a lone boot rose back up.

			Morfran frowned. “Did anyone else see that, or…?”

			Brim was pasty white. His eyes were decidedly not sparkling. “Bernard,” he murmured quietly. “I can’t swim.”

			“What? Not even the doggy paddle?”

			“I sink like a boulder in water.”

			“Could you at least stay above water with the help of one of those colored noodles? Or a pair of water wings?” He flapped his arms like a chicken. Brim shook his head. Morfran huffed. “At least tell me you haven’t eaten anything in the past half hour.”

			Brim’s face sagged as he held up half a ham sandwich. Well. That was too bad. Out of all the peasants he’d met, Brim was one of the more tolerable ones.

			Elena jerked Morfran towards her furious face by his collar. Her expression was mildly terrifying. “This is your ex’s doing. You’re going to find a way to stop it.”

			“I don’t even know what it is yet.”

			Morfran was soon to swallow his words. Right after he spoke, the ship careened nearly onto its side as it entered the enormous whirlpool, which swirled in a massive circle at least as large as a sizable cow pasture. Morfran and Elena grabbed hold of the steering wheel to keep from spilling into the lake. Brim had grabbed hold of a stair post, wrapping his legs around it like a clingy toddler on a parent’s leg.

			Down, down, down the whirlpool was taking them, and only when they were reaching the eye of it, and when Morfran was seriously wondering just how deep the lake went, did a massive, starlike shape bolt into the sky, spraying water down onto them like a sponge being wrung out.

			They all looked up.

			“It’s a bird!” one man shouted.

			“No, a shooting star!” another said, to which he received bewildered glowers from his crewmates.

			Morfran tilted his head, hair whipping into his eyes. It did indeed look somewhat like a star…although it seemed like they were staring at the bottom of it. And if it’d propelled itself out of the water like a spinning top, then…

			“It’s a flying squid.” He sighed and looked straight ahead at nothing. Yes, this was Ravana’s doing.

			“A Giant Flying Quid-Stealing Squid.” Elena was still wrestling with the steering wheel. Her tricorn hat was long gone, her red-brown hair sopping wet against her head. “Folklore says it thirsts for gold. It can smell it from miles away.” She grimaced at this.

			“Let me guess,” Morfran complained. “You have gold on this ship. You didn’t pay an ounce of your taxes to me, did you?”

			“I was an evil pirate back then, you two-tongued snake,” she snapped. “Did you expect me to pay taxes?”

			“It would’ve saved our butts here now. And I could’ve used it to buy a yacht.”

			“That’s criminal, you cretin.”

			“I was a wicked leader,” Morfran defended. “That’s how you’re supposed to spend taxes.”

			The Giant Flying Quid-Stealing Squid was falling back out of the sky now. Its shadow fell over the ship like a vulture hovering over a carcass.

			“Brace for impact!” Elena shouted out to her crew, all of whom were death-gripping various bits of posts and ropes and railing to keep from falling overboard. Brim was still hugging the stair post, spouting off swear words and how he was going to take up swimming lessons if he ever survived this.

			Then the creature’s tentacles went stiff like a spear. It pivoted in the air so its head was facing the water. Morfran caught sight of all thirty feet of it in a flash of three seconds—bubblegum-pink flesh, gelatinous eyes as large as cannonballs, a large beaky mouth that was snapping like pincers. With a dive into the water that Morfran would rate 8.8 considering the stormy conditions, it plunged deep into the whirlpool and began riding the swirls, all of its tentacles amassing about it like a soupy pot of spaghetti noodles. Then those same tentacles rose out of the water, lashing onto the mast and hull. It rammed its beak into one of the side windows, and with a horrendous squeal, began slurping. Morfran surmised that’s where Elena stashed all her chests of gold.

			“Well,” Morfran screamed through the winds, “maybe it’ll just eat the gold and leave us be.”

			“Ravana summoned it, didn’t she?” Elena screamed back. “That means it’ll come to devour our gold and then us. You’re going to kill this thing, Morf, and when you’re done, I’m going to kill you.”

			Morfran grumbled a few words about incentive and the lack thereof. That was when they heard a door slam open, and an individual began slowly dragging their way up to the quarterdeck.

			It was Gueldefore, his blue cloak and bright gold hair whipping ferociously in the gusts of wind. He looked majestic and heroic, and he didn’t even need to hold any beams to stay upright.

			“What needs to be done to slay this dangerous beast?” Gueldefore shouted.

			Morfran scowled at him. Did the bastard really think he was going to tell him? Morfran knew exactly how to stop Giant Flying Quid-Stealing Squids, because Ravana had bred them during her mad-scientist phase when she’d invented a horrendous collection of peculiar monsters. He’d been the one to suggest giving them a weakness in case they turned on them, and she’d nodded with her goggles still on her head and said, “Clever as always, dearest.”

			Morfran began stomping across the quarterdeck, ignoring Gueldefore’s inquiries as he tried to get to the stairs to the main deck without being flung off the ship.

			Gueldefore followed him. “I said, what is the plan?”

			“It’s a plan that doesn’t involve you.”

			“Make it involve me! I have fought bears and boars barehanded before, so I will be most useful in slaying this beast. Now, again, I implore you to include me in it.”

			Morfran stared at his head for a second before shrugging. “Follow me, then.”

			Together the two clambered up the mast’s ropes and managed to reach the crow’s nest. From this vantage point they could see the squid much more easily, and see that it was still rifling through broken ship windows, trying to suck out the last crumbs of gold from the treasury rooms.

			Gueldefore shouted, “What next?”

			Morfran turned to him. “Stay here.” Then he climbed back down, cutting the net with a small dagger so the knight was stuck up there.

			Down in the cabins below deck all furniture and items not bolted to the ground had been thrown against the walls. Papers fluttered through the breezy air. A loud howling noise pierced his ears, like a great hurricane was plowing through the ship. Morfran waded through the halls, shoving wailing men aside as they screamed they didn’t want to die and tried to cling to his legs.

			Bronwen caught up to him at some point, asking the same question Gueldefore had. But this time he didn’t want her help for another reason. She persisted; so, he led her to the cabin where Beni and the kids were. The three goats were on his bed, letting out various bleats. Beni looked horribly seasick. Vomit was everywhere.

			“What now?” she asked, turning to face him.

			His response was shutting the door on her. He shoved a chair that was currently sliding his way beneath the knob to keep her locked inside. She was already pounding on the door and cursing him.

			“You’re hexed, remember!” he argued back.

			“Let me out now, Bernard!”

			“No. I need my goats safe, so I need you to watch them.” He paused. “But not very well. Just…neglectfully watch my goats. Don’t try to be efficient at it, either. So, like, play a game of solitaire with them in the background or something.”

			She thumped the door again, groaning in defeated annoyance.

			He found Gueldefore’s cabin a few more paces in, thanks to one of his blue cloaks still hanging on a nail. On the bed was Morfran’s crossbow and bolts.

			“Hello, sweet beauty.” He kissed it, then turned around, pushing through the halls until he was back on deck, but not before a quick trip to the ship’s kitchen pantry.

			The squid was still rifling through the lower windows, but the Fierce Feline wasn’t that large of a ship, and it was nearly finished devouring Elena’s untaxed gold. Any second now, it’d scrape out the rest of the treasure room, lick its beak, and come searching for him.

			“Brim!” he screamed at the burly man, who was still glued to the railing like an aggressive barnacle. “I need you and your men!”

			To his credit, the big man didn’t hesitate. He pushed away from the pillar and began making his way down the stairs to where Morfran stood on the main dock, calling out to his men who were also clinging to various bits of the ship. Above them, Morfran could hear Gueldefore’s curses—one in particular that told Morfran to do something anatomically impossible to himself. Morfran snickered as all the men gathered around him.

			“On my signal, I need you to toss me into the squid’s beak,” he said.

			Theodore blinked. “Say what, now?”

			Brim swatted him. “We’ll do it.”

			Morfran nodded, turning when he felt rather than saw a massive shape moving towards them. The squid had indeed finished plundering the gold, and now it was crawling up the ship using its strong tentacles. The whirlpool was spinning them faster. They were running out of time.

			He raised the crossbow, poising the cross guard just so. “C’mon, you ugly sack of calamari. Come a little higher.”

			The squid clambered up, up, up until its eye was rising above Morfran. It narrowed right on him, and though it had no eyebrow Morfran could see, it gave him the angry eye.

			Rather than shoot it with the crossbow, he instead turned and shot the bolt at the crow’s nest post to draw its attention up there.

			“You forgot some gold!” he shouted in explanation.

			When it spotted Gueldefore and his head full of golden curls, it licked its beak and raised a tentacle to grab him. The knight had finally stopped cussing to gape in horror at the beast.

			“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re using the squid to get rid of the man.” Brim cast him a suspicious look.

			Morfran shrugged. “ ’Tis but collateral damage.”

			“We need him in the fight against Morfran,” Brim replied.

			Despite the situation, Morfran heard the harsh warning in the man’s voice. To make things worse, Brim brought up a finger and crossed an imaginary knife mark across his neck as a warning. A reminder that Beni and the kids would suffer if he harmed anyone.

			Morfran huffed. Stupid do-gooders just had to act so honorable.

			“Get ready to toss me, then.” He sighed, moving up against the railing as the beast seized Gueldefore with a wiry tentacle, wrapped him in a squiddy hug, and brought the knight towards its expanding beak.

			“Get ready!” Morfran shouted.

			“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Owain muttered, grabbing Morfran’s foot.

			Brim grabbed Morfran’s arm and, upon contact, twisted his face in disgust. “Good goats, man. What are you covered in? You stink.”

			Morfran just clenched his teeth before he could wuss out. “Launch me!”

			Brim’s men, he’d learned earlier, did in fact hurl massive logs for fun. Morfran wasn’t a log, but he also wasn’t as heavy as one, and when they threw him forward at the squid’s open beak, he flew.

			He flew right past the nearby tentacle squeezing Gueldefore, who was a deep shade of red from either fury or lack of breath, and plummeted straight into the squid’s gullet.

			It was very tight. Uncomfortably slick and unsurprisingly dark. Morfran had sucked in a breath before he’d been hurled through the air, and as he waited inside the squid’s esophagus he hoped he hadn’t made the stupid mistake of trying to stop the beast rather than jumping overboard when he had the chance to leave these peasants to die.

			Luckily, he didn’t wait long. His presence got an instant reaction. When Ravana had created a weakness for the Giant Flying Quid-Stealing Squid, she’d given it one very few would ever guess: a deadly allergy to wasabi.

			Morfran had coated himself in it in the kitchen pantry before he’d come back up, and already he knew the spicy compound was getting to the squid. Judging from its grunting and rapid breathing, he could tell it was getting ready to hack him back up. He only hoped it’d sneeze before its airways swelled up and it died.

			Morfran’s air was dwindling. His lungs were starting to ache. His head was feeling pinched. Please just sneeze. A great big sneeze—

			It sneezed. He rocketed out of its mouth so fast his world was a blur of color and then solid pain as he hit something sturdy. He coughed, spitting out squid phlegm and lake water and runny wasabi, which was stinging his eyes.

			Someone was at his side, shouting his fake name. But the world was still spinning. He managed to blink away the pain just in time to see that they were plunging towards the bottom of the whirlpool now, and that the squid was writhing atop the ship beside him, in its last throes of life as the wasabi allergy clotted off its airways. He felt oddly sorry for that. He didn’t like killing animals without purpose, much less one that’d been bred as part of Ravana’s passing, sick interest.

			He rolled onto his back as the whirlpool continued to flush them around, as the squid slipped from the ship and vanished into the water. Well, he’d tried. Compared to all the other awful ways he’d killed people, drowning wasn’t all that bad. And at least it’d be fast for Beni and the kids.

			He closed his eyes.

			And sneezed.
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			He didn’t drown.

			He didn’t even die.

			It was the strangest circumstances Morfran had ever experienced: when the squid died, and its body had sunk to the bottom of the lake, the spot where it’d landed had quaked with a violent tremor—Ravana had used boomberry juice as blood for the beast.

			The quake created an enormous tidal wave on the lake, and that in turn had propelled many of Elena’s ships forward, towards the coastline. He was quick to realize that they were riding a wave that was actively getting larger, and larger, and larger.

			The city of Atlantis 2.0 quickly came into view. It was built like the original Atlantis—beautiful white sandstone buildings on small islands that were connected by canals, and in the center sat the Fortress of Magnate Tritonia. Unlike the original Atlantis, however, this one had been built with a shining white seawall to prevent naval attacks and the unspeakable catastrophic accident that’d demolished the original city decades ago.

			The seawall had a few openings for ships to pass through, and inside those openings were Atlantis 2.0’s warships. Fortunately, the tidal wave happened to be tall enough that it carried Elena’s ships gracefully over the wall—and shoved Atlantis 2.0’s warships into the tall white keeps designated for the defense of the city. To make it even more of a shocking sight, the ships and towers also blew up.

			“Unbelievable,” Morfran muttered, still caked in squid phlegm and wasabi.

			“Not exactly,” Elena replied as she steered calmly into the bay where the wave had deposited their ships. The excess water flooded the canals and splashed up against the buildings, knocking passersby into the lake. “Those were demolition ships carrying explosives. Designed to ram straight into us. Suicidal bastards deserved what they got.”

			Morfran gaped at the keeps on fire, at the lack of soldiers in the harbor. This was all the defenses? Where was Tritonia’s powerful elite guard trained in the toughest of temperaments?

			His questions were answered by a harbor worker who’d sought refuge within the warehouse nearby, who explained that all the city’s soldiers had been in the keeps indulging in cake and celebrating the captain’s sixtieth (and apparently last) birthday.

			“Took the city and we didn’t even have to draw swords. How about that, Bernard?” Brim nudged Morfran as they walked off Elena’s ship and into the streets. Morfran affected agreement with a false expression only until the man passed him. Then he took up scowling again.

			They soon met with Magnate Adriela Tritonia inside her grand fortress. It was shaped like a square, tiered cake, with trim that looked like white buttercream frosting—something Morfran remembered from when he’d conquered the city thirteen years back. What he didn’t remember were the multiple marble statues of horses in various poses in every hall that got progressively weirder the deeper in they went: a Connemara standing on its hind legs, tossing back its glorious mane. A Friesian storming a table full of tea. A Clydesdale licking a portrait of a severe-looking mustachioed man.

			Who was he to judge, though? He wanted to raise a goatdom. Everyone had their hobbies.

			But when they entered her throne room, it quickly became apparent that the horse statues explained a great deal.

			He’d expected the vivacious, commanding Magnate Tritonia, whom, after he’d conquered her great city, he’d had to arm wrestle and defeat not once but thrice for her allegiance. Instead, what he and Brim found was a wiry old woman slouched sideways on her throne, consumed by a novel with a cover of a shirtless man with the head of a horse, her slippered feet kicking serenely over the armrest.

			“Oh, Alonso. You rakish stud, you.” She flipped the page, entirely unaware of them at the foot of the throne. There was already a soldier there, wearing a long-suffering look.

			“She gets like this,” the soldier muttered, shaking her head. “Magnate? The rebels are here. They’ve come to demand your surrender.”

			Tritonia sighed, lowered her book, and looked them over. They might not have appeared too impressive. Brim was still visibly shaken from his fear of drowning, and Morfran was beginning to get crusty from squid phlegm.

			“Surrender?” She harrumphed, and Morfran fully expected her to chuck the book away, leap to her feet in a shocking twist, and charge at them with her bare fists, followed by an army of elite soldiers who’d burst through the windows while attached to black body harnesses. Instead, she hacked a cough and demanded, “On what terms?”

			The soldier released a heavy sigh, as if she’d already told her plenty of times.

			Brim noticed her exasperation and straightened. Despite his trembling, his expression hardened, and he spoke with that same authoritative tone Morfran heard him use earlier. “Magnate Tritonia,” he declared, “we’ve ambushed you from the harbor. Your ships are no more. Your guard has been defeated. We are prepared to make a deal—”

			“You have my allegiance.” She waved with a dismissing hand, and then stuck her nose back into her book.

			Brim blinked. “What?”

			She huffed. “You have my allegiance. Good gahoots, y’all act like I’m deaf when you’re the ones who keep asking the same old questions. Now, you can find my advisors in the council room if you have any more questions. Good day and goodbye.”

			Brim looked like he’d just won a lottery. Morfran felt as if a rug had been yanked out from under his feet and he was being beaten by said rug.

			Where was her pizzazz? Her ferocity? She’d been a worthy adversary whom he’d had to bleed for in order to persuade onto his side! What had happened in that time?

			Morfran blamed it on the stupid horse book.

			Brim sauntered off, hooting and hollering to his men, who’d stood outside the throne room, announcing that dinner was on the city because the rebels had seized the day! Morfran continued staring in disbelief at the woman until she finally glanced up to squint at him.

			“May I help you?” she demanded. “Alonso has just professed his love to Marguerite, and you floating over my shoulder while smelling like rotten sushi is greatly hindering my ability to enjoy it. What do you want?”

			She didn’t recognize him. Of course she wouldn’t. And he couldn’t call her out on her loss of admirable aggression, as they were supposedly strangers. He should have checked in on her more. He should have visited. Instead, as his kingdom expanded more and more, he’d had less time to spare, and had just assumed her allegiance to him was still iron firm. Once again, he was proved wrong.

			“Where’s your nearest shower?” he finally asked.

			“Down that hall, to the right.” Tritonia gestured with a spindly thumb. It was the wrong way.

			Sulking but still trying to appear gracious, Morfran thanked her and kept up the pretense that he was completely new here by going the wrong way before asking a nearby guard the right way, then rerouting back to the bathhouse, his boots squelching the entire time.

			The bathhouse was actually a natural thermae set into the ground and wrapped by a balcony overlooking it. Steam spooled out of the sea-green water, smelling slightly of stale egg-salad sandwiches. Morfran yanked off his slimy clothes and deposited them in front of a statue of a horse wearing flippers and sank into the water, in a mood fouler than the smell of the pools.

			If the Elmswood Rebels had taken the city only with a great, bloody loss, he might feel okay about it. As it were, they’d taken it by a weird fluke, and he couldn’t help but feel like they’d cheated, or that they’d struck a great bout of luck, or both.

			He submerged his head in the steaming water to calm his thoughts. When he came back up, he wasn’t alone.

			Gueldefore stood at the side of the pool, still in all his knightly attire. It was goopy with tentacle slime, and his hair was crusty and sticking up like he’d been electrocuted. His hands were clenched into fists at his side, his expression furious. Morfran guessed having a giant squid try to eat you would naturally be upsetting.

			“I am a knight!” Gueldefore growled, expressing his feelings about Morfran trapping him up in the crow’s nest earlier. “Do you understand? A hero! Heroic knights are not squid bait!” After each exclamation he stomped his foot.

			Morfran snorted and went back to sulking.

			Gueldefore did not like that, nor did he seem used to such a dismissive reaction. “I underwent rigorous training at the age of three to earn the honor of being a knight. That means all heroic opportunities that arise are required to go to me first. If I pass on them, which I won’t, then someone else can take the chance. That someone shouldn’t have been you, however, because all you are is a turncoat of Lord Morfran’s, and that stain shall forever sit on your résumé.”

			Heroic? Morfran almost had a physical reaction to that, specifically in the vein of puking. He hadn’t done any of those things to be heroic, nor had that word ever crossed his mind as he’d plunged into the esophagus of that sea monster. He’d killed the squid for three reasons: 1) it was an abomination and needed to be put to rest, 2) Brim had threatened Benjamin and her kids if he didn’t, and 3) if Morfran hadn’t done what he did they all would be dead, which unfortunately would include him, and he didn’t want to die, namely for selfish reasons.

			While Morfran tried not to vomit at the implications of what he’d just done, the knight was still rambling about his rights.

			“And I was the one who helped steal Lord Morfran’s shipment of new weaponry last year. That was me. I had to wrestle eight bloodhounds during all that! Earned a few scars because of it, and afterwards I was crucial in saving our lead chemist’s life when Morfran’s men tried to burn him alive, and— Are you even listening?”

			Morfran sighed deeply. He’d get no peace here. He scrubbed off the last of the squid goo and wasabi and rose. A towel hung over the raised leg of a stone horse. He wrapped himself up and walked past Gueldefore.

			“Egads, man!” Gueldefore shouted. “Just who do you think you are to ignore a knight?” He reached out to shove Morfran’s shoulder.

			That was the last straw.

			Morfran snatched his hand out of the air, twisting it so fiercely the knight bowed into the direction and was soon staring at Morfran’s feet. His vow to never decapitate a man again was being greatly tested, especially since Gueldefore’s sword was in its scabbard and oh so close. “You’ll have to forgive me that.” Morfran heard the venom in his own voice. “Before I deserted, I was well-renowned among Morfran’s army as the one who killed knights, and the urge still hits me like an addict trying to quit but who suddenly finds himself within reach of his drug. So you see, it isn’t that I’m ignoring you.” He leaned closer to the man. “I’m ignoring the impulse to remove your head from your body.”

			He shoved Gueldefore hard. The man stumbled a few feet but hastily righted himself to glare at Morfran. It was evident he hadn’t liked that. No, not at all. Knights were all about honor and one-upmanship, and Morfran had clearly spat in the face of both.

			Right when Gueldefore’s fingers twitched towards his sword, cheery voices funneled into the room from the halls, and soon Brim and his merry men were entering with laughter and jokes and jostling. It cut through the tension like a knife slicing through Camembert cheese.

			“Oy, Bernard!” one of the men—Bill—hollered out as they approached. “We haven’t stopped talking about your guts back there. Thought you were crazy, we all did.”

			“I’ve never seen anyone willingly ask to be flung into a monster’s mouth before,” Theodore stated. “It was most excellent.”

			“Glad you’re on our side now— Oh, is that you, Gueldefore?” Owain asked. “What happened to you?”

			Morfran affected a grin, false as it may have been, and let the men love-tap him. As much as it irked him, it was better than hate taps, which often resulted in deep bruising as well as the feeling that they wanted to remove his spleen from his stomach and feed it to their dogs.

			They wanted to know how he knew the squid was allergic to wasabi, and if he knew what Morfran was like, and if he had any embarrassing habits they could point and laugh at.

			He internally sighed and settled back into the bathwater as a dozen or so enormous half-naked men settled in beside him to listen to him roast himself. It was one of the worst days of his life, second to only one, and as he told them false, humiliating tales about himself, from the corner of his eye he saw Gueldefore spit in his direction and stalk away.
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			The next few days weren’t any better. The Elmswood Rebels believed that their fight against Morfran was picking up steam, and so Morfran spent many days inside Tritonia’s war room pushing tiny tin soldiers across a fancy map and helping plot out ways he could kill himself.

			“You say he’s allergic to honeybees?” Owain, who had a habit of scoffing after sentences, asked. “We could collect all the hives in a fifteen-mile radius and ship them to his doorstep.”

			Brim humphed and haa’d, stroking his beard, and said, “Possibly. The Beekeeper’s Guild does live near Castle Atrago. But they might be concerned the bees would be harmed, and you know how insect rights activists can be.”

			“Why don’t we behead all of his soldiers and stake their heads on pikes in all the cities we take back?” Gueldefore offered from his position at the head of the table. “A little bit of psychological warfare, and a way of fighting back using his own game.”

			Elena, who was sitting across from Morfran, shot Morfran a look that said she was interested in how he’d react. Morfran perfected a look of apathy and shrugged. He’d only have to feign interest in battle plans for so long—they would soon be marching inland, whereas she’d be staying in Lake Dumast to help rioters along shorelines. She was leaving tonight, which he was relieved about. She’d been breathing down his back since they’d arrived.

			Brim didn’t seem to take to Gueldefore’s idea. “We’d be scarring any children who lived from here clear to Warshire. Do we really want emotionally damaged youth in addition to already emotionally damaged adults? I say we preserve the children’s innocence for as long as we can.”

			Quite a few nodded at that, and then, as they always did whenever he was in the room, their eyes roamed back to Morfran. Waiting for his suggestion.

			He could hardly blame them. If he had a turncoat from an enemy army, he’d squeeze every last drop of information out of them, too. He shifted uneasily in his chair before he felt a different set of eyes on him. It was Bronwen, seated to the right of her father. He’d been avoiding her since the day they’d arrived, primarily because he didn’t want to go to the Tower of Lettis, and also primarily because if they could lift the hex off her, he didn’t want to worry about a skilled assassin who loathed him on the loose.

			“I know!” Hugh hollered out. He sat clear in the back, half-hidden behind Brim’s beefy men. He’d finally been forced to give Morfran back his sword and had somehow found a rather nice-looking cutlass that he currently had resting on his knee. He leapt up, slashing the cutlass through the air in a show of flair. He only achieved looking like a semi-blind grandmother trying to swat a fly off her nose. “We gather every honey badger in the kingdom, arm them with explosive detonators, and set them loose on the castle all at once.”

			Brim stared at his son for a maximum of 2.4 seconds before announcing, “Anyone else?”

			Bronwen slipped to her feet. Her expression was hard, her chin tipped up as if in pride, but Morfran noticed the way she nervously pinched her fingers behind her back. Those in the room eyed her with lackluster energy.

			Brim cleared his throat and said softly, “Wen—”

			“I know in the past I’ve disappointed you,” she began, keeping her eyes lowered to the map. “You all pitched in a great deal to help me go to Assassin Academy, and I didn’t live up to your sacrifices when I failed to end Queen Ravana’s life. I’d thought at the time it was because of something I did. But Bernard recently revealed something happened the night I tried to kill Ravana that prevented me from doing so.”

			That caught everyone’s attention, even Tritonia, who’d been fiddling with a clay soldier and making him kiss his clay horse, complete with sound effects.

			Bronwen released a small breath. “I’ve been hexed. Hexed to always fail at what I strive to do. Ravana cursed me the night I almost assassinated her, and anytime I give something my all, I fail.”

			Brim looked to Morfran for confirmation, as did all the others. He winced at the heavy weight of their gazes. “Yes, Ravana is capable of such things,” he forced out. “I once saw her curse a chicken after Lord Morfran beheaded it himself. It was cursed to roam headless in the yard forever after.”

			Unsettled whispers arose at the prospect of curses, and one guy murmured the legitimate question, “Why did she curse the chicken?”

			“Yet there might be good news.” Bronwen eyed Morfran with a sly look that spelled Got you. He’d subconsciously slouched in his chair, arms crossed, because what she said next meant there’d be no more avoiding it. “Near Atlantis 2.0 there is a tower where a powerful man lives. He should know how to remove the hex, and if he does, I’ll be back in commission. I can end what I started.”

			Many in the room were nodding, shouting, “Hear, hear!” and grinning at each other at the thought of the Red Rogue leaping back into the fray. Bronwen seemed to grow taller at the decent reception, hope in her eyes. Brim smiled before saying, “Why didn’t you say something, Bernie?”

			Morfran groaned. “Please don’t call me that.”

			“All right then, Nard.”

			“That’s even worse.”

			“I say it’s the start of a plan.” Brim patted his back so hard it rattled his vision. “Why don’t you both go to this man first thing tomorrow morning?”

			Someone cleared their throat. It was Gueldefore, straightening over the map, his hands palming the surface. “I will go with them. If he sees that the rebellion has a knight, he may be convinced to join our cause as well.”

			Morfran instantly leapt on that. “No.” He shook his head. “Not going to happen. This man has bad memories of knights. He loathes every single one of them.”

			Gueldefore balked. “What kind of imbecile is afraid of knights?”

			“One with knightaphobia.”

			“If he’s afraid of knights, it’s best that you remain here, Gueldefore,” Brim said. “Besides, I’m sure Bernard can convince this man to help my daughter remove the hex off her on his own. Right, Bernard?”

		

	
		
			
				15

				
					[image: ]
				

				The Tower of Iron and Cotton

			
			That night, Morfran enacted the plan he’d meant to enact three days from then: his much-anticipated escape.

			There wasn’t much preparation that had to go into it, honestly. With his escapade involving the flying squid, he’d won over the remainder of those who’d doubted his allegiance even after the stunt that’d landed him the nickname “the Necromancer.”

			With freedom to wander the city unbound, he wandered it now, in the dead of night. The city of Atlantis 2.0 was very much like the palace, and as such the buildings were tall and grand and white, minus the weird horse statues, and he felt like he was passing through a forest of white-limbed, leafless trees as he stalked through the streets.

			Beni and the kids were being housed in an animal nursery near the banks of the lake, where there was fresh air and plenty of grass to indulge on. He’d prefer to have them in his room, but Tritonia was deathly terrified of goats, and as such there was a No Goat policy in the palace. Morfran griped that there should be a No Lunatic policy as well, which hadn’t endeared him to any of the city sentinels. So the nursery on the outskirts of the city it was.

			He entered the pen where several animals were, including two llamas, an alpaca with a superiority complex, and Beni and her children, the latter of whom were snuggled beside a hay bale.

			“Benjamin.” He shook his goat friend. “Wake up.”

			The animal blinked groggily, raising her eyes to meet his. It’s two in the morning, Morf, her look seemed to say. Why are you doing this to me?

			“It’s time to go,” he whispered. “These people want me to kill myself. Can you believe that? Here, stand up. I’ll grab the kids.”

			In response Benjamin dropped her head back onto her straw pillow and took up snoring again.

			He huffed, rising. This wasn’t in his plans. He certainly didn’t want to carry her and her children out of the city in addition to his getaway bag. Right as he decided he’d have to give Beni a gentle rousing kick to wake her up, something hit the back of his knees so hard he buckled to the ground.

			“Hey!” he half whispered, half shouted, out of shock and slight fear. Was it Ravana’s men? Was there a spy within the city who’d come to assault him?

			Then he sensed it more than saw it. Someone swinging at his neck. He spun and tried to knock them over with a sweep of his foot. The individual—all cloaked in black—jumped just in time and was already recoiling backwards with a fluid grace as Morfran rose to his feet and bum-rushed them.

			The person tripped over literally nothing. Morfran, coming at them with a speed not suitable for emergency stops, crashed, knocked over, and landed right atop them, which broke his fall and allowed him to catch a confusing whiff of something flowery.

			A feminine oof rose from his assaulter’s mouth.

			He blinked down at her. “Bronwen?”

			She pulled off her assassin’s mask. In the silver moonlight, her eyes flashed with anger. “I didn’t want to believe it!” she growled. “But I had a feeling you’d try and ditch us. You unbelievable coward!”

			Her knee came up into his tender bits, and he recoiled, groaning. She quickly scampered out from under him.

			“Just when we started to believe in you, you decide to run away! Why, Bernard? Are you scared of Morfran’s wrath? Do you think we don’t have a chance to beat him?”

			Morfran considered that a loaded question, and one he couldn’t answer due to his current state of testicular pain.

			“Or is this just who you are? You like running from your problems, don’t you? Do you like ditching a situation when times get tough?” She propped her hands on her hips as she glowered down at him. “Well?”

			Morfran groan-laughed. This woman was going to be the death of him. Whether she found out who he really was or whether she got sick of the man he pretended to be, she was quite possibly going to be the one to end his life. He eventually managed to pull himself to his feet, stooping over, holding his lower abdomen. “It isn’t that I’m frightened of Morfran, or that I got bored of you lot.” He straightened. “It’s just I really don’t want to be here.”

			He launched at her with her dagger. When he’d crash-landed atop her, he’d hastily slipped it out of the pocket she loved to keep it in. He moved so swiftly she couldn’t properly defend herself, and soon had her pressed up against the barn wall, her knife resting against her throat.

			She attempted to fight back, half-panicked, but her efforts were great and the hex kicked in, so she only ended up cutting her fingers on her dagger.

			“Stop it,” he demanded when he saw the blood. “You’ll just hurt yourself further.”

			“As if you care! You were going to leave me hexed!”

			He paused, and then nodded, admitting it nonverbally before admitting it verbally. “All right, yes. You’ve got a point. Would you prefer me to kill you now, or leave the hex to do that for you?”

			In response she lashed her knee up at him again, which he avoided only because he’d been expecting it. “Right, then.” He chuckled and went to yank the knife against her throat to finally put her out of her misery.

			But his hand wouldn’t do it. She was the only thing in the way between him and a life of jammy bliss with his goats. A quick flick of his wrist and he could be miles away by the time Brim and his men realized he was gone. But he couldn’t jerk the knife. Something within him, not a curse, not a hex, not anything but some profoundly confusing sentiment was stopping him.

			It was Beni, staring up at him, her gaze watchful of the knife in his hands. Are you really going back to this, Morf?

			He huffed, irritated. Shuffled in place. Repositioned the knife. Then the question burst from him without him even thinking. “Why do you always smell like posies?”

			Bronwen blinked, confused.

			He put the knife back against her throat, fidgeting back and forth. He’d been the Dark Lord of Ruthven™, damn it. He’d sliced the throats of enemies on the daily. Why couldn’t he do it now? He’d been wholly prepared to do similarly to Gueldefore the other day. Had to hold himself back, actually.

			“Are you going to do this?” She flitted a look over him. “Or do you have to pee first?”

			With an aggravating growl he tore away from her, kicking at a sodden pile of straw and propping his hands atop his head in frustration. He turned away only to turn back to her, jabbing the knife at her. “You’re lucky the goat likes you.”

			She looked just as confused as before. “What?”

			He responded by growling again and hurling the knife at a nearby post. It sank into the wood and quivered. Bronwen looked from it to him with a bewildered—and impressed, though she tried to hide it—expression.

			“Come on,” he snapped, chucking his pack over his shoulders and giving his goat friend a disgruntled glare. “We’re going to the tower.”

			A stunted silence, as if she were trying to catch up to his whiplash. “Right now?”

			“It’s either that or we awkwardly wait around for my drive to kill you to return,” he grumbled, stomping away from Beni and her kids, the former of whom looked smarmy as she snuggled up against her babies. I should have cooked you in a stew when we first met, he thought in vain.

			After retrieving her knife, Bronwen slowly began to trail after him, moving through the streets with a quiet grace. She remained at a safe distance from him, all her previous distrust simmering back up to the surface, judging from the sullen glares she was tossing.

			“How far is the tower?” she asked. “It’s the middle of the night. Will we be walking for long?”

			He didn’t speak. He just thrust his finger at a lone lighthouse in the distance. It looked like a piece of black slate jutting out of the rocky cliffside with a firefly flickering honey-gold light off the tip of it.

			Bronwen bristled. “We were this close to the tower this whole time? I could’ve had my hex removed three days ago!”

			“Not alone, you couldn’t have.” He kept his eyes straight ahead, dreading both walking with her and what was to come next. “You have to know a secret passcode.”

			She squinted at him. “Just who is this guy?”
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			To be fair, Morfran had never met the man. He’d only heard the tales Ravana liked to boast to visiting royalty. Of how she had denied him his destiny. Of how she had ruined his prophecy. Of how she was the reason he was still locked away up there, and why he was powerless to ever escape.

			When they came up to the base of the lighthouse, it was as Ravana had once told him. It loomed up forty feet, a cylinder of blue-gray stone wreathed in fog, with no doors or openings except for a square window at the very top. Beside the base of the tower was a mailbox stuffed with aged, weather-beaten letters. The lighthouse light itself was on, and to Morfran’s relief and dread, the window was also brightly lit from inside.

			Bronwen had wrapped her arms around herself, looking forlorn and uncomfortable. “This looks like a mad scientist’s lair,” she murmured before glaring at him. “Did you lie to me? Are you trying to sell me off to some lunatic who eats newts and tries to revive dead cats? What’s this man’s name, anyways?”

			Morfran ignored her. He just propped his hands on his hips, looked up, and hollered the passcode: “Vibrato! Staccato! Portobello! Rapunzo, I beseech you, let down your hair-o!”

			His voice carried off into the night. At first there was a great silence. It was so quiet that Morfran wondered if the password had been changed since Ravana had last been here, or if somehow the inhabitant had escaped long ago.

			Then there was the sound of a window being unclasped. In the black gloom of the night, a brilliant sheet of gold poured out the window, so vibrant it appeared to be glowing. Down, down, down it fell, right to their feet, where it dangled like a thick climbing rope that reminded Morfran of his school days when his physical education teacher always made his students squirm up to the top or else he’d dump their lunch on their heads.

			Bronwen poked it. “Is this…hair?”

			“Yes, and it’s the only way up the tower.” He gestured to it. “You first?”

			She yanked out her dagger and spun it. “I don’t think so, goat man. You lost my trust back there. This is starting to be a habit of yours.”

			“But why?” he snapped. “I decided not to kill you!”

			She jabbed the dagger at him. Grumbling, he turned back to the hair and gingerly grabbed it, giving it a stout tug to ensure it held fast. It was cordlike and thick, with reddish tints. “This is so weird,” he murmured before hoisting himself up.

			Forty feet was a lot of hair to climb, and by the time he had surfaced through the window, he was panting too hard to notice much of anything except that he was in a brightly lit room, and that the air smelled like…boeuf bourguignon escargot?

			When he finally stopped wheezing, stooped down with his hands on his knees, he looked up.

			He was in a single room that was quite cozy, with lots of warm candlelight and a boisterous fireplace and rich furniture. There was also weight-lifting equipment in the corner, a child’s bed littered with numerous plush animals, paintings of fanged, horned women on the walls, and a library’s worth of books with titles ranging from Men’s Muscle Magazine: Bodybuilding Techniques for the Ultra-Devoted to Beef Cuisine Recipes for the Ultra-Devoted to Master’s PhD in the Operation of Lighthouses. Also in the corner was a small oven, which Morfran guessed was where the salty smell floated from.

			And then, as he stopped scanning the room, he spotted him: the most absurdly muscular man Morfran had ever seen. The fact that he wasn’t wearing anything except a skimpy loincloth only seemed to exacerbate the intensity of his hulking body. His hair was a shining gold, more gold than Gueldefore’s, but it wasn’t the hair on his head that Morfran had used to climb up the tower. It was the seventy-foot beard attached to the man’s face.

			Alarm bells rang through Morfran’s ears, indicating danger, and yet the man was still staring intensely at him, the muscles above his eyebrows square and thick and manly. Then, without warning, the man’s massive arms went around Morfran and lifted him off the ground. Morfran flailed, expecting to be crushed like a cream puff.

			“Are you real?” The man’s voice vibrated clear to Morfran’s feet, his arms tightening around Morfran’s rib cage, and Morfran was denied any possible way of responding that wasn’t a squeak of expired air. The man sniffed aggressively. “You smell like sushi and warm tidings,” he whispered. “You must be real. Welcome to my abode, brother!”

			Morfran tried to slam his head against the man’s pecs, tried to squirm out like an unruly child, tried giving the man the dead fish response. None of it worked.

			It was only when Bronwen finally climbed through the window, huffing and sweaty, that the man’s grip loosened at once.

			“Aaaaahh!” The specimen of muscle abandoned Morfran and executed a beautiful swan dive as he launched behind the child’s bed, the commotion of which shook the entire floor like an earthquake.

			Morfran collapsed to the floor, choking on his breath. Bronwen, who’d been witness to Morfran being bear-hugged by a half-naked chunk of pure muscle with a seventy-foot beard one second and then watching said chunk of muscle torpedo behind a bed at the sight of her, looked terribly confused.

			“I…uh,” she stuttered. “Are you…Rapunzo?”

			In response the man let out another terrified scream, and followed it by chucking a stuffed bear at her. Being a child’s toy made of cotton, it normally wouldn’t have hurt her, but this stuffed bear had been chucked at a velocity of seventy miles per hour, and if the man’s aim had been any better, it would have quite possibly done some serious harm to her. As it were, it missed her by five inches and slammed into the tower wall in an explosion of white stuffing.

			“Wait, wait, wait!” Bronwen held up her hands to show she was unarmed. The man responded by snatching up another plushie—this one a gentle pink lamb—and cranking his arm back to launch it.

			Morfran stepped in front of her before he could be witness to death by stuffed critter. “Hold on a second there, Rapunzo. You just welcomed me to your abode. Why not her?”

			There was live fear in Rapunzo’s gaze as he gawk-glared at Bronwen. In her assassin’s gear, Morfran could see how she appeared to be a threat. Was that why he was afraid? Perhaps he’d had encounters with assassins before?

			Bronwen herself looked terrified as well. Despite Morfran holding a knife to her throat twenty minutes ago, she was now hiding behind him for safety.

			Rapunzo cleared his throat. “She’s a woman.”

			Morfran paused. “Yes. Indeed. She is a woman. I’ve noticed that, too. Now, we came here in complete peace. Might we sit down, like normal people do, and speak to each other without stuffed animals being involved?” He paused, then added, “Or hugging?”

			Rapunzo was still cowering behind the child’s bed. “I don’t trust women. They are lying and manipulative and dangerous.” He hesitated, and added as an afterthought, “And mean.”

			Bronwen shot him an offended look at that last descriptor. Morfran just raised his eyebrows, opening his mouth, trying to think of a reply. Finally, he just went with: “Did someone…a woman, perhaps, I don’t know…hurt you when you were a child?”

			Rapunzo gingerly stepped over the child’s bed and sat down. The mattress sank against his muscular glutes. “Everyone who has ever hurt me has been a woman,” he explained. “My own mother, who locked me in this tower for a time-out and forgot about me. That powerful sorceress who placed a prophecy on me and gave me magical jewelry I didn’t even want. The mail lady, who forgets this tower has no doors. How can I get my mail when it’s four floors below me? Huh? Answer me that, foul courier woman!”

			He exhaled like a bull, wringing his hands on his thick thighs. “And then came the day when my true love scaled the tower. She was prophesied to rescue me from this place. Instead, she stole my magical rings, said my beef Wellington recipe sucked, and kicked me in the head.” He shut his eyes in distress, as if he were reliving the moment. When he opened them, he glowered at Bronwen. “What have you come to do? Spit in my boeuf bourguignon escargot and chop off my head and steal Randy?”

			Neither of them had any clue who Randy was. But Bronwen still had her hands raised and said in a quiet, gentle voice, “I promise I haven’t come to do any of those things. In fact, I came because I thought you might be able to help me—”

			He released a menacing exhale. Bronwen quickly continued on.

			“—because I, too, have been wronged. And by a woman! I couldn’t even harm you if I wanted. I’m cursed to fail at anything I try to do.”

			A suspicious glower sank over Rapunzo’s features. “What woman did this to you?”

			There was loathing in Bronwen’s voice as she said, “Queen Ravana.”

			Rapunzo leapt to his feet at that, pointing at her, furious. “She’s the one who stole my magic rings!”

			Bronwen looked at Morfran in surprise. “That’s where Morfran and Ravana got their powers? This man’s jewelry?”

			Morfran shrugged self-deprecatingly. It was indeed. In fact, they’d used his rings as wedding bands shortly after they married. Back then, nothing said romance more than stolen magical goods and a story of Ravana smashing the dreams of a hopeful suitor. Of course, Morfran had since destroyed his ring and abandoned this man’s true love, who he’d stolen from him, but no way was he going to admit it now.

			Rapunzo had moved from his seat, giving Bronwen a wide, distrusting berth, and whispered to Morfran, “Are you sure she’s telling the truth?”

			“I’ve seen her trip over air enough times to know she is,” Morfran whispered back. “Queen Ravana is indeed the mastermind behind both of your miseries.” As well as mine.

			Rapunzo scoffed, then lumbered towards the oven, next to which sat a dining table set with two placemats.

			“Were you expecting company?” Morfran inquired.

			“No. The other one is for Randy. He’s sitting right there.” He gestured towards the dining table.

			Morfran and Bronwen leaned over to see who this Randy fellow was, and were greeted by the sight of a lone mallard duck sitting astutely on a chair.

			Bronwen took one look at its brown and blue feathers and whispered despondently, “Randy’s a female.”

			Morfran whispered back, “Don’t tell him that if you want Randy to live.”

			It was nice to meet someone else who also had a habit of accidentally naming female barnyard animals traditionally masculine names, however, and they did have business with Rapunzo, so Morfran gently asked the man if they could join him for dinner, despite the fact that it was at least three in the morning and Morfran wanted nothing more than to dive out the window.

			Rapunzo hurriedly said, “Of course you have to stay! Sit, sit!” He ushered Morfran into a chair, set down a placemat for him, set a napkin onto his lap, and then brought out a dish that was indeed boeuf bourguignon escargot, the little snails curled up like tiny red commas on his plate. Bronwen he made sit clear at the opposite end of the table, and he gave her only a wilted parsnip by tossing it in her general direction.

			Morfran politely tonged apart a snail and put it into his mouth. For being cooked by a madman locked in a tower, it was a mean dish. Still didn’t mean he wanted to be here. “So,” Morfran said, “I assume you don’t often get visitors?”

			Rapunzo was in the seat next to him, except it was pulled right up alongside Morfran and the man was sitting sideways in it, so his thick knees were resting against Morfran’s leg and his face was less than a handbreadth away. He also wasn’t blinking.

			“You’re my first visitors in eight years,” he breathed.

			Morfran scooted his chair away. “I can see that.” Bronwen shot him an urging look. He sighed and gestured to her. “Look, my friend here—”

			Rapunzo squinted his eyes. “You dare call her a friend?”

			Annoyed, Morfran was about to ask, “What else should I call her?” when he saw the murderous look in Rapunzo’s eyes and quickly corrected course. “Fine. This semi-partial-but-not-really acquaintance of mine has been wronged by the same woman who stole your powers. Since these powers used to be yours, we were hoping you could help us remove a hex on her.”

			“Why would I help a woman?” Rapunzo balked, and then threw an arm around Morfran and leaned in as if sharing a deep secret. “She likely came here to steal Randy and ransack my tower. We should throw her out the window.”

			Morfran looked from Rapunzo’s distrustful face to Bronwen’s unhappy expression as a tight knot began to form in his chest. It was uncomfortable, seeing their suffering. He tried to stanch this discomfort by leaning towards Rapunzo and saying conspiratorially, “No, my friend, you’re not looking at this the right way. We should tell her how to remove the hex on her. Once it’s broken, she’ll be capable of killing Queen Ravana, who she’s vowed she wants to kill, anyways. You see where I’m going with this? We can pit the two women against each other, they’ll both kill each other, and boom. The world has two less women in it.”

			Rapunzo looked amazed at the sound logic. “Genius thinking. I like the part where they both die.”

			Bronwen had overheard it all, and she obviously did not find it amusing, judging by the way she glared at Morfran. Luckily she wasn’t stupid, so she kept quiet while Rapunzo continued nodding. “All right, no window. Yes, no window. She’ll die by killing another woman. You. Woman.”

			“My name isn’t—”

			“Your name is Woman,” Rapunzo asserted, and Bronwen only slumped in her chair farther, clearly furious about her ill treatment as a visitor. “The hex can only be lifted by a kiss from your true love.”

			A pause, and then Morfran burst out laughing.

			“You’re joking.” Bronwen jerked to her feet. “You have to be joking.”

			“I’m not.” Rapunzo rose and fetched a green leather-bound book titled How to Use the Powers of the Two Magical Rings Bestowed Upon Thee (Edition Twelve), opening it halfway, where a chapter on hexes was, and read, “ ‘Jinxes, hexes, and curses that you lay upon anyone may only be broken by a kiss from that individual’s true love.’ ” He slammed it shut. “See?”

			She was shaking her head roughly. “What about defeating the one who hexed them? Or finding some type of loophole of sorts? There’s always been ways around this—”

			“No,” Rapunzo said. “Only a kiss. The sorceress who gave them to me was strictly by the book.” He scowled. “Stupid woman.”

			Bronwen sank back into her chair, burying her face in her hands.

			Morfran continued snickering. He tried to imagine clumsy, brave, ambitious Bronwen finding her true love and…and suddenly he’d stopped smiling. What type of fellow would that be? Likely an honorable, righteous, goody adventurer…someone like Gueldefore. Yet she didn’t like him in the slightest, she’d told him. He was pompous and arrogant and egotistical and…Oh no. He was describing himself. Did she view him like that? He turned to inquire just exactly what type of man they’d have to track down, and only then did he notice.

			“Bronwen?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

			Her shoulders were shaking. She dropped her hands after a few moments to show tears in her eyes. “I don’t have a true love anymore because he already died,” she whispered. “He died when I was younger. That’s the reason I went to Assassin Academy in the first place.”

			Rapunzo and Morfran exchanged solemn looks.

			“How’d he die?” Morfran asked.

			“A woman?” Rapunzo prodded.

			“No.” Bronwen wiped at her wet cheeks. “He was fighting Lord Morfran’s army at the Battle of Baçon. He…he stood up to him. He was the only one brave enough to. And in return that vile lord beheaded him.”

			I’ve known men with ten times the bravery you have.

			Rapunzo pointed at her. “Lord Morfran is the one who turned my true love, Ravana, against me! He seduced her and corrupted her, and that’s why she came and stole my powers. She said she wanted to impress him. If there’s anything I hate more than women, it’s him.” He clenched the leather book so tightly it erupted into a flutter of white pages.

			Morfran sat ever so tensely in his chair, experiencing a thousand emotions at once. Why do I feel like such a bastard right now? And not a very cool one? Even more, why did the knowledge that she had a true love gut him like an axe hacking out his chest? Because of course someone had fallen in love with her, and of course she had fallen in love with someone brave and honest and selfless. It made him feel even more wretched than he did before.

			“What am I supposed to do?” Bronwen asked to no one in particular. “I can’t do anything right anymore, not since Ravana cursed me. I’m no use to anybody if I can’t kill, and I’ve devoted my life so that one day I could kill Lord Morfran and Queen Ravana to get vengeance and now…” She looked dangerously close to erupting into sobs. “Maybe I should be tossed out the window.”

			Rapunzo set down the remainder of the book and wiped his hands, moving as though he was about to do just that. Morfran quickly scampered up, putting himself between her and the big fellow.

			“No,” Morfran said. “We’re not going to do that. We’re going to fix this. We’re going to…”

			For once, he had no idea.

			“I’m utterly useless,” Bronwen murmured to herself, and the drowning look in her eyes was so painful he couldn’t bear it. “I’d like to go,” Bronwen told Rapunzo. “Can you lower me out of the tower?”

			To Morfran’s surprise Rapunzo nodded. “Yes.”

			There was a fifty-fifty chance that Rapunzo would let her fall forty feet rather than let her down safely, and the problem was that she seemed completely fine with it. Morfran followed at their heels.

			“Don’t drop her,” Morfran threatened Rapunzo as the big man tossed his beard hair out the window and held a bar attached to the side of the tower. Without another word, Bronwen began sliding down into the fog.

			Rapunzo turned to him with an enormous frown. “Are you leaving, too? You don’t have to.” He inched closer to him and whispered, “We could be bosom brothers up here. Randy likes you. He told me himself.”

			The man’s words reeked of desperation, and yet Morfran couldn’t help but feel horrid. Ravana had indeed been prophesied to rescue a prince from a tower, who was in turn prophesied to one day heal the kingdom of its hurts. Instead, Morfran had mocked the prophecy to such an extent that Ravana defied it to please him. And then there was Bronwen’s story about her dead sweetheart…

			He’d clearly dirtied something here, and for the first time in a long time he didn’t feel particularly good about it. He looked at the child’s bed with its many stuffed critters, to the weight equipment, to Randy the Duck slurping down escargot off Rapunzo’s plate. It was sad sight, and while earlier he’d found it amusingly pathetic, now he just didn’t want to be here.

			“Look.” Morfran put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “I know you’ve been wronged by dozens of people in your life. But this”—he gestured at the room—“isn’t healthy. What Ravana did was terrible, but you do have seventy feet of hair here that you can use to get yourself down from this tower.”

			Rapunzo frowned. “This is my world. I can’t just leave it.”

			“You could if you really wanted to,” Morfran replied solemnly. “You can escape this place. Get a new haircut and beard trim. Share your talents of cooking with others who’d enjoy it—that escargot was the best I’ve had in years.”

			The bearded man smiled slightly.

			“Take Randy with you, too. You may find that most women aren’t as horrid as the ones you’ve met to date. Most people aren’t as bad as the world makes it seem.”

			Rapunzo’s expression darkened. “But Ravana and Morfran still rule the kingdom. Where they go, torture always follows.”

			Morfran didn’t want to give him false hope. He didn’t have plans to stay in the kingdom, but Ravana sure did. But he couldn’t leave him here looking like this. “Maybe not for much longer.”

			Rapunzo shrugged unhappily, looking like all he needed in the world was a hug. Morfran wasn’t one for touching, nor did he think he could survive a second hug from this walking muscle, so he just drew closer towards the window, preparing to make the slide down the beard rope. “Think about what I’ve said at least?”

			Rapunzo stared at his feet, downcast. “Everything here is a part of me…all of it. I can’t leave it.”

			Morfran sighed, looking out into the fog. “If you want to live in the present and not the past…you’re going to have to.” For some reason, he felt like he was talking more to himself. With that, Morfran left Rapunzo in the tower and rappelled into the darkness.
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				Some Deep Introspection about Being Evil

			
			
				Day three hundred and seven

				Dear Diary,

				Have you ever thought to yourself, am I a bad person?

				…I guess you wouldn’t have, being an inanimate object and all.

			

			Morfran scratched his quill through his words and began again.

			
				I am Morfran, Dark Lord, the Great Beheader and Vile Ruler of the Kingdom of Ruthven. Over the period of my rule, I have severed the heads of my enemies, of whom there have been plenty, and have conquered lands and brought them beneath the umbrella of my domain.

			

			He paused, thought, and continued.

			
				I have corrupted a naive girl into a wicked, merciless queen. My men have ransacked villages and tormented civilians and set worlds afire for many across the kingdom. My name is a household brand of terror. Villagers hear my name and dread my coming. Indeed, at times even the dead have dreaded my existence during my time destroying the Necromancers of Necropolis.

			

			He strained over his journal, his quill making sharp, violent indents into the paper.

			
				In my days of evil, I have always believed it a great feat to cause misery and suffering for all who rebel against me.

				So then why, dear diary, do I feel so bad now when I see this misery? Why do I want to go bury my head in the sand? Why do I have indigestion? Tonight the chef made bacon-wrapped meatloaf, which is my favorite type of meatloaf, you should know, and I couldn’t even swallow three bites without needing to run to the restroom.

				Bronwen won’t talk to me. That big buffoon with all the beard hair wouldn’t take my words of wisdom and ditch his tower, even though he has all the tools in hand…or hair in hand…to do so. I don’t know why their unhappiness is getting on my nerves, but it makes me want to lock them in my old torture chambers and force them to smile

			

			Morfran’s quill tip shredded through the paper. He sat up, blowing air out of his cheeks, and gazed about his room in lost annoyance.

			It’d been six days since the rebellion had taken Atlantis 2.0 and three since he’d taken Bronwen to meet Rapunzo, and both were wearing heavily on his mind. Atlantis 2.0 had fallen faster than he’d taken it years ago. That’d put him in a bad mood, because he’d beaten his own record and none of these peasants knew it. But it was also a good thing, too, because it meant one less city that Ravana had in her clutches. But these peasants also thought they’d won a victory against him as well, which wasn’t at all true, and yet he couldn’t tell them that, now could he?

			Then there was the fact that whenever Rapunzo and his fear of the world crossed his mind, he felt like he’d kicked a giant blond puppy with a beard. He would never kick any type of puppy, even one with a beard, and so it made him feel unfathomably despicable, in a way that then made him want to self-flagellate and not triumphantly pump his fist in the air.

			And then Bronwen, who after that night at the tower had gone to her father and told him the news that she was hexed forever and she was of no use to the rebellion, then proceeded to hide away in her rooms in Tritonia’s palace and wouldn’t answer whenever he tried to knock or leave her gingersnaps by sliding them beneath the door slit, yes, that Bronwen, was filling his thoughts in a way that irritated him and made him want to fall to his knees and demand she forgive him for killing her sweetheart.

			Thing was, he remembered the lucky idiot. Morfran had been plowing through the battlefield atop Skullthrasher when a young fellow stepped in front of him while all others were fleeing. He’d had the look of an everyday hero—the tousled hair of a farm boy and generic-looking gear—yet he possessed a courageous, resolute expression. To honor his bravery, Morfran had dismounted so they were on equal footing for the duel. It wasn’t his fault the guy was absolutely horrendous in a fight. Morfran had his head off his shoulders in five seconds flat. In truth, the abruptness of it had surprised even him. Then he’d shrugged, went on rampaging, and went home that night to a delicious chicken casserole.

			But he couldn’t shrug off this guilt now. All this time he’d blamed Ravana and his men for why he’d fled. It was them who’d tormented the kingdom and made its citizens homeless. It was them who went too far harming everyday people. He was a Dark Lord, he argued, not an evil one, and he hurt anyone who said otherwise. But it wasn’t his men who’d hurt Rapunzo. It wasn’t Ravana who’d killed Bronwen’s lover.

			He’d done that.

			He’d been avoiding that for too long. He knew that he was the one truly responsible for kingdom-wide suffering. When Ravana tortured people in her specifically designed chambers and their cries of pain arose, he was being tortured alongside them. He was the root of the reason behind the hurt, and the guilt was eating him alive.

			Running away and pretending to be a goat farmer was just a silly excuse to escape the shame. Someone like him couldn’t be a simple, unfashionable peasant. Someone like him couldn’t be what he’d long scoffed at: good.

			But couldn’t he at least not be evil? Couldn’t he at least try his hand at that? Maybe then he wouldn’t always feel so terrible.

			He stashed his journal beneath his mattress and ran a hand through his hair as he decided it. He wouldn’t run away—yet. He’d make amends with Bronwen by helping her and her people take back a few cities and towns, enough that he’d stop feeling such withering guilt over killing her sweetheart, and then he’d flee.

			It was a plan. Feeling only slightly better, he wandered the fortress until he found the war room Brim and his men had also converted into a break room, complete with a billiards table and an employed barkeep.

			“Bernard.” Brim glanced up from a table as he walked in. He was the only one there. “You’re up rather late. What brings you in?” He was hovering over a strategy table where dozens of tiny tin soldiers were stationed on a map. Someone had apparently brought in fake blood, because the map was splattered scarlet in strategic locations, likely by way of wishful thinking of how future battles would go. Morfran tried to ignore the pointedly large splatter right where Castle Atrago sat.

			“What’s all this?” Morfran asked, gesturing to the map.

			“Just my thoughts on where to go from here,” Brim replied, staring down at it with a little less enthusiasm than Morfran was used to seeing from him. As of three days ago, when Bronwen had told everyone Ravana’s hex would remain, plans had been halted since no one knew the best course of action going forward. “I know the men were hoping to set Bronwen on Ravana again, but that plan’s been scrapped, so I need to come up with a better strategy on which townships to hit next.”

			Morfran looked down at the map, but Brim was staring at the wall.

			“Are you…all right?” Morfran knew it was a loaded question, but even still, Brim heaving a sigh and slumping over the map surprised him. He wasn’t used to seeing the man glum. “It’s Bronwen. And by extension it’s Hugh.” He tugged at his beard. “I served that bastard for just a few years, but in those few years, he took half the kingdom. I helped him come into power, and so I helped his queen come into power, and with Ravana cursing my daughter…if you do the math right, I helped curse her.”

			Great. Even Bumbling Brim was in a self-blaming mood. Morfran internally sighed.

			“She’s a skilled assassin, Bronwen is. I hate seeing her like this. And Hugh…he tries. He tries his hardest to be liked, to contribute. He wants to be of use, just like she does. But he’s as dumb as a left wet sock left out on a Tuesday night.”

			Morfran wanted to know if a right wet sock was any smarter or dumber than a left, and why a Tuesday night mattered as opposed to a Wednesday, but wisely knew this was not the time or place to ask. He also knew that Brim wasn’t seeking answers but merely ranting. Staring at a strategy map at one in the morning tended to do that to you. It’d happened to him on numerous occasions before.

			“Scratch Dirtstrap, Yondere, and Rudrock,” Morfran said.

			Brim looked at him, confused.

			“You’ve got tin soldiers surrounding those towns. I wouldn’t bother,” he went on. “They look like good targets geographically, but they’re smaller in population than they seem and don’t offer much to gain in terms of anything else.”

			Brim straightened, his gaze following Morfran’s finger as he pointed at certain places on the map. “If you want to use the momentum we currently have, I suggest we go farther west and hit the townships of New Elksmoore, Hameline, and Überstrat, and then march on the city of Redmoth. News will have reached Castle Atrago by now about Ferndock and Atlantis 2.0, as well as the other towns your other rebel friends are taking back around the kingdom. I expect a counterattack soon, so it’d be best to take what we can while we have the time.”

			A steady silence welled up as Brim scanned the map and took in his suggestion. Then, with a small sniff of a laugh and a smile tugging on his mouth, Brim said, “I see what you mean.” He gently tapped the map, as if lost in thought. Then he murmured, almost to himself, “Grandfather Tortoise was right about you.”

			“What did he say?”

			But Brim was already moving on, thoughts back on the coming battles. He pushed the toy soldiers around the map and drizzled fake blood around on it, and then, when he was satisfied with the plans, he looked to Morfran with a hint of a sparkle returning to his eyes. “Let’s go take back our towns.”
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				Journey to Redmoth

			
			
				Day three hundred and twenty-five

				Dear Diary,

				Here is a list of all the pros and cons of visiting the towns of New Elksmoore, Hameline, and Überstrat.

				
					New Elksmoore:

					Pros: Lovely town you could make a day trip to if you set up home base in Atlantis 2.0. It’s split through with rivers, so there are many colorful boats and bridges. Lots of museums with both ancient pottery and modern paintings, and plenty of wine for celebrating if you end up successfully conquering it, which we did with little difficulty. The people were welcoming, too, if a bit snooty about our rebellion uniforms. (Note to self: once it’s in the budget, make sure these idiots update their wardrobe.)

					Cons: The mayor was not pleased we accidentally blew up a statue of his great-great-grandfather in the center park while chasing off my ex-soldiers. And the crawfish bisque was outrageously overpriced.

					Hameline:

					Pros: Nestled right below the Hanover Mountains, so the scenery is to die for (literally, many of my men have vacation homes here and didn’t give it up without a fierce fight). It’s famous for its street performers who like to play, among other instruments, the harp, fifes, and drums, together. Interesting combination. There were also plenty of vendors, and one of them was selling beard-trimming kits for half off. I mailed one to Rapunzo’s tower using Hameline’s expedited express carrier pigeon services. We’ll see if the idiot makes use of it.

					Cons: The inns were infested with rats.

					Überstrat:

					Pros: Plenty of old chapels to visit, as well as a haunted ghost tour of the village if you have the guts. (I couldn’t convince Bronwen to go with me. She’s still upset about her curse.) It had a lovely range outside the walls for Beni to graze. She was so eager to eat from it that we were still clearing the dead bodies from the area when she escaped her pen and began devouring the grass. Adorable little thing, she is.

					Cons: It’s much closer to Redmoth, so past the southeast corner it gets increasingly ugly scenery-wise. Plus, I had a childhood bully who was from here. Now I can see why he was such an unpleasant person. Most of the villagers here appear to have never smiled in their life.

				

				Oh, I forgot to mention. News from our scouts is that General Killian is moving south to try and defend Redmoth before we can get there. We’re on the road now, trying to claim the city. I

			

			Morfran’s horse stumbled over a small pothole, rattling him from his journaling. Well, it was just about time he put away his quill and focused on the road, anyways. They were approaching Pierre’s Pass, which was where all the northern, southern, and eastern roads were fed into a narrow canyon road that would eventually spit travelers out into the city of Redmoth.

			Contrary to its name, the lands of Redmoth were not red. They were bleak and barren, with strange configurations of black stone rising in oddly shaped columns, mounds, and cliffs. It made sense, since Mount Gesundheit had erupted several centuries ago, and it’d re-formed the land into a chaotic museum of caverns and calderas where people who were bleak and barren set up equally bleak and barren villages.

			Due to its drab, almost creepy landscape that had a perpetual chill to it, Redmoth also had had the side effect of attracting necromancers before Morfran eradicated them years back. As the Elmswood Rebels’ leading caravan traveled through the bumpy, ashen roadways that spiked this way and that, they passed many altars and tombs carved out of cliffsides that were littered with skeletons, old goblets, and moth-eaten necromancer robes.

			Morfran wrinkled his nose, tossing his hood over his head as they passed the Knolls of Knut, where a particularly large altar displayed two skeletons forever frozen in the moment of choking each other to death. Behind him, Gueldefore was trying to woo Bronwen with a swath of greenery he’d swiped from the trail a ways back.

			“Behold! One of the only lovely things growing in this dank place,” the knight was saying, and Morfran could visualize him pressing it into her hands. “It grows for something lovelier.”

			She’s not interested, Morfran wanted to snap at him. Her true love is dead and she’s permanently hexed. Because of me.

			Morfran urged his horse—a gray Connemara he nicknamed Dirtclobber due to her habit of clobbering dirt—past the mounds. Before they’d left Atlantis 2.0, Tritonia had gifted them all fine, powerful horses. They’d been bred to be given to Morfran’s men, and seeing them passed into the hands of rebels had dampened Morfran’s spirits. He’d spent some time commiserating with Beni and her kids about this before they left, but Dirtclobber seemed a good listener, too, and—

			Behind him, Brim let out a loud gasp. “Bernard!” he hollered. “Gueldefore! We’ve done it! It’s happening!”

			Morfran, who was several paces ahead of him, slowed Dirtclobber and glanced over his shoulder.

			Brim was grinning ear to ear. Beside him a rebel messenger was on a mount of her own.

			“What is it, Brim?” Gueldefore came hurrying up the caravan line towards him. “What’s happening?”

			“Our friends up north have overtaken the Valley of the Vale.” Brim’s reply was hasty, ecstatic. Those nearby went abuzz with giddiness. “Which means if we take Redmoth, it’ll be a straight, clean shot right to Warshire for us.”

			Not exactly, Morfran thought. Even if the Valley of the Vale had fallen to the rebels, Warshire was composed of three separate cities leaking into one another, and Castle Atrago was securely tucked above them. It’d be Warshire that’d be a nightmare to invade. He didn’t know if he’d be around for that—even after spending three weeks helping these idiots take three townships, he still felt guilty about killing Bronwen’s sweetheart—but it wasn’t something they could conquer with dumb luck, as they had so far, or heart, which they had a sickening amount of.

			No, what they’d need was simple: numbers, weapons, and skilled men. Redmoth could provide that. Not only had its dreary environment attracted necromancers in the past, but it was also a hub for mercenary armies from across the seas. Morfran had hopes that one mercenary warlord in particular was there. If not, the Elmswood Rebels had no chance of coughing up the steep hiring price.

			You are carrying something of extraordinary value already, Morf, he imagined Beni saying to him. Y’know that sword of yours? You could fork that over to pay for an army, if you’d only stop being such an egotistical jerk.

			Why are you so mean to me? he thought back. Imaginary Beni was ruder than the actual Beni, who was in the following caravan, which trailed behind them by a few miles.

			It’d been the three little flossy-haired pests who’d come up to him before they hit the road: Tad, Drezella, and Toothless. They’d offered to watch Beni and her kids, since the leading caravan was the one that took the biggest risk of being ambushed.

			“I’ll keep Minny and Jak safe with me,” Drezella had said, skipping at his side as he wandered towards the village well to fill his water flasks. “I’ll even teach them the alphabet, if you’d like.”

			Morfran had no idea who Minny and Jak were, or why the alphabet was of any importance to them. “Who?”

			“The two baby goats,” she replied. “Both their names come from their mama’s name.”

			How did she derive those names from Benjamin…?

			Oh.

			He looked down at her, surprised that she didn’t just come up with names but good ones. “Minny and Jak,” he said, turning them over his tongue. Yeah. He liked it. But he wasn’t going to admit that to her. “Fine. I’ll pay you three copper pieces for Minny and Jak each, and a nickel for keeping Benjamin out of trouble.”

			Tad punched the air with glee, but Drezella had shaken her head. “We’re part of the Fleet Foot Club. We don’t take money for doing good deeds.”

			Her brothers wilted, and Morfran felt annoying guilt at the goodness of this little girl. To counter these feelings, he said, “Then let me at least treat you lot to pastries in Redmoth. There’s a bakery there I went to when I was young that sells strudel topped with white sugar—”

			Drezella’s mouth popped open.

			“—and if you say no, I’ll take offense. Part of being in an upstanding club like Fleet Foot is also knowing how to politely accept gratitude. If you can’t do that, get lost.”

			The boys grinned at each other before dashing off, but Drezella had stayed long enough to grab his hand and squeeze it. “Deal.”

			Morfran thought of that now, and found that his chest no longer ached, and that the scowl had withered away from his face. Though he missed her, Benjamin was in good hands. And if they did take Redmoth, he was looking forward to that strudel.

			He wondered if Bronwen liked strudel. It might even cheer her up. He turned Dirtclobber around and began working backwards through the line until he spotted her on a brown mare.

			Her golden-brown hair hung loose today, the laces of her bodice threaded through the wrong holes as if she’d vacantly dressed without much thought. He also noticed she was wearing mismatched boots.

			“Morning, Bernard,” she murmured. “Good news for the rebellion, isn’t it?”

			She was polite and distant. He hated it.

			“Bronwen.” He paused, because he didn’t know what to say to her. To stop sulking? That she shouldn’t let this hex ruin her mood, because it could be much worse? That she ought to take his sword and lop off his head, because that’s what he’d done to her true love?

			“I’ve been thinking about the hex,” he said. “More particularly, the way it was worded—”

			“Don’t.” Her voice was tight. “There’s nothing that can be done to break it.”

			He re-gripped his reins, looking forward. The knolls at all sides of them were growing larger, and soon they were passing through Pierre’s Pass, the blackened mountainside that the road cut through like a river through a canyon. The left side rose impossibly high, blotting out the sky, while the right leveled off twenty feet above them. The height and gloomy darkness of it made him feel claustrophobic. “Yes, but maybe you were right when you asked about a loophole of sorts.”

			Judging by the frown on her face, he knew she doubted it.

			He sighed again. “Look—” He’d been tossing an errant glance forward again, because her expression was bleak and hopeless and good goats, it bothered him, and that’s why he saw it before it happened.

			A small, hunched shape that could’ve been mistaken for a boulder sat atop the right cliffside. Only it was moving, drawing something thin from its back, and while words blurted through Morfran’s mind as he tried to make sense of it—

			troll goblin demon soldier

			It’d drawn something back and sent a black streak flying through the air.

			An arrow pierced the side of the messenger’s neck near Brim, and she fell, dead, from her mount.

			The caravan was confused only for a brief moment.

			Then Brim shouted, “Ambush!” All riders instantly began to panic. “Ambush! Take cover!”

			It was decent advice, but there was not really anything to take cover behind, and soon arrows from the right side of the cliff began flying at them like angry horseflies with a vendetta against humanity.

			Most rebels were wearing their armor. But it was made only of leather with thin scraps of iron, and all around him bodies were soon struck with arrows and knocked from their horses.

			Morfran, who was wearing simple leather armor as well, knew that if an arrow did strike him, he’d quickly succumb to it and die in this barren land. It honestly wasn’t that horrid of a realization since his predicament was already horrid, and so he was capable of maintaining his head while glancing about to see what could possibly be done about this mess.

			He quickly swiveled off his horse, using Dirtclobber like a shield. A cursory glance at the archers above them told him they were fleet-fingered and dark-armored. General Killian’s men. They’d beaten them to the pass after all.

			Behind him Bronwen was still atop her horse, hands relaxed on the reins as she looked up at the archers. Arrows flew past her head by mere inches, and he had a panicked thought of one skewering her. “Well,” she said, too casually in the face of death, “what now?”

			He stared at her for the briefest of seconds, at the arrows zipping past her ears. Why was she asking that, instead of taking cover? Was she trying to get hit—

			Something in his head clicked. He asked, “Where’s that shrub Gueldefore tried to woo you with earlier?”

			She looked somewhat surprised. “You noticed that?”

			“Bronwen.”

			Her hands went to her pack, and she lifted it out. The leaves were more sage green than peridot green, but they’d do. “What next?”

			But he was slightly distracted. “You kept it?”

			“Bernard.”

			He shook his head. “Raise it high, so the archers can see—” An arrow streaked inches past his head. He glowered up at the cliffside before continuing. “—and then I want you to try your hardest to get shot while you ride down the trail.”

			She went pale. “You want me to get shot?”

			“You won’t get shot if you’re doing everything you possibly can to be shot. Your hex, remember?”

			Her eyes widened. “Oh.” The slightest of smiles lit her face. “But why the bush?”

			“They’ll think it’s a boomberry branch. They’ll be distracted trying to hit you because they’ll think you’re trying to come at them. Pierre’s Pass is steep, but the canyon is short, and there’s an access trail on the right that’ll lead you right up to the archers.”

			She nodded. “Right. And what will you do?”

			“I’ll go around the other end to gain access to them while they’re distracted.” That sparkle in her eyes she’d inherited from Brim hinted at a return. Right as she put her foot into the stirrup, he blurted, “Bronwen?”

			She paused.

			“Try your damndest to be shot.” I don’t want to see you killed.

			He swung back up into his saddle before he dared hear her reply and kicked Dirtclobber into action. Numerous others were already fleeing back down the trail. He passed Hugh, who was cowering behind a dead body, his stolen cutlass in his grip. The man looked away from Morfran as if ashamed.

			He pushed the steed on, but the archers had flanked the entirety of the cliffside, and the arrows came pounding down like hail from the heavens.

			One whistled past his ear. Two swept inches above his left thigh. Then something kicked him so hard in the shoulder that he nearly fell backwards off the horse. It took him several long seconds to find his breath, and several longer to realize an arrow was jutting from his left shoulder.

			He panted through the pain. It was just a shoulder shot. Those were never lethal.

			The pass was opening up. The Knolls of Knut were just ahead. He could swing wide to the left and gain access to the cliffs where the archers were currently holding target practice on the rebels.

			Dirtclobber began to pick up speed. Those who’d fled had slowed, pausing to look back to see what could be done to save their friends. Morfran yanked out his sword—he was left-handed, but his left shoulder was now bum, so he had to use his right—and held it high.

			“We can put a stop to their killing if we just go up this mound,” he shouted. “Who’s with me?”

			Silence. Then: “Eh, Bernard.” Owain eyed the arrow piercing through his shoulder. “You’ve picked up a splinter.”

			Morfran sighed, grabbed the shaft, tugged it out, nearly blacked out from the pain, and then held his sword back up. “I asked, who’s with me?”

			The rebels hoisted their swords in the air and roared.

			“Better,” Morfran muttered.

			They quickly worked their way up towards the cliffside, sticking to the switchbacked path leading up. Some of the archers had slowed on releasing their arrows, nudging their neighbors with their elbows, their attentions snagged on something down below.

			It was Bronwen, who was sailing down the trail like a hawk swooping in on a field mouse. She’d done him one better when he told her to try to be hit; not only had she removed her armor, but she’d also stripped down to her skivvies. Her chemise billowed out like a taunting banner that made the archers hasten to shoot her all while distracting them with a flash of skin here and there. To be honest, it distracted Morfran for a few seconds, too, before he could snap himself out of it.

			Morfran didn’t slow as he came upon them. He swiped down those he could with his sword, kicking others off the cliffside with a rough shove of his boot.

			Several of the archers stopped trying to shoot Bronwen and turned their bows on him and his rushing warriors.

			Oh sh—

			Arrows struck them all. Two men to Morfran’s right were skewered at once and toppled off their horses. The horse to Morfran’s left was shot in the throat. It let out a horsey wail and collapsed. The man riding it fell and rolled off the cliffside. He landed on another man who’d just barely managed to shimmy out from under his own dead horse. Both let out groans of pain.

			Morfran had somehow managed to survive unscathed, but Dirtclobber hadn’t. She’d taken an arrow to the knee, which’d buckled the great steed to the ground and sent Morfran rolling forward. He popped up to his knees, sword still miraculously in his grip. He blinked, dazed, at the archers before him, all of whom looked surprised to see him still alive.

			Behind him Dirtclobber was squealing in pain. He glowered at the soldiers. I was just getting to know her!

			That was when a black bolt came flying up from below, staking through the nearest archer. He let out a guttural cry, and before he collapsed, glanced in the direction of the man who’d killed him. Down below Gueldefore stood atop a large boulder, his blue cape fluttering majestically behind him. In his grip was Morfran’s black crossbow.

			The knight had already equipped a second bolt. He let it fly at a second archer, where it imbedded into the man’s neck and killed him instantly.

			Morfran tipped his chin down in gratitude because even he had to acknowledge that the knight had saved his butt. But Gueldefore didn’t return the nod. He continued loading the crossbow, a strange, almost savage light in his eye as he shot yet another soldier down.

			But there were more than just archers up on the cliffs. Hidden until now, behind a large mound ahead, was a group of soldiers all suited in the black-and-purple regalia of Ravana’s army. They were pouring out of hiding now, dozens of them screaming as they rushed Morfran and his men. A bannerman near the front hoisted up the magpie and marigold flag and shouted, “To the death! To the death!”

			Morfran shuddered as a thought drifted through his head: I don’t know what to do.

			It was as embarrassing as it was worrying. He gripped his sword and prepared to fight until his head was cleaved from his shoulders.

			It didn’t happen.

			It didn’t happen because right where the men were pouring out from the mound, the ground exploded. Dirt and debris and volcanic rock went flying. Men went flying. The bannerman went flying, still gripping the flag, and still shouting, “To the death!”

			All types of battle stopped as everyone gawked at where the earth had suddenly decided to nuke them. The smoke and hazy fog of debris faded, revealing a lone figure on a horse.

			Bronwen. She was still holding the branch up high. Only the branch wasn’t the color of sage anymore. It was peridot, and studded to its leaves were small, black, bead-like berries. She was in the middle of cranking her free arm back, as if about to throw something.

			Morfran began scrambling away. “All with me, get back!”

			The small berry that Bronwen chucked at Ravana’s men ruptured the ground where it struck. It sent half a dozen men flying, and Morfran had traumatic flashbacks to his farmhouse and the grass he’d littered with bolts dipped in boomberry juice.

			Somehow, she’d found a legitimate boomberry bush. Likely by trying hard not to find one.

			“Shoot the witch!” a man near the front screamed. Morfran squinted, recognizing the voice. It was General Killian, here in the flesh.

			What archers remained turned their bows on her, but as they let arrows fly, a strange power seemed to alter the arrows’ course. Many flew off-kilter by just inches. Some seemed to crack off an invisible field surrounding her and came back to imbed themselves in the men who’d shot them. Others actually froze midair just to fall pathetically to the ground.

			Bronwen’s expression remained fierce, triumphant, and Morfran had to admit, beautiful. A prick of pride rose within him for her. See? You’re not useless, he wanted to tell her. You’re quite spectacular, actually.

			General Killian looked horrified at the rebel woman in her skivvies. He’d halted commands when he watched his men’s arrows fail.

			Morfran took that moment to raise his sword up high. “Behold!” he shouted, attracting the attention of the enemy soldiers. “She is but one example of my dark work! She is unable to be killed, for she has been given a resurrected form that will not suffer harm.”

			“Ah jeez, it’s the Necromancer,” one of General Killian’s men murmured in horror.

			“Heard about this guy,” the soldier beside him said. “He eats live rats to sustain his powers.”

			That’s gross, Morfran wanted to say, but they still seemed to regard him with fear, so such stupid rumors couldn’t hurt. He gestured roughly at the rebels behind him who’d been shot. “And behold again!” He stopped in front of Bill. “You think you can kill my army? You cannot kill what is already dead. Watch with your own eyes, watch as this dead man rises!”

			He gave Bill a covert kick, trying to get him to commit to the bit. Bill grunted in annoyance, and as he rose to his feet he moaned a moan that was only half-fake, for he really had been shot in the stomach and looked quite dead already. The army just blinked.

			Do you want to be full-dead? Morfran shot him a sharp look when the moan didn’t budge the soldiers. Act like a corpse starving for the living already!

			Bill rolled his eyes and groaned louder, waddling forward like a lethal creature from hell.

			Killian’s army let out screams of horror, backing away.

			“Rise, my army!” Morfran shouted to his men behind him. Invigorated by their enemies’ screams, those who’d been thudded with arrows slowly shambled to their feet, letting out true groans and wails of pain that sounded terrifying to their enemies. In the midst of the triumphant chaos, Morfran even saw a horse dragging itself forward, its tongue lolling out of its agape, bleeding mouth. It blew a raspberry at a nearby archer, who dropped his bow and leapt into his nearest neighbor’s arms for safety.

			“It isn’t possible.” Killian was still in denial. “Lord Morfran wiped all necromancers out of the kingdom. I was there with him as he did it.”

			“Yes, well.” Morfran rubbed his neck. “He missed one.”

			Meanwhile, Bronwen continued chucking boomberries at the army, their explosions rattling the ground. Enemy soldiers continued to go flying. Their arrows fell wayward.

			Sandwiched between the walking dead and a half-naked woman making the ground go boom, Killian was forced into a corner. He gritted his teeth, yanked his horse’s reins, and finally gave the orders. “Retreat! Retreat! Your miserable lives depend on it! Retreat!”

			His men didn’t need to be told thrice; they had already turned to flee on the first retreat. Morfran kept his sword held high, whispering to the groaning men behind him, “Don’t die just yet, you bags of flesh. Some are still watching.”

			Indeed, there were. The majority of the army was thundering away on their horses. Some were fleeing on foot. Two or three kept looking back, so Bronwen tossed another berry in their general direction to get them to pick up the pace, and the moment the ground exploded, they had vanished in a plume of debris and smoke. Only Killian continued glancing back, glowering at Morfran, to the point that he began to worry he recognized him.

			But no. Morfran’s hood was still up. His hair was shoulder-length now, and he had a beard. And he wasn’t in his black leather pants. Killian was just shooting him death glares because Morfran had beaten him and he was a sore loser.

			The army quickly cleared away. Cheers arose from the rebel caravan. Two of the nearest men slapped Morfran on the back in gratitude, which made him groan himself in pain due to his shoulder wound, but also made him feel…

			Good. He felt like he was floating, and he realized he didn’t find the rebels who were cheering and pumping their fists in the air quite as annoying as before. Especially when Bronwen swung off her horse, rushing to him with bright eyes.

			“Did you see me? You saw, right?” She spanned out her arms and turned for him, beaming. “Not a single arrow hit me! Not one!”

			He couldn’t help but grin back at her. She’d been fearless at his suggestion, and not only had she distracted Killian’s army, but she’d also been pivotal in saving their lives and chasing the enemy off as well. That was in addition to them having found a potential loophole of her hex.

			It was, all in all, extraordinarily admirable, and he found he couldn’t keep his eyes off her, especially when she turned and the sweet smell of posies drifted off her. How she smelled like flowers after a bloody battle, he didn’t understand, but neither did he complain. “Thank you,” she said sincerely, if a little shyly. “For suggesting that I try to kill myself.” She paused upon hearing how it sounded. “Not like that,” she stammered. “I meant—”

			“I know what you meant,” he assured her, before his eyes fell, and he realized she was still in her underwear. He averted his eyes. “Um, here.” He swept his cloak off and set it over her shoulders.

			She flushed, but only for a moment.

			“Bernard.” She stiffened, catching sight of his shoulder. Blood was leaking down his torso and arm. “You got shot.”

			“Shoulder shot. They’re never fatal.” He spotted Brim riding up the end of the canyon wall and added, “See?”

			Brim had suffered not one but two shoulder shots on either side. As he joined them, he, too, did what Morfran had done and yanked the arrows out in dismissal. Despite the victory, there was worry in his eyes.

			The battle was won temporarily, he said; Killian’s army had fled in the direction of Redmoth. They’d most likely seek refuge there, board the city walls, and a siege would be imminent. The rebels didn’t have enough men for a siege, not with the number who’d been skewered with arrows in the recent battle.

			“Our second caravan is still several miles behind, if we wanted our backup army to join us,” Brim fretted. “But we can’t have Killian and his men reaching those walls. Should we rush them now? While they’re in retreat?”

			Morfran considered it for a few seconds. Their front caravan—which held their best and quickest riders—had suffered losses and injuries, both too great for an advance. But their second caravan was too far behind, and they didn’t have time. He released an irritated sigh. Redmoth was only a few miles away. They’d been so close.

			“I say we rush them now!” Gueldefore hurried up on his noble steed, sword out, blood splattered on his eager, strangely lit face. “While we are still fresh with victory. Brim, let me lead those still capable to mow down Killian’s army. We have the advantage. They’re afraid of us.”

			It was Morfran who Brim looked to for guidance.

			“No.” Morfran’s mind was running at a rapid pace. “Killian’s men may have fled, but they still outnumber us two to one. And he wasn’t happy to retreat. If we go after him, he’ll have his men attack, regardless of whether or not they’re afraid.”

			“And you know him so well to know he’d do that?” Gueldefore argued.

			I’ve known him since he was a weaselly boy who still picked his nose, Morfran wanted to counter. Besides, I don’t want to get too close to him in case he might recognize me.

			“Then what do we do, General?” Gueldefore practically spat.

			Morfran hesitated; there was no denying that Gueldefore was strong. He’d only seen him fight in passing, and there was no knowing just how great his skills were. Morfran didn’t want to publicly be on his opposing side, which was clearly happening more and more. But they couldn’t bum-rush Killian’s flank.

			Morfran gestured to the dead enemy soldiers before them—or rather, their armor. “We suit up our fastest riders and rush to take the city before Killian’s army gets there. We close the gates. Inform the city guards that they’re rebels who’ve stolen the soldiers’ armor and we can’t let them in. We’ll get the city on our side, and take it from the inside afterwards.”

			“And the city guards will believe that?”

			Morfran dismissed his doubts. “The passwords to the city might be the same as last time I was there. I know what to say to whom. They’ll believe us.”

			“What about our people?” Bronwen asked. “The second caravan has all the children. Wouldn’t we be trapping them outside the city with Killian’s army?”

			Morfran shook his head. “Redmoth was built atop a ritual site of necromancers. There are caverns beneath the Knolls of Knut that lead into the city. I’ll draw up a map you can use to get them inside and away from Killian’s army.”

			She smiled. Brim looked as if he wanted to bear-hug Morfran, and Morfran had traumatic flashbacks to Rapunzo’s grip. Before he could, Morfran spun and began calling out orders. “Who can still ride? We need our fastest on the swiftest horses. Can someone also go see where that bannerman went? We’ll need his flag and his uniform in addition to all these uniforms of the dead here. And lastly, shoulder shots aren’t fatal and all, but they do hurt like a bugger. Can someone please get me and Dirtclobber some of Grandfather Tortoise’s Special Paste?”
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				General Killian’s Tantrum

			
			It was late afternoon by the time Morfran settled into a chair atop the gatehouse of Redmoth, and it was early evening by the time Killian’s army trotted up to the portcullis and began complaining and rattling the grating, whining to be let in.

			They looked sodden; an hour ago the black clouds that perpetually sat above the city had decided to spit out torrential rain and drench anyone caught outside down to their underwear. Morfran surmised they were all in a foul mood, most of all General Killian himself.

			When Killian plodded forward with squelching boots to the closed gates, tipped his wet head back to the city guards atop the gatehouse, and announced he was General Killian of Lord Morfran’s army and demanded they be let in, as there were rebels who’d soon be arriving to attack the city, he was met with a scoff from the gatekeeper.

			“Nice try.” The gatekeeper smirked. “But we know rebels when we see them. I mean, look at you. Your men can’t be Lord Morfran’s. His men always arrive in style. Not whatever…this…is.”

			He gestured at Killian’s men. Many of the soldiers looked like drowned ferrets. Some had taken off their helmets to collect the rainwater and drink it down, since their march had been quite rigorous. Others were slapping at their buddies’ faces with their wet gloves, bored out of their minds. Many more were moaning on their horses, holding soggy bandages to bleeding injuries or stumps where they’d suffered the wrath of boomberry explosions.

			The gatekeeper was right. There was no style to this waterlogged, ragtag herd of just-defeated men who’d witnessed necromancy and watched their carefully laid-out ambush backfire. No. Morfran would bet everything that these men just wanted to go inside, toss on dry clothes, warm up with soup, and pass out.

			In other words, they had no power here.

			Killian stomped his foot. The puddle he stood in splashed brown muck up into his face. “We are Morfran’s men! We were just assaulted by the Necromancer on our way here, and that’s why we look like this. Now let us in. They’ll be coming anytime now!”

			The gatekeeper leaned over the wall, quickly glancing at the men. “If you are Morfran’s men, then that would mean you were defeated once already and fled. Which also means you’re no match against this Necromancer fellow. Why would I want to let in a loser like you?”

			Killian went white with rage. “I’m not asking you to open the gate. I’m telling you, by the order of Morfran himself!”

			The gatekeeper snorted. “From the looks of it, Lord Morfran has either lost his touch with keeping cities under his rule or he has given up caring. We’ve heard he’s not been seen in over ten months. Not in the field, not at court. Why, there’s some suspicion that he’s actually dead, and his queen is managing everything from Castle Atrago.”

			“Such blasphemy! Lord Morfran is alive and well and has merely given many of his duties to his trusted generals like myself! Now let us in, or we’ll be forced to use…force!”

			Snickers arose from those atop the gate. The gatekeeper let them die down before asking the woman next to him, “What are your orders, Captain Ambrosia? He sounds serious.”

			The stout captain scratched her head and then looked to Morfran, who sat cross-legged and cross-armed in a wooden chair beneath the shelter of a roof. “What say you, General Killian?”

			Morfran smiled, quite comfortable in his seat since he was out of the rain. “Tell ’em to beat it. Or we’ll bring out our archers and show them what we think of their theatrics.”

			While the gatekeeper went back to bantering with the true General Killian, Morfran glanced from the gatehouse down into the city’s streets. It was still raining, and it made the gray stone buildings and houses of Redmoth look aged and weathered and dreary. The streets were composed of that same stone, and on those streets was the subtle gathering of many figures in forest-green cloaks and leather armor.

			A group of Brim’s best men and Morfran had suited up in enemy gear, raced to the city with the magpie and marigold banner, and arrived before the rainstorm that nuked Killian and his army. He’d spoken to Captain Ambrosia and the magnate of Redmoth, a pale, ghostly man who looked like a mortician, and managed to convince them that they were scouts sent ahead by Lord Morfran’s army to stop a rebel army masquerading as Lord Morfran’s men from entering the city, and that their main army was coming up on their flank and was just a few miles behind the rebels.

			Morfran had sold the lies by providing the necessary password: “Multiple macabre murderers moseyed past seven serious superstitious soldiers,” to which the mortician-like magnate cracked a rare, ghastly smile and allowed them in.

			Morfran needed just a few more minutes. He raised up a finger to those in the streets and offered to the gatekeeper and Captain Ambrosia, who were now currently being verbally assaulted by Killian, “You know, you don’t have to take this. If they’re going to be rude, do what Lord Morfran would do: bring in your archers and shoot them in the head.”

			Captain Ambrosia loved the idea and quickly called for them to come forward. Killian began backtracking.

			“Wait, wait, wait! We’re on the same side! You can’t just shoot us. Lord Morfran will vow vengeance upon you!”

			No, I really won’t, Morfran thought, resting his temple against his fist. Even when I led this kingdom as its Dark Lord, I wanted you put down. You’re awfully annoying.

			“Put that away! No, put it— Don’t you nock those arrows on me! Wait— All right. Fine. We’re going. We’re leaving. And when the rebellion comes to knock down your walls, don’t come crying to me about this. We tried, you ungrateful jerks!”

			Morfran waited until he heard Killian’s army stomp away, splashing up water and muttering about a lack of quality leadership around these parts, and only when Captain Ambrosia and the gatekeeper were prancing together in giddy glee at having successfully evaded an attack and how Lord Morfran would be so pleased did he rise, unsheathe his sword, and prop the tip right against Captain Ambrosia’s throat.

			“Celebration time is over.” He smiled.

			Ambrosia blinked in utter confusion. “What is the meaning of this?”

			“This, my dear dumb captain, is a coup,” Morfran replied, and in that instant the two soldiers atop the gatehouse with them turned and tore off their hoods to reveal Brim and Gueldefore. They raised their own swords, encircling the gatekeeper and captain. Both looked terribly betrayed as the thunderous pounding of boots against stone and the clashing of steel erupted in the streets.

			Brim’s men must’ve let Bronwen and the others in through the underground tunnels, which meant the battle for the city was swiftly underway.

			Captain Ambrosia realized this at once and tried to go for her sword. Morfran knocked her arm away with ease. “None of that. You’re going to tell your men to stand down, and then we’re going to take the city with no more bloodshed than what has already been spilled.”

			The gatekeeper threw his hands up in surrender. But Captain Ambrosia glowered. “I am a follower of Lord Morfran. I do not yield to his enemies. I do not give up on a fight against those weaker than him. I will hold this city for him, and my men will defend it.”

			Despite being able to easily fool her, Morfran had to admit he was touched by her loyalty. That was hard to find nowadays.

			She shouted to one of her soldiers below, “Open the gate and send out Eruk and Payne to fetch those soldiers we just sent away. They’re the legitimate soldiers of our Dark Lord.” She glowered at Morfran. “Not these rabble-rousers.”

			Morfran countered by telling Gueldefore, “Shoot those men down.”

			Gueldefore swiveled his crossbow off his back. But Captain Ambrosia sucked in a breath as she truly looked at him. “Sir Gueldefore? The Magnificent?”

			He paused.

			“Yes, it is you. We’ve heard of your courage even here. Lord Morfran has a troop of the finest knights in the kingdom at his side. He’s always looking to accept more, if they choose to fight under his banner.”

			Gueldefore tossed her a venomous look before aiming the crossbow at the men at the gate crank.

			“You think he doesn’t have honor because you consider him evil, but he has more honor than anyone,” Ambrosia continued blurting. “He treats his men well. He treats his subjects well. He cares about economy, and the health of his subjects. His honorary knights uphold that. And they are beloved.” Gueldefore still hadn’t loosed a bolt, and she seemed to realize she’d caught his attention. Even Morfran was stunned by her passionate speech—it’d been so long since he’d heard anyone speak his name with such devoted love. It almost made him wish the rebels would praise him like this, even knowing who he truly was. “They’re beloved, and celebrated as knights ought to be. They—”

			Her words were cut off as Brim rammed his sword through her chest. “Your Lord’s honorable knights cost me my wife,” he growled into her face, right before ripping his blade back out. She let out a surprised gasp, but it was nothing compared to Morfran’s surprise at seeing cheery Brim slaughter her with such savagery. She sputtered blood, her mouth moving as if she was still trying to preach the qualities of her Dark Lord. Then she wilted like a sad, dead flower to the ground.

			Gueldefore’s attentions were still on the woman, and the gate was almost open. Morfran ripped the crossbow from his hands, fired a shot at the back of one soldier, then yanked out a dagger and hurled it into the other’s head. The gate came down with a crash.

			Morfran spun at Gueldefore. “If you don’t use this crossbow when I order it, then what use are you here?” he snapped, shoving it back against the knight’s chest. Gueldefore’s expression went sullen and dark, something rippling across his face, and for the briefest of seconds Morfran expected the man to turn the crossbow on him.

			Then Gueldefore slung it over his shoulder and muttered, “I’ll make sure they’re dead.” He slunk off, leaving Brim and Morfran to gape at the battle over the city. It was bloody and violent and deadly, and in the gray gloom of the rain, Morfran felt like a blade had gone through his chest instead of Captain Ambrosia’s.

			“How did she die?” Morfran asked, unwilling to look Brim in the face.

			He felt the bearish man’s eyes on him before they flickered away. “One of his knights demanded free room and board in our homestead. She refused.” He hesitated. “He clocked her in the head with a mace.”

			Morfran released a breath, but it didn’t get rid of the tight knot in his gut. It was yet another thing to feel guilty about. He kept his gaze on the streets as he said, “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be.” Brim held his bloody sword out towards the rain. “It wasn’t your fault.”

			He left Morfran atop the wall, joining the fight below.
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				The Foundation of a Burned Cottage

			
			They burned the magpie and marigold banner that night after a brutal, bloody battle for the city. The Redmoth guards were among the fiercest and most devoted to Morfran and Ravana’s rule they’d encountered so far. The fights had waged for hours until Morfran finally led the charge into Magnate Ramsley’s fortress—which was actually a mausoleum as large as a castle, complete with rooms stuffed with coffins and skulls—and, after the magnate refused to yield, killed the man, who put up no fight and seemed a little too into the whole dying thing.

			The rebels had complained about the difficulty of this endeavor and the soldiers’ zealousness, but if they thought about it a little more, it’d make sense to them.

			This was Morfran’s childhood home.

			That night the celebration was muted in the wake of the casualties taken. The villagers, grateful to be freed from Morfran’s rule, offered them hot meals and dry clothing and spare beds, and most of the rebels slurped the soups, changed into the unbloodied new clothes, and passed out in the beds without much huzzah.

			The exhaustion the rebels felt was a deeper exhaustion within Morfran. It genuinely bothered him to hear about Brim’s wife, just as much as it bothered him that Bronwen’s lover was dead and Rapunzo had been left in a tower for his brain to rot. These weren’t things he could fix. These weren’t things he could simply lop the heads off, or strike with a bolt of lightning, or sic his hounds on. He’d always been capable of solving his problems with what resources and smarts he had, but these weren’t easily addressed.

			The best you can do is make amends, Beni seemed to say from her perch near his feet. He’d gotten a small inn room that allowed animals, and though the bed was tiny, Benjamin had insisted she take up half with Minny and Jak.

			“That’s what I’m trying to do,” he murmured, lying face up, legs bent to accommodate her.

			Are you using all in your power to fix things, or are you only doing it halfway?

			He didn’t answer, because he didn’t want to. He hadn’t expected to be fazed by revisiting his childhood home. He thought he’d come to terms with what had happened here when he’d returned ten years back to bring it under his domain. But in addition to feeling like an uncool bastard for what he’d done to Brim, and Bronwen, and Rapunzo, and—why, the majority of the lot, to be honest—he also felt unsettled by the familiar streets of his youth.

			Finally, after two hours of trying to sleep and being kicked by Beni for tossing and turning, he got up and started making his way towards the taverns and pubs. Redmoth was huge, and the person he was searching for might not even be here, but he needed to find a certain mercenary if he wanted to help the rebels march on Warshire’s three cities.

			Along the way, however, he found his feet carrying him towards a different route, a route that led him out of the city towards a lot overgrown with grass and trees just off the road. If one were simply passing by, they might not notice the long-charred frame of a small cottage. They might not know that there had once been a large vegetable garden alongside the cottage, or that the yard had once been carpeted with sweet-smelling forget-me-nots, stalks of lavender, and the pale pink of heather.

			“Is that you, Bernard?”

			The frail voice came from down the road, and as he squinted into the cold, damp night, he made out the hunched shape of Grandfather Tortoise hobbling towards him. He wasn’t alone. Bronwen was following him, a cloak flung over her nightgown and her boots untied, as if she’d had to rush out in haste.

			“See.” Tortoise turned to her, gesturing with his cane. “He has the same idea to go for a stroll.”

			“A foolish idea, since it’s outside the walls,” Bronwen replied tartly, her face lined with fatigue. But she seemed to perk up when she saw him. “General Killian and his men could be out here waiting to attack the city.”

			Tortoise snorted, dismissing this with a wave of a hand. “That man can’t think on his own. He follows orders down to the word. Now, Morfran, on the other hand, he’s a thinker.”

			“And a murderer,” she added. “Honestly, Grandfather Tortoise. If I have to hear you compliment the man one more time, I’ll leave you to wander back to your tent alone.”

			“Hush, girl. Don’t be so hasty to dismiss him. Yes, he’s a despicable human being who is likely to never redeem himself in this lifetime”—Morfran tried not to wilt on the spot at this—“but you could learn a few things about him. You must first understand your enemy if you want to defeat him. Right, Bernard?”

			He forced a smile. “Absolutely.”

			“You know a thing or two about him, don’t you, being one of his ex-generals? Why don’t you share something with us? Teach Bronwen a thing or two in case she ever does have the opportunity to stab him in the heart.”

			That…just makes me not want to. But Morfran relented because he was in a morose, reckless mood, and gestured to the ruins of the cottage. “For starters, he was born here. Lived here until he was twelve.”

			Both Tortoise and Bronwen jerked their gazes to him.

			“I thought he was a prince?” Bronwen inquired.

			“Lies,” Morfran replied. “He lies a lot. His parents were peasants.” He paused. “No, that’s not true, either. His mother is considered a Saint. Though most don’t like to connect the two.”

			“Truly?” Tortoise asked.

			“There’s a plaque in the city honoring her memory.”

			“I read that one.” Tortoise nodded. “It said she died and came back to life twelve times. Remarkable.”

			“Twelve?” Bronwen seemed impressed. “The gods must’ve adored her if they brought her back twelve times.”

			Morfran snorted, looking up at the sky. The clouds were black wool tugged over the stars, although silver light from the moon bled through. “The gods had nothing to do with it. As you already noticed, those who put up the plaque cherry-picked only the good parts of her story. Her husband was a necromancer.”

			“What?” Her eyes widened in disbelief. “But that would mean—”

			“Morfran’s father was a necromancer?” he finished, before adding quietly, “He was indeed.”

			“But—if he brought her back each time she died, wouldn’t she stink? Wouldn’t she look and smell…well…like death?”

			“Her husband was one of very few necromancers who practiced the art correctly. To properly resurrect someone, it must be done unselfishly and out of love, and you can’t bind them to you like necromancers in this kingdom had the bad habit of doing,” he explained. “He brought her back in perfect form every time.”

			She nodded slowly before asking, “Why was she killed so often? Even my greatest enemy wouldn’t seek my death thirteen times.”

			Morfran sighed. Therein lay the Great Reason behind the culmination of his wickedness. His mother wasn’t anyone special. She wasn’t even blessed by the divine. She was just a regular person who espoused kindness, the type of person who baked home-cooked meals, wrapped them up lovingly, and gifted them to neighbors down the street. She was the type of woman who kissed bumped knees and played hide-and-seek in the town square with local children, and whose smile was freely given out even to those who sneered back at her.

			There were always those who sneered. Or worse. She’d be out tending to her garden or on her way to a quilting circle, and she’d see someone passing by and wish them a good day. And as people were wont to do, someone would take offense and kill her.

			He remembered his father coming home after a long day’s work of resurrecting dead goats from a nearby goat farm, or resurrecting the village idiot for having fallen down the well and cracked his head open again, and huffing whenever he saw his wife’s dead, bloody body or dead, strangled body or dead, poisoned body strewn out in the yard.

			Each time he’d plop down beside her, grumbling about the wickedness of bad people. Then he’d bring her back by scattering a few stalks of nightshade over her wound and muttering a few words in the old language and then scold her about being kind to random strangers.

			“How are we possibly to know who’s good and who’s bad before we meet them? I’ll say hello to whoever I damn well please, Bernard,” she’d snap, and then plop a gracious kiss on his lips, stand up, and ask them if they’d prefer meatloaf or lamb stew for dinner.

			The whole ordeal was ridiculous, he thought as he stared at the cottage ruins. His mother would have been furious to learn she’d been memorialized as a Saint. What type of world do we live in if doing the decent thing is cause for celebration? she’d have said.

			Bronwen was still waiting for an answer.

			“She was killed by a very bad person on the day her husband was killed by a very good person,” Morfran said.

			That day was the worst day of his life. A traveling troop of knights who called themselves the kNighty-kNight Necromancers Club had heard about the many necromancers flourishing in the city and swept through, killing every last one. This included his father, who had been in the process of resurrecting their neighbor’s daughter’s pet rabbit named Scruffy, and whose selfless efforts to bring the bunny back for its little owner never came to fruition. Then his mother had been killed by his cranky neighbor Phil, who didn’t like being told “today is a blessed day,” and came at her in a rage.

			That day, Morfran was orphaned at the age of twelve. And that was the day, while cradling his parents’ dead bodies (and subsequently the rabbit’s, because Scruffy had been in his father’s arms when he’d been slain), he’d decided it: if a bad person had killed his mother, and a good person had killed his father, and people were going to kill without scrutiny of who exactly they were making dead, then so would he. He would just kill everybody. Indiscriminately.

			First, he’d gone after Phil. Then he’d gone after all those knight activists who’d killed his father. After that he declared war on Redmoth necromancers, since they’d given all necromancers a bad name, and as such, had led to the birth of a stupid activist group named the kNighty-kNight Necromancers Club.

			Many times over the following years the question had crossed his mind of whether his parents would be proud that he’d become the Dark Lord of Ruthven™. The answer was always no, but they were dead, so what did they care, and besides, killing lowered his blood pressure, so that was always a benefit to his whole waging-war-on-everybody shtick, and he was sure at least his doctor would approve, and if he didn’t then he could just kill him and hire a new one.

			“I suppose those people killed his father because he practiced the necromantic arts, correct?” Tortoise asked, then pointed his cane at the ruins of the cottage. “I suppose they’re also responsible for burning down their home?”

			Morfran studied the dilapidated stones that were the last vestiges of his past house. Elm saplings were sprouting out from the foundation. “No,” he said. “No, that was Morfran’s doing. It was the first building he’d ever burned.”

			“Why?” Bronwen. There was slight pain in her eyes, her voice. Morfran remembered her telling him that she’d been burned out of her home by his men. But burning your own home willingly?

			“So he couldn’t come back to it,” Morfran responded quietly, and then, when a great silence followed his words, he glanced over at their inquisitive stares and amended, “At least, that’s my guess, anyways. Would anyone want to be reminded of the empty house their parents no longer lived in?”

			Bronwen hadn’t looked away from him, her gaze trailing his face. In the moonlight her eyes were a deep green, so similar to his mother’s garden. He tried not to sweat at the intensity of being appraised, especially by her. “Are you going to be ready? When the day comes and we have to kill him?” There was something gentle about the way she said it. “You speak about him with sympathy. Almost as if he is a friend you still care about.”

			What in the world was he supposed to say to that? “I’d prefer not to kill him,” he said weakly.

			Tortoise’s mouth quivered as if he were quelling laughter. Bronwen also smiled, pushing his shoulder in a teasing taunt. “Then maybe I’ll take that burden from you.” Her hand lingered. “After all, now that we found out about my hex’s loophole, who knows? Maybe I’ll get the honors of killing Morfran and Ravana, and all you’ll have to do is watch.”
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				A Proposal over Pancakes

			
			Morfran found who he was looking for the next morning while he was eating pancakes in a tavern called the Tin Man’s Hearth. Or rather, he found Morfran.

			“That man over there who looks like he’s eaten a still-beating heart is staring at you,” Hugh whispered to Morfran as the latter was pouring syrup over his cakes. He glanced up at the common room to see who Hugh referred to.

			In the morning light the world in Redmoth seemed more colorful, thanks in part to the sunshine spearing in through the windows and the multicolored rugs and drapes and dishware. Morfran had forgotten that though the city’s exterior and scenery were bleak and gray, the city dwellers tried to liven it up with vibrant colors inside their dwellings: cranberry-tinted pottery, cyan and topaz glass, paprika shirts, and peridot dresses. He appreciated the sentiment now more than he had as a child.

			The man in question staring at Morfran was colorful, too, but in a not-so-friendly way, and only in one specific place on his body. His armor was the standard metal breastplate strapped to his muscular chest, his shoulder pads and greaves the color of well water. Affixed to his back were two swords crossing each other, and his long hair and beard were the color of wet wheat. His eyes were mute colors, too—gray or mud-colored. No, what was colorful on him was his teeth.

			They were a bright, bloody red. As if he had indeed devoured a man’s still-beating heart and then snorted the residue up.

			“Oh jeez, he’s coming this way.” Hugh stiffened beside Morfran, looking as if he were about to dive beneath the table. “What do we do? What do we— What are you doing? Don’t make eye contact!”

			“You’ve a sword,” Morfran said, casting Hugh a quick glance. He did have a new sword that morning—this one a lovely blade in the style of Morfran’s. He’d probably swiped it from one of Killian’s men. “Show him you can use it.”

			“You kidding? He’ll use it as a toothpick. You know what? Forget this. Forget him—” Hugh tore off the bench, slamming his knees against the table as he did so, and nearly rammed into the tavern wench on the way out the door.

			The man had reached the table, and upon doing so slapped his palms on the surface, upsetting Hugh’s abandoned plate of pancakes. He leaned forward until his glower was eye level with Morfran. His breath reeked of greasy meat. His skin was filthy with dirt.

			He reached out with a grimy hand and seized Morfran’s beard, tugging it forward so tightly that Morfran was jerked halfway across the table. Then the man spoke in a gravely, putrid voice. “So it is true.” Spittle came flying into Morfran’s eyes. He still hadn’t blinked. The man smiled. “You can grow a beard.”

			They both erupted into laughter as the man released Morfran’s face only to tug him into a one-armed hug across the table, an embrace that Morfran wholeheartedly returned.

			“And here I thought you’d always been a girl wearing breeches!” the man shouted, and what attention he hadn’t attracted from the room earlier he attracted now. He put a hand up against his red-stained mouth, dipping his voice as he murmured, “Glad to see you ditched the black pants, Morfran.”

			“You were just jealous I could pull them off,” Morfran murmured in reply. The two of them went back decades—when Morfran was a fresh-eyed Dark Lord and the mercenary was a then-member of the court and bored out of his mind. The latter ditched his title (something Morfran took inspiration from when he, too, wanted out of his Dark Lord career) and made a notorious name for himself as a blood-drenched mercenary, quickly attracting an army that was equally as brutal and frightening to look at.

			He was the only one Morfran had told about his plans to become a goat farmer. He’d supported him 100 percent of the way (though not without trying to recruit him into his army), and had even covertly helped keep Morfran’s men from chasing him in the north, which helped him escape Ravana’s grasp.

			Everyone needed a murderous friend like him.

			The commotion they’d caused brought several others to the table, all of whom appeared hesitant to approach.

			The first was Brim. “Bernard.” He tipped his chin in salutation, then eyed his companion with wary curiosity. “This an old friend?” He scanned his armor quickly, and guessed with barely concealed hope, “A friend who happens to be a mercenary?”

			He’d guessed correctly. “Brim,” Morfran said. “This is Skørnne the Face-Feaster.”

			Brim held out his hand. “Jon Brimble.”

			“A pleasure.” The mercenary took it. “But when I’m not working, I prefer the name my dear mother gifted me, bless her soul, wherever it ended up. Likely a hellish place, but whoever knows. Call me Reginald.”

			“I was hoping you’d be here,” Morfran said to Reginald, and then explained to Brim, “He usually swings by Redmoth when he’s short on work. So if he’s here—”

			“You’re looking for a job?” Brim straightened, hopeful and eager. “You got a few men who can fight?”

			Reginald shook his head. “No, Jon,” he said. “I’ve got an army.”

			Brim looked like he’d just been kissed by ten beautiful women. “Call me Brim.”

			Bronwen waltzed by with a plate of pancakes. “Morning, Da.” She spotted Morfran and blushed. “Morning, Bernard.” Then she did a double-take of Reginald and his red-stained teeth. “…Do they have raspberry syrup for the pancakes?”

			Reginald’s eyes widened at her. Morfran began introductions again. “Reginald, this is—”

			“Unbelievable,” Reginald said. “You first land a beauty like your ex-wife, and now you’ve landed a beauty like this?”

			Morfran felt his face heat. “We’re not—”

			“You had a wife?” Bronwen sounded surprised.

			“Do you want a new one?” Brim blurted, nudging his daughter forward, who shot him a silencing look.

			Morfran studiously avoided looking at them both and instead glared at Reginald. “I had a wife, but we don’t talk about her. Ever. Reginald, this is Bronwen. You might know of her. She’s the Red Rogue.”

			Reginald’s expression lit up. “It’s an honor, my lady.” He bowed his head, his teeth flashing bloodred with his wide smile. “Big fan of your work. I appreciate a ruthless woman. On that note, if you’re not with this guy”—he pointed at Morfran—“then are you single?”

			For the first time since seeing his old friend, Morfran felt slightly annoyed. He sat back in his bench seat, where Bronwen and Brim joined him on either side, and interrupted Reginald’s flirting to ask, “I’m hoping you can help us. The rebels have done a superb job so far taking back land from Lord Morfran, but Brim is wanting to hit Warshire, and fast. We need an army like yours.”

			Reginald went very quiet, passing a look to Brim, then Bronwen, then back to him. He pointed a dirt-crusted finger at Morfran. “You,” he drawled, “are helping them”—he pointed two dirt-crusted fingers at Bronwen and Brim—“lead a rebellion against Morfran?”

			Morfran smiled a false smile, hoping Reginald would read between the lines. “It’s a long story that I can explain later. But yes.”

			Reginald snorted, shaking his head. “I’m going to need something to drink to digest this. Lady wench! Some more ale over here, please!”
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			It took some time to work out the details and configure numbers, but they finally came to an agreement with Skørnne the Face-Feaster. The only problem was at the end, when he told them the total cost of his army’s services.

			Brim paled. “We could probably come up with two-thirds of that, but as for the last third, I don’t think it’s possible.”

			“I’m sorry, but that’s the price of my army.” Reginald looked genuinely apologetic. “I’d leap into battle in a heartbeat for Mo— Bernard. He’s saved my life on numerous occasions, and I do owe him. But I’m afraid that without the full payment, I can’t convince the rest of my army to join you. Not for such an imbalance on the risk-reward scale of launching an attack on someone like Queen Ravana. My men are savage, but they’re terribly practical.”

			Brim sat back, obviously conflicted and combing his mind for how to make up such a large amount. Morfran thought about offering half the gold inside Castle Atrago’s treasury, but they’d have to fight and win to get it, and he knew Reginald’s army would want half the cost up front. Perhaps if they sent word out to the treasuries of all the cities and townships they’d conquered so far asking for a cut? But that could take weeks, and they didn’t have—

			Bronwen set her stishovite dagger on the table.

			“Will this cover the last third?” she asked. “I’ve had several people over our travels ask to purchase it off me for a good price. I’m sure you could find someone willing to pay more.”

			Reginald stared at her for a long moment, then picked up the dagger and turned it over in the light. “This yours?”

			She nodded, unsmiling.

			“It’s of rare quality, and a beauty,” he said admiringly, contemplating. “Not to mention it is a celebrity item. Many would pay a pretty penny for the dagger of the Red Rogue.”

			“Wen, no.” Brim frowned. “You earned that at the academy. And you’ll need it for what’s coming next.”

			“I know,” she said soberly. “But we need more help than what we have now.”

			Her father seemed torn at the prospect of her giving it up. Morfran, too, had noticed just how precious it was to her; it went everywhere she went, and she was always touching it, a reminder of what she’d once been and had lost.

			Even bloody Reginald seemed to understand its worth to her, taking it only with great reluctance. “I’ll make sure it goes to a buyer who’ll appreciate it—”

			“Wait,” Morfran said, then shut his eyes. He reached for his sword strap and unfastened it and everything on it. Including his scabbarded sword. He gently, reverently, put it down on the table. “Take this instead.”

			Brim scratched his chin. “Aren’t those a dime a dozen among Morfran’s men? I mean, you’d need Morfran’s actual sword if you wanted to pay his price…” His voice died down as he took in Reginald’s surprised expression and Morfran’s solemn one. Then he looked down at the blade. “You’re not serious. This is his actual sword?”

			“I traded it out for a false one and stole it on the way out,” Morfran said, then, as spontaneous inspiration came to him, added, “Why do you think his men had chased me so far south?”

			Brim eyed the blood amber in the hilt, looking as though he wanted to touch it, but thought better of it. “Now I know why you always flinched when Hugh dropped it,” he murmured, before letting out a laugh. “You really are full of surprises, Bernard.”

			Bronwen hadn’t looked away from Morfran once. “Are you certain?”

			Absolutely not. He needed a powerful sword he was comfortable fighting with, and his current blade was like an old friend to him. It’d seen hundreds of battles over many years, and although he’d buried it half a dozen times on his travels south, he always knew in the back of his mind that he’d be unearthing it because he couldn’t part with it.

			And yet…he needed to do this. Bronwen had already lost so much. If she could keep a thing as small as her assassin’s dagger, well. That was a small but painful price he could pay. And perhaps it’d help him stop feeling so guilty about the whole beheading-her-true-love thing.

			“When the Red Rogue makes her return, she’ll need all her gear.” Morfran managed half a smile.

			She stared at him, speechless, her eyes shining.

			“Stop it.” Reginald shook his head as he exchanged out the dagger for the sword. “You’re making me want to kiss you myself.”
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			With the deal made and the rest of the pancakes eaten, Reginald geared up to leave. He needed to cover plenty of ground if he was to fetch his army, which was currently bumming it up around the coastal kingdoms of the west, waiting for new jobs.

			Morfran followed him towards the door, giving him last-minute details about where and when to meet. When he’d told him the last of it, Reginald reached out and squeezed Morfran’s shoulder. “I got it. And I’ll be there. I’ll always have a brother’s back.” He leaned forward. “Even if he’s not as dark as he once was.”

			Morfran snorted as Reginald left and glanced back into the common room.

			Owain, Bill, and Theodore were sitting at a round table near the front, flirting unsuccessfully with the tavern barmaid and having a hell of a fun time doing so. They’d clearly taken to Redmoth’s necromantic roots, and all of them had purchased matching maroon robes with cryptic words stitched into them from vendor tourist racks. Of course, Morfran could read the words and had politely chosen not to tell them they weren’t edgy incantations to dark art spells to summon the dead or conjure black spirits, but random words like Lima Beans and Hyperventilate and Cubicle.

			They were idiots, frankly, but rather likable ones, and now that they’d actually started giving him genuine love taps on the shoulder and not thinly veiled punches to his gut, he was rather fond of them. He was rather fond of all the idiot rebels, though he’d tried hard not to be.

			As he turned to leave, a pair of arms suddenly wrapped around his chest from behind. It was Bronwen, her head buried into his back.

			“Thank you,” she said, or at least he thought she said. His tunic muffled her voice. She lifted her mouth so her words were clearer. “Thank you. I don’t— What I want to say— That is— The thing is— You are—”

			He half laughed, facing forward. “Stop trying so hard to thank me, Bronwen. You are still hexed.”

			She went quiet but didn’t release him, and he didn’t move away, either. It felt good to be hugged. She was warm and soft, and he found his sadness at losing his sword waning the longer the embrace went on.

			She sniffed.

			“Do I stink?” he asked, suddenly self-conscious.

			“No,” she hastily replied. “The opposite, actually. Your soap smells like…Never mind.”

			He smiled. “I have battle maps to go over and plans to configure if we’re to take Warshire. I’ll see you later today.” He didn’t tell her that he’d decided just now that he’d help the rebels take over the tri-city instead of ditching them at the front lines. He also didn’t tell her that she was so soft that he didn’t want her to let go.

			She did, however. Shooting him one last smile, this one accompanied by red cheeks, she left out the doors, stumbling the entire way.
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				The Wretched Reflection

			
			That night, after spending all day prepping battle ideas and helping train new recruits, Morfran entered his tavern room feeling like he did after a strenuous training exercise: achy, exhausted, and spent. All in a good way, however. There was something satisfying about draining oneself, pouring thoughts and actions into plans that might be worth it down the road. It was what Morfran had enjoyed most about battle—the sense of accomplishment at the end of the day.

			He unbuckled his sword straps (he’d purchased a generic one from the smithy, though it didn’t feel right in his grip), set aside his gear, and began washing his face with a basin of water below a mirror.

			And froze.

			Because in the reflection of the mirror was Ravana.

			He didn’t startle, as he thought he might should she make an unexpected and unwelcome appearance. He didn’t see double, as he feared he might after all that had happened between them. He just turned and looked her over, confirming that he was actually seeing her and wasn’t just hallucinating from exhaustion.

			But no—she was there. Lying on his bed, dressed in a slim velvet dress the color of amethysts, her head propped up by her palm. He didn’t fail to notice she wore his favorite dress of hers, nor the fact that it looked as though she’d applied an extra coat of lipstick before he’d entered.

			He exhaled, saying nothing. A simple “hello” didn’t seem like it’d suffice in such a tense situation.

			She didn’t seem in a hurry to speak, either, instead appearing to take great satisfaction in leisurely running her eyes up and down him.

			Then she burst into laughter. “I never thought I’d see the day when you’d don commoner clothing just to sneak away from me.” She raised her finger and twirled it. “Turn for me, my love. Let me see the full effect.”

			He didn’t turn. He was still in shock, his mind going a thousand places at once. If she was here, that meant her guard was likely here. They would have the city surrounded. They might already have taken some of the others hostage. Brim. Bronwen. Grandfather Tortoise and Drezella.

			That was when he saw the slight rippling sheen of light across her skin as she lowered her finger. On closer inspection, that sheen was over her entire body. He loosened his breath, relaxing ever so slightly. “You’re not really here. You’re projecting your spirit.”

			“Mm-hmm. And I’ve seen your mind has gotten slower since I last saw you…How long has it been? Eleven months? Almost an entire year.” She clicked her tongue. “That’s quite the dry spell for you, dearest.” She sat up, scooting towards the end of the bed. She left no wrinkles on the blankets. “But then again, you’ve kept yourself very busy these days. General Bernard.”

			He swallowed. “You’ve been tracking me. How?”

			She snorted. “You’re such an egotist, always thinking about yourself. How I’ve missed that about you. You were always far too concerned with your image rather than your kingdom. We were made for each other, you and I.”

			Morfran thought of Rapunzo, how she was prophesied to fall in love with him, and how he’d come along and ruined it. “We weren’t made for each other,” he said. “I just made you into myself.”

			She frowned, studying him with those beautiful eyes that he’d always believed were all the more beautiful because they’d always been on him. “I did receive the divorce papers, Morfran. I know you don’t love me anymore. Was it the foot thing? Don’t tell me it was the foot thing.”

			He huffed. “No. It wasn’t. It was all of it. There is a precise art to being a dark ruler that you must master and find the balance of, because dark unfortunately shares a border with evil. You’ve hopped that border and never looked back.”

			“And?”

			“You spat in our allies’ faces for pleasure, Ravana,” he replied. “You’d set rabies-infected badgers loose in hospitals full of our recovering war veterans.”

			“Yes.” She clapped, laughing, and then plied him with a joke. “Oh! What’s funnier than a one-legged veteran running away from a rabid badger?”

			“Ravana, no—”

			“A rabid, one-legged veteran chasing an entire room of limbless vets! Oh, Morfran, I’d forgotten about that. I do love reminiscing about the good old days with you.”

			“Those days weren’t good. They were a nightmare. And you weren’t just evil. You were detestable.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him. “I suppose next you’re going to blame me for this divorce.”

			“Yes! Absolutely.”

			She leapt to her feet. “Like you’re so much better than me. You really believe that you’ve meandered my kingdom like some scuzzy traveler—I hate that beard, by the way—without my notice? I’ve known every place you’ve visited this past year. You really believe that you’ve managed to win battles and conquer cities as this ‘General Bernard’ ”—she said this with mocking finger quotes—“with your wits alone? No! I let you win! I’ve known each city you were going to hit before you hit it. I only let you win so you could get this midlife crisis out of your system. I was going to take them all back when your tantrum was finished.”

			Furious heat whittled down his chest. “You really let me win? Then why did that sea monster nearly eat me? What about General Killian’s army? I was shot in the shoulder—”

			“Shoulder shots are never fatal,” she scoffed.

			“But it could have pierced me a little farther to the left and then I would be dead. How can you say you planned that?”

			“General Killian was sent only to kill rebels, not you. As was the sea monster. It was under strict rules to eat and devour everything and everyone else, but not you.”

			“You seriously believe you could tell a flying squid what to do?”

			“It was my pet. I raised it and fed it and taught it the Twelve-Step Course in Giant Squid Training. So yes, I seriously believe I could tell it not to eat one measly human, thank you very much.”

			“Why?” he demanded, not daring to step anywhere near her. “Why send your minions out to retrieve me? Have you some new torture techniques you want to try on me?”

			She looked stunned. She blinked her thick lashes—it appeared she’d applied a fresh coat of eye makeup as well—and said, “Why would I want to torture you? I want you back, Morfran.”

			All went quiet as they both gaped at each other. He incredulously, she wistfully. There was no deception he could pick up as he scrutinized her expression for a long while.

			Then he asked, “Why?”

			“Why?” She seemed bewildered that he’d ask that. “Because I need you back. I miss you. I miss your ruthless villainy and cruel laughter. I miss watching you make the servants wet themselves by telling them they’ve failed at a job. I miss making love with you in the graveyard. I even miss bowling with your decapitated skull collection—remember how we used to do that every Tuesday night with friends?”

			He rubbed his eyes. There were some good times he’d had with her. He had to admit that to himself. And yet he’d left for the thousand other bad times, all of those times pressing aggressively in on him as if he were in a room getting stacked shut with a thousand bricks and threatening to close him inside with no air, no food, no water.

			Maybe she did miss him, as much as someone like Ravana could miss a person. But the fact that she hadn’t announced his desertion to the entire kingdom during the past year told him one thing—she needed him. Not as a husband, but as a war strategist.

			She needed him back in the war room and on the front lines, commanding their soldiers and injecting terror into the hearts of men. Without him, she was just a nasty woman hiding in an impregnable castle telling equally nasty—but exceptionally dim-witted—generals where to go and what to do. Eventually, however, the mob would come for her. And no one wanted to see what she was capable of when she was forced into a corner.

			Lowering his hands, he asked, “What if I’m not the same person I was a year ago?”

			She narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “What kind of person are we talking about?”

			He shrugged. He himself didn’t know who he was anymore. Brim told him he thought he was cooler than sliced bread (which Morfran didn’t consider much of a compliment, as that bar was rather low). Gueldefore believed him to be a devil in hose who liked to spit on his honor and hoard all the attention. Bronwen obviously trusted him more than he deserved, as did Tortoise and the three Fleet Foot children.

			As for what he thought of himself? He was a bundle of doubts and regrets and guilts and shames and hopes. Some days he wanted to live alone with only Beni and the kids as company. Other days he wanted to continue traveling with the rebellion and finally see the many lands his men had conquered. And sometimes all he wanted to do was leap onto the nearest sword and put himself out of his miserable shame. And so on and so forth.

			One thing was for sure. None of those futures he’d envisioned included him going back to Ravana.

			She’d stiffened, her expression going cold at his growing silence. “Oh, please don’t tell me that you’re on a road to repentance.”

			“I don’t know,” he admitted. “There are days I still want to behead people and push others in the mud. But I no longer care to wage war against people and conquer land.” He paused. “I want to meet people and see the land instead.”

			“You know, Morfran, some people have affairs when they reach their midlife crisis. I’d prefer that opposed to you becoming good.” She said it like it was an infectious disease, propping her hands on her hips. “This is those stupid peasants’ doing. You think you’ve made friends? Friends don’t tell lies, Morfran. They tell each other the truth. Especially the truth about you being their evil Dark Lord, responsible for many of their loved ones’ deaths and demises.”

			“I’ll ease them into that one,” he responded, but it sounded dull and toneless.

			“They’d burn you at the stake if they knew.”

			She was being macabre, but she was right. He knew there was no chance they’d accept him if they knew. Brim had lost his wife. Tad and Toothless and Drezella had lost their home. Bronwen had lost her mother and her true love. They were all castaways drifting throughout this burned-out land, joining together like family and trying to create a raft large enough for them to survive on, and he was a shark in fish’s clothing, seeking refuge among them. Eventually they’d see his sharp teeth and boot him off the raft, thinking he might try to take a bite.

			Hey, that wasn’t a half-bad metaphor. He made a mental note to jot that down and write a song on the lute about it.

			“The only one who will accept you is me, dearest,” she said. “You know this. Though if you don’t come back to me, I suppose I could do the predictable thing and just threaten your little rebellion’s lives.” She smiled nastily. “I know where you all are, obviously. I have three times the manpower you do. I could just sic them loose on your ragtag band of merry men.”

			Panic instantly lurched through his gut. He shook his head roughly. “Ravana, please—”

			“I always liked it when you begged,” she responded, tipping her chin back, her eyes half-lidded. “But I won’t be harming your rebellion, at least not yet. Because soon, and I think it will be very soon, when you’ve appropriately bonded with them and forged lifelong friendships and perhaps even found a new little vixen to play with, they’ll find out who you are. And that’ll be the day of your downfall. They’ll turn on you, Morfran, and gouge your eyes from your sockets and your tongue from your throat, and that’ll be more torturous to you than me simply murdering them. After that, you will only be capable of hearing their screams as I burn every last one of them at the stake.”

			As she’d spoken, she’d drawn closer to him, and he could see her overly powdered face, white as bone. “All I ask is your return as my evil lord and husband, in name only, if that’s what you’d prefer. But come back to me. I need you.”

			She was so close. But she usually only got this close and personal when she wasn’t sure she could back up the threats she’d made.

			He stood his ground and made a guess. “The reason this rebellion has been successful is because you’re hoarding all the firepower in Warshire.” When a flash of anger hinted in her gaze, he continued, half smiling. “You’re afraid. And even without my help, I’d bet these rebels could reach Castle Atrago and find you. Didn’t one already, once?”

			The sheen against her skin was rippling. A sign of the magic fading, all too soon. Before she vanished, however, she drew even nearer, and if she’d been physically present they would have been touching. “They’re not coming just for me, Morfran. And if they breach the walls and invade the castle and I’m dragged out, that’ll mean they’ve already learned who you are and have strung you up and beaten your body cold and bloodless. Because, dearest, when you married me, you vowed to leave me only when death do us part…”
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				Duel Against a Duelist

			
			
				Day three hundred and thirty-eight

				Dear Diary,

				It’s been three hundred and thirty-eight days since we began this journey together. In that time, I hadn’t encountered my ex-wife once.

				Well, now I can say it’s happened. Several nights ago she showed up in my bedchambers, as ex-wives are wont to do, and threatened that if I don’t return to her, she’ll expose me as the Dark Lord and send my past soldiers out to exterminate me. Also as ex-wives are wont to do.

				My question is, what exactly do I do in this position? I defied her and have plans to help the rebels a little bit longer before I make my premier escape. Yet the longer I stay, the more likely they’ll discover that I am not in fact General Bernard or a devilishly handsome goat farmer, but their Dark Lord. The moment they find out who I am, they’ll seek to exterminate me. I’m not sure whether Ravana killing me or these people killing me would hurt more. Send help, and soon.

				Signing off,

				Morfran, Dark Lord

			

			“Here. Try the cherry one.”

			Morfran’s suggestion didn’t go unheeded. All three of the Fleet Foot Club children snatched at the pastry simultaneously, tearing off steaming chunks and stuffing them into their mouths.

			“Yeah,” Tad garbled through his mouthful. “The cherry’s the best.”

			“Nah,” Drezella countered, daintily licking the red jelly off her thumb. “The lemon is still my favorite.”

			Morfran raised his eyebrow at the youngest child, Toothless, who was sitting beside him at a table in Sebastián’s Scrumptious Bakery. “Well?” Morfran asked. “Don’t tell me you don’t have a favorite. Each of these pastries is at least two hundred percent sugar. It’ll put you in a coma. You should be thrilled.”

			He swallowed his bite, shrugging self-consciously. “I like vegetables more.”

			Morfran blinked. What type of quasi-adult preferred leafy greens over unadulterated sugar? “Vegetables?”

			“Like chickpeas and leeks,” he replied. “Like what Miss Bronwen grows in her garden.”

			“Speaking of…” Drezella’s eyes glinted as she eyed Morfran, before Bronwen herself entered through the door. The little girl waved her over, and Bronwen slowed when she saw the battle zone of half-devoured pies and tarts atop the table’s surface.

			“Did Bernard buy you lot the shop’s entire stock?” she asked, glancing at each of their syrup-stained mouths before meeting Morfran’s gaze.

			“We earned it!” Tad announced. “We babysat Beni and her kids. This is us receiving our dues.”

			Morfran kicked out the chair across from him and raised an untouched plate. “The apple strudel is the best.”

			As Bronwen settled opposite him, Drezella cleared her throat to her brothers, saying, “Come on. Hugh found a new sword and he’s showing it off in that corner. Let’s go ask him about it.”

			“But—” Tad began.

			She snatched her brothers by their collars and hauled them up, passing a half-successful wink to Morfran after she got them to shuffle off. Morfran scowled at her before turning back to Bronwen, who was trying not to smile.

			He cleared his throat. “They say you grow a vegetable garden?”

			“It’s not grown well for a year.” She forked a bite of strudel into her mouth. “Apparently, I take it too seriously. Those three have all the credit in keeping it alive.”

			He leaned back, watching as Brim and several others entered the bakery. Morfran had spoken highly of it on the way to Redmoth, and people seemed to take his word for it. Half the caravan was here, indulging in jam-lathered scones and raspberry tarts and miniature frosted cakes the size of his palm.

			“Is that what you would have done if you hadn’t become the Red Rogue?” he asked. “Taken up gardening?”

			She seemed to think about it, lowering her utensil and frowning. “When I was growing up, people always talked about how wonderful it’d be to become a folk hero, or an adventurer. They’d say that they wanted to go out into the world. I thought it was a strange saying.” She pushed a shaving of strudel around on her plate, looking wistful. “We’re already in the world. I thought it silly that they bemoaned where they lived when there was so much life in front of them already available for the taking.”

			He frowned. Where had she been twenty years ago, and why couldn’t she have told him this before he went on a rampage across the kingdom?

			“I was always happy in my garden and flowers,” she continued. “Too many believe that simple means boring. But I never did.”

			Just like my mother. He rubbed his face with his hand, half smiling, half-bitter. “Gardens and flowers sound like a dream right now.”

			“We could pick up where I left off after this is over,” she replied, a sudden light brightening her face. “We could do squash and pumpkins. And blackberries and currants, and, oh! I’ve always wanted to make syrup out of huckleberries. I hear it’s to die for on pancakes. I could cook you up some for breakfast first thing in the morning and— Not that I’m saying that we’d be in the same house; that’s silly. I meant to say I could walk a plate over to your house to try, or invite you over, or—”

			Waking up to Bronwen and huckleberry-syrup-drizzled pancakes? He realized he was smiling as she rambled. He immediately snapped himself out of it.

			“I have a question,” he said, changing the subject before he could do something as stupid as daydream. She went quiet at once, flustered and obviously happy for an interruption. “Those three kids.” He gestured to them where they were across the room ganging up on Hugh and stealing bits of his chocolates when he wasn’t looking. “I’ve seen them around with an elderly woman?”

			She instantly grew somber. “She’s their grandmother.”

			“Do they not have parents?”

			“They do. But both joined the battle against Morfran and his men. They’ve not seen one another for a little over a year.”

			He shut his eyes. It would never cease, would it? Finding ways in which he tore apart families? They were deep cuts each time.

			They’ll turn on you, Morfran.

			A hand comfortingly squeezed his forearm. Bronwen had lowered her fork and reached across to grab him. “It’ll end soon,” she said, her tone reassuring, her eyes soft. “And you’ve been atoning for all you’ve done. We all see that. I mean”—she let out a small laugh that sounded so cheery he couldn’t help but smile—“who would have ever thought one of Morfran’s generals would be buying strudel for his enemies’ children?”

			He didn’t get the chance to respond. The sound of the bakery’s front door slamming open jolted him in his seat.

			All heads flew up as Gueldefore marched in, red-faced, fully armored and glowering. When he spotted Morfran sitting across from Bronwen, he shouted, “Bronwen, get away!” He thrust his finger at Morfran. “This man isn’t who he says he is!”

			Morfran froze, disbelief running like ice water through his veins. Had Gueldefore of all people pieced it together?

			To Morfran’s relief, Bronwen didn’t move.

			“Is this a game?” Tad asked.

			“I love games.” Drezella clasped her hands together. “Shall we play Red Rover or Foursquare first?”

			“I said get away from him! All of you!” Gueldefore stepped farther into the room.

			Brim, who was seated around his men, cast the knight a look of distaste. Ever since Gueldefore had hesitated to stop Captain Ambrosia, he’d given the man the cold shoulder. “Can we help you, Gueldefore?”

			“Yes. You can take this man to the city’s prison cells for questioning. Immediately.”

			Morfran was not taken to the city’s prison cells for questioning, immediately. In fact, no one budged. Brim scratched his chin. “Care to explain why this must be done with such urgency?”

			Gueldefore’s fingers curled in his gauntlets. He looked at every eye, and upon seeing that none seemed convinced of whatever he was trying to convince them of, said, “I spent last night questioning Morfran’s men in the cells. Despicable men, all of them. Getting any word out of their mouths required an excessive use of force. I had them tell me what they knew about General Bernard—”

			“Why would you ask that?” Bronwen asked, miffed. “He’s helped us plenty of times since we captured him.”

			“Because there is no General Bernard,” Gueldefore replied. “They said there never was one. He doesn’t exist.”

			A heavy silence coated the air. Eyes drifted from Gueldefore’s red, furious face to Morfran’s surprised one. Morfran sat back, trying to appear casual and calm, and not like he was internally panicking. Aside from Gueldefore, those in the room weren’t looking at him yet with suspicion. Perhaps he could salvage this.

			“You expect soldiers who’ve lived their lives on the opposite end of the kingdom to know about generals clear in the north?” he inquired. “That’s asking a lot out of people, Gueldefore.”

			“Two of them used to serve in Longmoore. That’s not too far from the north. Why don’t they know who you are?”

			He shrugged. “I told you it was a trivial position, in a trivial little land, and that there aren’t many who would have heard of me. That includes Morfran’s soldiers, who obviously had more on their minds than memorizing every serving general of their lord’s.”

			Gueldefore’s nostrils flared. “You say trivial, but then you told us all that you’d killed hundreds of people. That isn’t something just a trivial general would do.”

			Morfran was beginning to hate the word trivial and ever using it to describe his faux past. “I exaggerate. Who doesn’t? Besides, what exactly are you trying to prove? That I’m not a general of Morfran’s? Who am I, if not?”

			“I’m trying to expose you for what you are. A liar. I’ve seen something in you that’s darker than anything I’ve seen in other followers of Morfran’s. I want you to tell us why that—”

			“Is this because I beat you up in the bathhouse?” Morfran asked, because Gueldefore wasn’t wrong, and if he didn’t start casting away doubts, there was a chance Brim and the others would begin to suspect something. His deflection worked, slightly. A few of the men snickered, which lessened the tension in the air.

			Gueldefore did not like that. His nostrils flared even wider. “You dare accuse me, a knight, of lying, to avenge some superfluous act that may or may not have happened in the past? You would dare spit in the face of decorum and honor and claim that these concerns I bring earnestly to my friends’ ears are simple lies?”

			Morfran rubbed his jaw and shrugged. “Yes.”

			Gueldefore whipped off his gauntlet and chucked it. It landed and bounced right at Morfran’s feet. Everyone looked at it, then at Gueldefore, then at Morfran, then back at it, as if expecting it to explode.

			It didn’t explode. But this wasn’t a tantrum any longer. It was a demand for a duel. A duel that Morfran didn’t want to have, because Gueldefore knew exactly what he was doing. Morfran was in a standstill position where he’d lose no matter what he did.

			He couldn’t back down from a duel with a knight. He’d lose the respect he’d fought so hard to earn. He couldn’t beat Gueldefore fairly and win, because as Morfran had claimed, he was simply a lowly general, while Gueldefore was a knight in glorious armor. If Morfran had the skill and strength to beat him, that would indicate that Gueldefore spoke some semblance of the truth, and distrust might sow back into the rebels’ minds.

			He could throw the duel. Intentionally lose. Let Gueldefore win so the stupid knight would regain his confidence and walk away with the satisfaction that he’d bested Morfran in front of everyone who mattered.

			Morfran sighed and bent down to pick up the gauntlet. “Where and when?”

			Gueldefore inhaled, as if he could already smell the victory, and it was sweet. Morfran wanted to tell him it was just the strudel. “The barracks courtyard. Fifteen minutes.”

			Morfran irritably tipped his chin down in confirmation, swiped his tankard, and took a long draw.

			This wasn’t going to be fun.
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			“You don’t have to do this.” Bronwen followed at his heels as he strode through Redmoth’s streets, fastening on a new sword he pilfered from the village armory. His last one was too heavy. This one felt too light. “We all know Gueldefore is prone to episodes like this. This isn’t the first time he’s flung the gauntlet. He even flung it at Hugh one time, even though Hugh clearly doesn’t know a hilt from a blade.”

			He wished she were right. But Gueldefore was quickly becoming less of a nuisance and more of a real concern. The fact that he was starting to snoop around regarding Morfran’s identity was alarming. If he could settle the man’s nerves he’d do it, even if by doing so he’d take some damage to his budding reputation.

			“Your brother knows his way around a sword, Bronwen,” he replied. “He just acts like he doesn’t so he doesn’t have to fight in battle.”

			She halted. “He does?”

			“Yes.” He finished with the straps and turned to face her. “How’s my armor?”

			She scanned him over with a pinched, worried expression. He’d decided to forgo the bulky armor that knights wore. He wasn’t skilled in fighting in it. In fact, the leathers of the forest dwellers had quickly become his favorite attire to fight in, as it was lightweight, allowed for better movement, and made his butt look good. Perhaps he could ditch his black pants after all.

			“You’re ready.” She passed him a fretful smile, and before he could turn, added, “Bernard? I don’t believe him one bit—about you not being who you say you are. I just think he’s only ever tried to see the bad. But I’ve seen the good in you. You’re brave to be fighting against your previous master, and I know you’re doing this now to genuinely help us, and that has meant the world to m— to us.”

			He looked down at her, the way she was staring up at him making his stomach involuntarily flutter.

			Oh, no. No. Don’t do that. Last time he fell for a pair of pretty eyes, he corrupted their owner into a monster who ate live kittens. He wouldn’t be doing that again.

			Ahead of them was the courtyard. He forced himself to focus on that and not her. “I’ve seen Gueldefore fight in battle. But how is he in a duel?”

			Her expression went serious. “I’ve never seen him lose.” She caught his grimace and quickly corrected, “But there’s no shame in losing. You’ve already proven you’re a wonderful battle strategist.”

			She said it like she expected him to lose.

			Well, then.

			He scowled and stalked forward.

			Gueldefore was doing jumping jacks in the lawn of the courtyard. He punched the air near Morfran as he walked by, his expression twisted in utmost hostility.

			“You’re a liar,” he whispered only to him. “I will prove to everyone that truth and justice always prevail in the end.”

			Morfran heaved a sigh and unsheathed his blade. “Does it, though?” He had twenty years of experience to prove otherwise.

			A crowd had already collected and formed a circle for their duel. Brim stood near the front, his massive arms folded over his chest, looking irritable and impatient. Behind him the rebels had shed their red robes and painted letters on their exposed torsos, standing in a single line so that the letters read B-E-R-N-E-R-D-! They’d spelled his false name wrong, but at least they were being supportive.

			Gueldefore faced him, raising a majestic sword, his eyes peeking out from the narrow cavern of his helmet. It covered his entire face and was complete with a butt-chin indent. “Prepare for death,” he seethed.

			Morfran blinked, more than a little alarmed. “I thought this was a duel to the first blood.”

			“Not if I accidentally stab you in the head.”

			Now who was being dishonest? Morfran squeezed the hilt of his sword as the referee blew the whistle.

			Gueldefore didn’t wait. He slashed forward, clattering in his shining armor like a thousand dinner plates hitting a tile floor. Though he was bulky, he was fast, and Morfran had to quickly leap back to avoid getting his chest split open by Gueldefore’s blade.

			But the knight didn’t let up. He attacked like an armor-clad bull with aggression issues, slashing and stabbing and pirouetting on the offense at Morfran, who could do nothing else but backtrack, duck, dodge, and pivot out of range for the first few minutes.

			All right, Morfran had to acknowledge. Gueldefore was a good duelist. A great one, in fact. All knights in the kingdom had been battle hardened by the time they lost all their baby teeth, and they were the elite of the elite, with skill that could easily surpass some of his generals. It was reason number one hundred and four why Morfran had sought to kill all knights in the kingdom—they were so good they posed a threat to his rule.

			Gueldefore was so good that when he landed the first two cuts on Morfran’s upper arm and back, Morfran didn’t feel so bad for throwing the match. He didn’t think there was anyone else even in the rebellion with skills to match Gueldefore’s.

			It’s no wonder he hates me, Morfran thought as he took a quick glance at the crowd, all of whom were wincing and whooping at each stab and slash. I’ve deprived him of countless moments when he can shine like he is now.

			“First blood!” someone shouted after the first two cuts, when Hugh countered, “No, the first to yield! Which one of you bastards will be the biggest loser today?”

			Morfran exhaled an irritated pant before catching Gueldefore’s upper-hand swing with his blade.

			“It won’t be me.” Gueldefore’s voice oozed out from the slit in his helmet as he pressed down harder on Morfran’s blade. “I can do push-ups in my sleep. I can bench-press a cow. I have killed forty-eight of Morfran’s men, and I’m more than happy to make it forty-nine.” Morfran’s muscles began to burn. His opponent’s voice dipped lower. “But is that what you are, one of his soldiers? Or are you someone higher up? An ex–chief general? One of his corrupted black knights?”

			His guesses were starting to get warmer. Morfran jerked his blade back and pivoted, allowing Gueldefore to surge forward and downward with his sword. For just a moment the knight’s back was to him. He could get a decent strike in.

			Oh, how he wanted to.

			Then Gueldefore spun, and the moment was gone. Gueldefore was back to hammering down on him, swiping snips and cuts into Morfran’s leathers and skin, all the while Morfran landed just a few measly hits that bounced off the knight’s armor like paper wads against rock.

			Jeers arose from the crowd. Drezella was covering her eyes. Brim looked like a disappointed father whose son continued to miss kicking the ball even after he’d practiced with him Sunday nights. Bronwen was silent, watchful, morose.

			She’d secretly hoped he’d win, he realized. They all did.

			“It serves you right,” Gueldefore muttered when he swung his sword down and caught Morfran once more in a standstill. “Thinking you could come in here after all you’ve done. You don’t deserve their friendship. You don’t deserve their gratitude.” He pushed his body into his sword, and it scraped down Morfran’s blade, nearing his neck. “You don’t deserve their love.”

			This guy—Morfran’s muscles were shaking once more, though not just from strain—is an asshat.

			With a burst of anger, he shoved Gueldefore, sending the man in armor staggering back like a runaway tea cart service going over bumpy gravel. He didn’t give Gueldefore a moment to recover before he was on him, swinging into him, again, and again, and again, the third time of which he managed to strike his head, which certainly seemed to rattle the knight’s brain momentarily, if his gurgling was any indication.

			Gueldefore managed to block an overhanded swing, but not Morfran’s rough kick to the man’s kneecap, where there were small gaps in his armor. The blow wasn’t enough to make the knight buckle, but it clearly hurt him. Morfran took that moment to swerve behind him and knock him over with a rough kick to his backside.

			Gueldefore hit the ground; his armor sounded like a feral cat attacking a utensil drawer. His helmet went rolling. His bulk weighed him down. When he attempted to push himself back up, Morfran promptly stepped on his back and kicked him back into the mud.

			This, obviously, he didn’t like. Gueldefore let out a roar and lashed out with his sword, and Morfran had to leap back to keep his arm from being lopped off. But the knight’s sudden burst of anger was paired with a sloppy swing, and in the process of shooing Morfran away, he’d exposed his entire frontside—and his bare, vulnerable neck.

			In that split second Morfran knew he should just hold back. Hold back and let the knight defeat him, let the man win so he’d be so pleased with besting him that he wouldn’t think twice about where he’d come from. But something inside him was burning. It was a familiar, triumphant burning that he hadn’t felt since his early years as a Dark Lord.

			Gueldefore was one of the last existing knights of the kingdom. Would it not be pleasurable to beat him down before all their friends who were watching them now? Would it not be the ultimate victorious act to cut him down here and now? Morfran’s grip tightened over his hilt—

			And that was when he heard the soft bleating of a goat. It was distant, but pastoral and peaceful, and it ripped his mind back, back to the days when it was just him, on a dirt road leading nowhere, back to the first time he’d met Beni.

			It’d been a dark evening. The sun had been cloaked behind black storm clouds all day, and he was meandering a road between hamlets. Goat cries were everywhere. He was passing through a goat farm of hundreds of goats.

			A man had been yanking on a rope tied to a beautiful red goat that looked like it’d indulged in a cake-eating contest for how large it was. The fellow was straining as he tugged it; the goat was letting out cries of protest.

			“Too many,” the man muttered to himself as Morfran came up on him. “Too many goats! Yer eatin’ my grain fields and breeding like rabbits out ’ere. Yer going to the butcher. If he won’t have ye, ye’ll go to the river. Don’t care if yer are—”

			The goat let out an ugly cry, tugging back on the rope.

			It was a pathetic sight, honestly, a man as thin as reeds wrestling with a bloated goat ululating cries for mercy. But to Morfran it was a scene he’d forever remember, because he’d come across something so banal, so mundane, so…welcoming.

			Yes, the man and goat looked stupid. But if Morfran’s worst troubles happened to be leading a fussy goat on a leash rather than leading an army who no longer obeyed him and an ex-wife who surely wanted to maim him most horrendously, he’d happily embrace it. And it didn’t hurt that a scruffy goat herdsman was easily overlooked; a goat was surely a great accessory to affect that same look, since Morfran’s new life depended on just that.

			He raised his hand. “Wait.”

			The man squinted beady eyes at him. He had a lazy eye much like the goat. “Yer not a highwayman, are ye? I’ll bite ye if ye are.”

			Morfran had no doubts the man would. He kept his distance and said, “I’ll take that goat off your hands, friend.”

			The man squinted. “Friend? Have we met before? Larry, is that you?”

			“We haven’t met. But I’d be happy to buy your goat, if you were planning on ambiguously offing it elsewhere.”

			The man sniffed. “How much is yer offer?”

			Morfran pulled out a single silver coin. The man’s eyes widened, and then he flung the leash towards Morfran while at the same time diving for the coin. Morfran let him take it, and the man cackled and called him a fool for spending so much on a stupid goat, right before hurrying off like a chicken on fire.

			Morfran hadn’t cared. He’d knelt beside the goat, rubbing its head and whispering. “I was once a Dark Lord,” he said, and he swore upon his mother’s thirteen graves that goat seemed to understand. “I lopped heads off people for fun. I conquered lands I didn’t need and have never set foot in. I corrupted a maiden destined for goodness and turned her into an evil queen with a fetish for foot torture. I swear an oath to you, my goatly friend whom I just saved from death, that I will do no more evil in any land for the rest of my days.”

			It licked its eye, which Morfran took as an acceptance of his vow and reached out to grab the leash.

			Morfran dropped his sword from his extended hand now, returning from the memory. He was panting hard as he stared at Gueldefore. How could he have forgotten? He’d sworn a promise to Beni that he would commit no more foul acts. That he’d no longer kill people simply because they got on his nerves. That he would do his best to keep his identity hidden so he could live a life of peace.

			He was just about to decapitate a knight, who, as annoying as he was, was still seen as good in his newfound friends’ eyes.

			“I yield,” Morfran said to the quiet silence of the courtyard. Gueldefore was gaping at him, wide-eyed. Brim’s men were shouting out in disappointment, and Hugh had stopped calling out fouls that no one was paying attention to, anyways.

			“I yield,” Morfran repeated, taking a step back. He was bleeding from numerous cuts and slashes, although his body still longed to leap back into the fray. “Sir Gueldefore is the winner of this du—”

			“No.” Gueldefore was back on his feet, sword gleaming red. There was a shift in his expression, in his eyes. He was no longer smugly angry. He was angry-angry. “No. That isn’t everything you have. You will fight until you’re barely breathing. You will fight until you no longer have the breath to yield.”

			It happened fast. The knight launched at Morfran, this time with a speed that belied the weight of his armor. His sword came flashing in gray-red blurs. Morfran blocked him, ducked a swipe that would have taken off half his scalp, and pivoted beneath the furiously advancing body of this bewildering man. He was quick. He was skilled. He was insatiable. Morfran couldn’t yield. He’d offended him by yielding. What Gueldefore wanted was not just to beat him, but to humiliate him. Harm him.

			“Pick up your sword!” Gueldefore shouted between slashes. “Be honorable, you rabid wolf! Fight me like you mean it!”

			The sword tickled Morfran’s right side as he attempted to evade. If he’d been an inch closer it would have torn straight through his leathers and gutted him from armpit to hip bone. He couldn’t keep playing on the defensive. Gueldefore would eventually skewer him if he did.

			He dove into a somersault, came back up to his feet with his blade in hand, and landed such a hard blow against Gueldefore’s chest piece that it dented inward. The knight seemed only to find this invigorating, like a fresh drink of water.

			His blows came swifter, rougher, deadlier.

			But Morfran was quick, too. Quicker.

			He cut a nasty slash in the man’s upper sword arm, right where there was a gap in the armor at his shoulder. Gueldefore’s arm instantly went limp, his blade cutting into the grass from the sudden movement. Gueldefore snarled, taking the sword into his other hand—to which Morfran slashed a gash in his second shoulder to match. That arm lost strength and drooped, too.

			It wasn’t enough. Morfran kicked him in the kneecap again, this time sending him buckling to one knee and yelping out in pain. That was when muscle memory kicked in, and before Morfran knew it, he was swinging the blade on the perfect trajectory to Gueldefore’s exposed neck, with enough speed and precision to sever skin and flesh and bone with one stroke—

			He stopped the blade right before it could cut into the space where the neck joined the shoulder. Both men held their breath. Gueldefore’s hostility was replaced by shock. Morfran’s body was buzzing with battle energy and bloodlust and—fright. Fright that he’d been so close to losing himself, losing everything.

			“Yield,” Morfran whispered, and although he wasn’t the one on his knees with a sword at his throat, for the life of him it sounded like he was the one begging. He said it again, more forcefully. “I said, yield!”

			Gueldefore spat, not once removing his eyes from Morfran. He pushed up to his feet and backed up, dragging his sword with his limp arm. Only when he was a safe distance from him did he glance at the crowd: at Brim, who was staring back with indifferent eyes, at the rebels, who were watching him in silence, at Bronwen, who was shaking her head at him ever so slightly.

			Gueldefore dropped his sword. Then, turning in a circle, he announced with a flat tone, “Look on at this man who I just dueled. He claims he is but a lowly general with a quick mind for strategy, and who joined your cause only by force.” He paused. “Let my testament ring in your ears today and hereafter: I have never fought a man who possessed such skill nor speed. Not a fellow knight, not one of Morfran’s champions, not one of his generals. Whoever he is”—Gueldefore met Morfran’s gaze again, something brittle and cold behind it—“I would caution you to beware. He’s not who he says he is.”

			Silence. Gueldefore hadn’t looked away from Morfran, and there was nothing Morfran could think to say to defuse the suspicions that the knight was attempting to stir up.

			Then:

			“Quit being a poor sport, Gueldefore.” This was, surprisingly, Grandfather Tortoise, who was hedging his way out from the crowd with his walking stick and meandering into the dueling circle towards the two of them. “You lost fair and square. Just accept it and move on.” He waved for Drezella to step forward with his big red pot labeled Special Paste. “Now kneel, both of you, so I can heal your wounds.”

			Morfran finally released his pent-up breath. The old man wasn’t taken by Gueldefore’s words. Perhaps it meant that no one else was, either. Right as Morfran began to kneel, Gueldefore spat at their feet.

			“So you’ve chosen him as the rebellion’s champion?” he demanded from the crowd.

			This time it was Bronwen who came forward, bewildered at the man’s sensitive emotions. “We’re not picking anyone. We need both of you in this fight against Morfran—”

			“There was a time, Bronwen, that I’d hoped we’d wed.” Gueldefore’s tone was morose. He appeared to be attempting to hold his heart, but the slashes on his arms were quite nasty, and so he only flopped his hand against his crotch.

			“Gueldefore, we were never courting.”

			“I had it planned. We’d have seven children—Guinevere, Guinness, Gideon, Gabriella, Gwendolyn, and Gus—”

			“That’s only six.”

			“—and every Sunday you’d make the most scrumptious parsnip casserole—”

			“I hate parsnips,” Bronwen said, a little more annoyed.

			“—and we would die on the porch together at the age of eighty-seven, after many years of raising a new generation of knights, all of whom would devote their lives to eradicating Morfran’s men from the kingdom.”

			Bronwen seemed tied up on the whole dying-at-age-eighty-seven thing. “Why eighty-seven? What’s the significance of eighty-seven? We aren’t even the same age. How would that work?”

			“Alas, we won’t ever be.” He turned a hateful eye back on Morfran. “Enjoy your days in the embrace of this foul liar.”

			Please just go already, Morfran longed to say, half hiding his face with his hand. This is painful to watch.

			To his relief, the man did. Leaving his sword behind because he couldn’t pick it up, he spat a third time in Morfran’s direction and ran off, his arms flopping uselessly at his sides.
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				Valley of the Vale Blues

			
			
				Day three hundred and fifty

				Dear Diary,

				It’s been a while since I last wrote. Here’s the new beef—we spent a week in Redmoth debating future plans and preparations for the march on Warshire. We also appointed a new magnate for the city, recruited many of its citizens into the rebellion, and I joined the Fleet Foot Club. Ever since I took them to Sebastián’s Scrumptious Bakery, they’d been trying to make me an honorary member. Ha! They were so insistent that I finally relented, but only if they made Benjamin and her kids members as well. The joke is on them. All of their rules were boring rules like being honest, helpful, and benevolent. If they knew that Benjamin purposefully peed inside random rebels’ helmets and I let her, they’d feel like fools for not vetting their new initiates.

				Anyways, we’re approaching the Valley of the Vale and should start passing through its villages tomorrow. It’s funny, because I guess in my extreme terror while fleeing south I’d forgotten just how boring the roads are. There’s very little to look at, just grass and hills, although there are little pansies growing along the trail. Drezella put purple ones in Bronwen’s hair this morning, and it made the green in her eyes pop

			

			Morfran paused, noticed what he’d written, and crossed the last sentence out.

			
				War preparations are going fine. We have a great deal more numbers now, even though I’ve no idea how exactly we’ll invade the three cities of Warshire. Brim is also upset since we lost the rebellion’s only knight, who he says was a bright symbol for the rebellion. Oh yeah, I forgot to mention: Gueldefore ran away the day after our duel. Hugh saw him stuffing his gear into his bags and taking off on his horse. Despite my fears, no one seemed to take his last words seriously, so right now my secret is still safe. Though we’ve not seen him since.

				I don’t miss him.

			

			As Morfran had written in his diary, the lands of the Valley of the Vale were quite boring. Summer was straddling autumn, and the grasses that swept over the rolling hills were thick and dying and the color of bleached bone.

			Because they were boring, Morfran had taught those nearby how to play the alphabet game, where they’d try to find all the letters in the alphabet on passing signs. He’d made it clear to J, thanks to advertisements about the 64th Jam Convention of Warshire. Halfway through the game they ran into complications when half of those playing said they couldn’t read, which baffled Morfran as much as it irritated him. “Why wait until now to say you can’t read?” he’d argued. Eventually he dissolved the game and joined the group ahead of him, but quickly realized he’d made another mistake. This group could not stand the silence and began to sing, thinking they could improve on it.

			They could not improve on it.

			Morfran took to isolation, set Dirtclobber on a steady pace, and tried not to think about anything.

			Not the coming days, when he’d have to fight his men at their home base in Warshire. Not the fact that he still hadn’t found the right sword, and how was he to lead an army if he was constantly hemming and hawing over his choice of a weapon? Not the thought of what happened if—when?—the rebels discovered that he was the one responsible for their twenty years of pain and suffering.

			He felt slightly better about this whenever he helped Bronwen discover more loopholes—and limits—with her hex, or made Brim laugh at a joke, or taught Bill and Theodore a new technique on the sword. But would that be enough? At what point would he repay all the pain he’d caused? He’d seen the burned-out villages while passing through the kingdom. Seen the shoeless beggars asking for a crust of bread in the hamlets and villages they visited. He’d wrecked these people’s lives. He could spend the rest of his life trying to mend the cracks he’d made, but the signs of the cracks would still be there in the end.

			It was this that justified his actual plans for the battle on Warshire: he’d help them conquer the first two cities, Lestershire and Mestershire, but they were on their own for attacking the remaining city of Warchester, infiltrating Castle Atrago, and killing Ravana. He planned to be halfway to Redmoth by then, where he’d jump on a ship to go west this time. He couldn’t repair the damage he’d done. So he’d try until it was convenient, and then he’d leave.

			Of course, this was all if he could come up with a plan to conquer Warshire first, which made him lose sleep at night, especially whenever anyone asked him about it. The question always went:

			“Hey, Bernard! How’re the plans going for our most important battle of the war that’ll decide our fate?”

			His desire was to answer:

			“Oh, you know. They aren’t.”

			But he couldn’t tell them that. Ever since the duel with Gueldefore, the rebels adored him. They hollered in glee whenever he entered the room. He got too many love taps to count whenever he walked past the daily training sessions. Drezella gave him flowers on the daily, Brim trusted him enough to leave the plans in his lap, and even Hugh was asking for his advice.

			It all pressed on his guilt, all of it.

			By the time they reached the villages scattered like breadcrumbs throughout the Valley of the Vale, it was clear to everyone that although their rebellion friends had been successful, it’d been a tough few weeks of battle. Entire hamlets were burned to the ground. Corpses from both sides were left to decompose inside crow cages hanging from tall trees. Dead collectors tugged their carts around, shouting to everyone to discard their dead on the pile in the back.

			Owain and Bill tried to lighten the mood by seizing Hugh and flinging him atop the pile, saying he was dead weight, but even that did little to ease tensions.

			When they reached Sunflor, the northernmost town six miles from Warshire, everyone’s anger and disgust had reached its boiling point. For impaled on dozens of pikes in an open, bloodied field was an obscene number of severed feet.

			“The work of Queen Ravana.” Brim spat at his boots while standing atop the hill overlooking the vast field. “She’s sending a message.”

			Morfran shifted uneasily.

			“Yes, a message that Lord Morfran isn’t in Warshire.” Bronwen was beside him, absently spinning her dagger in fancy twirls between her fingers. The sun was setting, and it cast the father-daughter pair in a pale, golden light.

			Morfran was already looking at her. “What makes you say that?”

			“Scenes of lingering violence aren’t his style,” she said. “Ravana is all about gore and shock horror. If it were him, he’d leave a bloodied boot or two in the field. Make the horror more subtle. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but he’s a bit more tasteful than his wife.”

			He forced back a grim smile. He was touched to find she considered him more digestible than Ravana, and impressed that she’d theorized correctly that he was not there. But he was uneasy that what everyone else considered mere rumor she believed as fact.

			He tried to find the good in the situation. “Perhaps he’s gone-gone. Maybe we just have to kill Ravana.”

			She turned, her expression sharp, and he was reminded of the Bronwen he first met in the forest, the vengeful, callous woman who rarely cracked a smile. Her severity faded as she looked at him, and he was left wondering who she’d be if he hadn’t killed her true love. “I understand you were friends,” she said softly. “But he needs to be eradicated just as much as she does. I’ll chase him across continents if I have to.”

			Damn this woman. Her drive was praiseworthy. If only her desire for vengeance didn’t conflict with his desire to live. She left towards their campsite for the night.

			Brim glanced away from the field to look at him. “You’ve been rather secretive about the official plan to attack Warshire these past few weeks.” He paused. “Let me guess. You don’t have one.”

			Morfran sighed. He didn’t have a plan. He had twenty-seven plans. All of them had flaws, holes big enough to stick an invading army through, and each one ended in one thing: the deaths of too many rebels.

			They’d snowballed into a worthy resistance. People from all directions had flocked to the Valley of the Vale to join the last push into Warshire. They had ex-soldiers, spies, warriors. A collection of top-of-the-line weapons they’d stolen from more shipments. And heart. Morfran had been both repelled and enchanted by their heart and wholesomeness.

			And yet Ravana had been hoarding armies meant for all of the kingdom up in Warshire. They’d be outnumbered two to one. No, three to one. And she had her magic ring; that alone would provide enough manpower to slaughter people by the dozens.

			It didn’t help that they all had gold prices on their heads. There’d been Wanted: Dead or Mostly Dead posters littered throughout the inns and pubs of the Valley of the Vale. Brim was priced at 500 gold pieces, his men 250 apiece. Bronwen was priced at 175; apparently, his men didn’t know she was the Red Rogue, otherwise it would’ve higher. Morfran, or rather “Bernard the Necromancer,” was worth 1,000 gold pieces, which he was quite proud of, but which also meant they couldn’t waltz around in cities still belonging to his rule. It had to be a covert mission. But then how to sneak into the city?

			“If you don’t have a plan, you can tell me,” Brim said softly, which surprised him, because the man was usually all about hard hits and boisterous tones. “You’ve carried us this far, so I understand if you’re burned out in the idea department. Let me make a few suggestions if needed. You’ve done so much already.”

			I have done a lot, he thought. Perhaps he ought to just hand over one of the plans that involved him the least and then ditch them on the eve of battle with Beni and the kids. But no. He was doing this so he wouldn’t feel the crushing guilt of a thousand deaths on his back. It was better that he stay for the majority of the fight. Once it was clear they’d taken the cities, and they could bring down Ravana on their own, then he’d flee.

			Morfran set a hand on Brim’s shoulder. “Thank you, Brim. You’ve been a good friend.” And he meant it, too. Ravana was right. He was changed. “But I’ve got a plan I’ll share tomorrow morning. Just need to work out the finer details.”

			I’m going to be up all night.

			Brim didn’t look entirely convinced, but still he gripped Morfran’s shoulder in return, passing him a quiet smile. When was the last time one of his generals looked at him like that? Not as a ruthless warlord who’d lead them to victory, but as a friend-at-arms, with all the trust in the world? It made him feel warm inside—and dead inside, as he had no intention of helping them kill Ravana. She’d expose him for who he was if it was the last thing she did.

			“Thank you, Bernard,” Brim said. “I know we forced you into this at the start, and that you really did want to catch a ship south. But I am glad to have you on our side. You’ve given this kingdom back its hope.”

			He squeezed Morfran’s shoulder and left him to stare down at the bloodied warning from his ex-wife.
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			Morfran had written through thirty sheets of paper, frustratingly kneaded all of them into little balls and tossed them over his shoulder, gnawed through four quills, cursed himself, cursed Ravana, and cursed his conscience, and still no plan came to him.

			It was late, and the evening chatter around the fire had given way to the nibbling of flames licking charred logs. Most had turned in for the night, and he heard the low tones of conversations come and go—most on the topic of theorizing what exactly the plan was for the march on Warshire. They were waiting on him. Depending on him.

			“I don’t know what to do,” he murmured, burying his hands in his hair as he gaped down at Benjamin. She was up as well, drowsily chewing on his discarded papers.

			Do what you’re best at, Morfran, her droopy eyes seemed to say.

			And what is that? Beheading people? Inflicting fear into men’s hearts?

			No. Feeding me.

			He was beginning to wonder if sleep deprivation was affecting his sanity.

			Just as he fixed up a new quill and put the tip to paper, he heard it: something akin to the sound of twenty possessed llamas simultaneously hacking up phlegm at once.

			Morfran’s first instinct was to tear his sword from its scabbard and take up arms against the noise. Then his ears adjusted, and he realized what it was.

			The elusive Pete making a racket on his old lute.

			Morfran shoved himself out of his tent. The lute was a reminder of what he’d lost when he’d been forced into the rebellion: anonymity, a carefree life where he was free to indulge in whatever hobbies he wished, and a life away from having to think about anyone other than himself and a few select goats.

			This stupid Pete fellow was probably as ugly as he sounded on the instrument. Awkward and boil skinned, with eyes of different sizes and a bulbous growth on his nose. He likely had twelve clawed fingers, since one person alone couldn’t make such a hellish noise—

			Sitting alone before the dwindling fire was a slight boy no older than eight. In his arms was Morfran’s lute.

			I’ll be. It was Toothless the kid. Morfran had had no idea his actual name was Pete. His siblings just called him “Hey, don’t” and “Be quiet” and “Go over there and stay put.”

			The boy was clearly frustrated with the instrument, as he was gingerly plucking the strings, trying to make sense of them, only to lose his patience and claw at them in such a way that it sounded like a hog being hauled off to the slaughter.

			If he’d been making a racket like this back at Castle Atrago, he’d have had the kid strung up in the stocks. But Morfran was a better man now. He’d just leave him, perhaps make fun of him behind his back later—

			There was a line of tears on the boy’s cheeks.

			Morfran internally groaned. Then he dragged himself towards the kid. “Stop everything.” Toothless Pete startled from his log seat. “You’re damaging not just the lute but my ears as well.”

			“S-sir Bernard! I didn’t know you were lis-stening!” Toothless Pete stammered, exposing his lack of an entire front row of teeth. It made his S’s whistle adorably, which made Morfran want to gag.

			“What did you just call me?”

			“S-sir? Because you’re a knight?”

			Morfran shuddered. “What demonic entity from the bowels of hell possessed you to believe that?”

			“Because Gueldefore ditched the job, and there’s an opening to fill, isn’t there?”

			“I’d rather eat my spleen than fill that position.”

			“Why?” He looked terribly confused, wiping at his cheeks. “You’re everyone’s hero here.”

			The strangest twinge of pleased panic erupted in his chest at hearing that. Morfran scowled, suddenly anxious. “Look, kid. If you’re going to be precocious and over-the-top cute, I’ll ensure you’ll be missing your bottom row of teeth as well. You understand?”

			Toothless Pete clammed his mouth shut and nodded his head up and down.

			“Now show me what you’re doing to my lute.”

			The kid obeyed, placing his fingers on the strings in a way only an eight-year-old with no musical talent at all would.

			Morfran was tempted to wretch the instrument from his hands. “Your fingering sucks, and the lute is simply too big for you. But if you’re going to keep me awake at all hours playing the wrong chords, I want it to at least sound tastelessly bad,” Morfran said. “Hold it thumb under.”

			Pete blinked at him.

			“Thumb under.” Morfran repeated.

			The kid’s face went red with panic. “I don’t know what that is.”

			Morfran yanked the lute out of his hand, positioned it horizontally, wrapped his arm around the bottom, and waggled his thumb so he could see why it was called “thumb under.” “This is an eight-course lute, so it has fifteen strings. You understand?”

			Pete nodded vigorously.

			“Now, the string system is fairly complex. But this lone string here is called a chanterelle, and it’s usually the note on which the melody is sung. Got it?”

			Again, the vigorous nodding.

			“And the way you’ll read music is based on a notation based on your finger position…”

			Even more nodding.

			Morfran lowered the lute, annoyed. “You’re just nodding to appease me, aren’t you?”

			“Appease?”

			“Trying to convince me not to punch you in the head.”

			“Oh,” Pete said, to which he responded by nodding.

			Morfran sighed. “All right. I won’t punch you. Just walk what I just said backwards.”

			To his surprise, Toothless Pete was able to recite it, with only one or two mistakes. The kid was rather perceptive, and in quick time Morfran deemed him semi-worthy to touch the lute. He passed it back over only after demanding Toothless Pete show him how to properly hold it.

			“Like this?” the boy asked.

			“Exactly.” Morfran gave Toothless Pete a polite round of applause at not being a complete sack of crap at holding it, then turned to go back to his planning crisis. But before doing so, the question flitted to his mind. “Why were you crying?”

			“I overheard some of the men talkin’.” The boy looked down, self-conscious. “They say Lord Morfran’s men captured thirty of us during the battle over the Valley of the Vale. They plan to hang them inside Warshire in three days.”

			He froze. A public execution. Another warning from Ravana. A knot of fear tightened below Morfran’s chest as he remembered Bronwen telling him about the three Fleet Foot children’s parents who were away in battle. “Tell me you were only crying because you’re an overly sensitive baby and not because your parents were among those captured.”

			At this mention, tears brimmed the kid’s eyes again, and Morfran cursed. Of course. Ravana, ex-dear, you’re an exceptional pain in my—

			“It ain’t fair, is what it is.” A voice interrupted his thoughts. It was Hugh, walking across the campsite, flapping a paper at Owain and Bill, who were studiously ignoring him. “I’ve been in every fight you’ve been in, and you lot get to be on the posters? I want to have a gold price on my head, too!”

			The man was complaining about the Wanted: Dead or Mostly Dead posters again. Everyone else was notoriously acknowledged except Hugh.

			“You mean you’ve cowered in every fight,” Bill replied. “Wouldn’t be surprised if Morfran’s men don’t even know you exist.”

			At that, everything in Morfran’s head clicked. Hugh. The lute. Warshire’s Jam Convention. Public executions.

			Morfran looked down at Toothless, feeling suddenly light-headed, the same way he did when a grand thought was forming in his head. “Get back to bed with your sister and brother. And don’t fret about your parents—it’s all according to plan.” Or he’d make it according to plan. He strode in the direction Hugh and the others had gone. Owain and Bill had vanished into the tents, but Hugh was still standing alone beneath the waning light of the moon, looking down at the poster in his hands with deflated shoulders.

			“Hugh,” Morfran called out. The man turned, blinking and pointing at his chest as if confused that Morfran was speaking to him. “Yes, you, Hugh. You’re just the man I need. Come back to my tent. I want to run an idea by you…”
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				War Preparations—and a Chicken

			
			“This is your most ridiculous plan to date.”

			“You want us to make how much jam? Most of it cherry? This doesn’t sound foolproof.”

			“Couldn’t we, like, y’know, just bring our entire army together and launch an attack on the city like normal warring folk?”

			“This sounds like I’m gonna die, and not going to have a fun time while doing it.”

			These were just a sampling of the complaints Morfran received as he explained The Plan to the camp that morning. He expected them, of course, because he himself had questioned the sanity of it as he’d devised it all through the night, with Hugh at his side the entire time offering suggestions. The more outrageous, the better.

			“Chickens?” Morfran had paused at one point, gaping at the man. It was difficult to believe that Hugh and Bronwen were siblings; Hugh’s tendency to spout stupid thoughts was habitual.

			“Chickens,” Hugh had repeated, nodding sagely.

			“Chickens it is,” Morfran had muttered, putting quill back to paper.

			“I’m sorry, but this is Lord Morfran we’re facing,” someone argued while Morfran was in the middle of explaining. It was someone who’d marched with the rebels on the eastern side of the kingdom. “He’ll just hit us with lightning bolts the moment he learns we’re looking to cause a ruckus.”

			“Morfran isn’t in the castle,” Bronwen shot back from her log seat at the massive fire. There was a chill in the air that gray morning, and steam poured from the fire coals, sending streams of fog-like smoke throughout the quiet campsite. “He’s not been there for months.”

			“Says who?”

			“Says me,” she replied, casting the idiot a scathing look that reminded Morfran that she was still the Red Rogue, even if her skill set had been hampered due to her hex. “Think about it. Why have we not seen any sign of him once? Why have we not encountered him in any battle? He’s been fonder of sticking inside his castle these past few years, it seems. But our success as a rebellion would surely have brought him out from behind his walls, wouldn’t it? He’s not here. My guess is either Ravana had him removed in secret, or he’s left the kingdom without fanfare.”

			Many in the crowd seemed to nod at her explanation, but there were still a few naysayers with sour faces. “Right. I’ll believe that only if you can show proof.”

			I’ll decapitate you, Morfran thought in aggravation. Would that be proof enough?

			Bronwen rolled her eyes before looking back at Morfran. “Can we show them your pair of Morfran’s leather pants? Maybe that’ll convince them.”

			“They’re missing,” Hugh whispered back. “I tried looking for them a few days ago.”

			Morfran gave him a bewildered stare. “Why were you looking for them?”

			“Because, Bernard. You’re not the only one who thinks they look good in black leather.”

			“You—” Morfran nearly choked. “You’ve been sneaking around my tent wearing them?”

			“Yes, but that’s not the point right now. The point is—”

			“I have proof Morfran is no longer in the castle,” a voice said from the back. Morfran straightened, a smile already blooming on his face. They were here. Among the hundreds already gathered, he could make out a line of sour-smelling, muck-wearing, bloody-faced mercenaries approaching where he stood atop a stump. They wore necklaces made out of teeth and ears, their weapons razor-sharp and still lathered in dry blood from their last use. At the head of this horrific entourage was Reginald. But to these people, he was only known as—

			“Skørnne the Face-Feaster?” The first naysayer gaped at him.

			Reginald smiled. His teeth were red stained and vile. “This man here”—he pointed his blade, a long device with serrated edges with clumps of flesh imbedded in the edges, at Morfran— “purchased my army at a high price: the Dark Lord’s blood amber sword.”

			Murmurs went up around the camp.

			“Yes,” Reginald said. “He once was a general of the Dark Lord. But he saw his faults, ditched his ways, and while escaping his position stole Lord Morfran’s famed and feared sword. Which he then sold to me.” He smiled wider. “Which is why you bastards get to have the honor of fighting alongside Skørnne the Face-Feaster and his Bloody Mercenaries.” He bowed theatrically, and Morfran was reminded of their early days at court, when Reginald would eagerly take part in any play he could get his hands on. “So. If you don’t believe this lovely lady’s on-point deductions that Morfran is no longer a threat, then perhaps you can rest assured knowing that I held the sword in my hands, and that my men and I are ready to rip limbs off our enemies in battle alongside you sad sacks of guts.”

			The naysayers who refused to go along with The Plan took one look at Reginald’s ear necklace and bloodstained teeth and quickly nodded in agreement with him, probably more out of fear of being plowed down by Skørnne’s men than admitting Morfran was no longer around to cause trouble.

			“Good.” Reginald smiled. “Now. Who’s ready to eat some faces?”
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			Despite having the backing of hundreds of rebels and a fearsome mercenary army that looked like it drank the blood of its enemies for pleasure, Morfran couldn’t help but feel anxious as he geared up in his leather armor in his tent.

			He was relatively certain that The Plan was a decent one. No, it was a good one. If it’d been a year ago, and Morfran were leading the rebel charge, perhaps he wouldn’t feel so troubled at the thought of facing Ravana and his ex-men. Men were expendable, past-Morfran would think, and he’d use them up like they were pawns on the board.

			But these weren’t just any men. They were all his friends, and he didn’t want to see them hurt, much less die awful deaths. He didn’t want to see their dreams of freeing Ruthven go down the drain. He didn’t want any of that.

			And so, with battle nerves he hadn’t had in over a decade, he fumbled with his armor straps and gnawed his bottom lip until it was bleeding.

			“Don’t tell me you of all people are nervous?”

			He turned towards Bronwen, who stood in the tent doorway, one hand lifting the tent flap up. She was in nothing but her chemise again. He twisted his lips down at that.

			“No,” he said. “You’re wearing armor this time. It’s too risky—”

			“Bernard,” she replied, stern. “It’s too risky to wear armor. If I need to try everything I can to get hit with arrows and swords, it doesn’t make sense to wear anything that’ll protect me.”

			“But the loophole has limits,” he argued. It was true. They’d been experimenting with it and discovered that while at times it did defy physics, she couldn’t do outrageously impossible things beyond that. Like, for instance, she’d tried to stumble into a house where Ravana was inside chained to a wall, or she’d tried to hurl an axe into the sky with the hopes of bludgeoning Ravana a hundred miles away. The only thing she’d succeeded in was nearly axing Hugh in the butt and disappointing herself.

			“It does have limits, and I know them now,” she said. “But I’ll be fine with no armor. In fact, I thought maybe if I didn’t wear anything at all—”

			He felt blood rush to his face. “That’s— Let’s not have you do that—”

			She bit back a smile as she entered the tent. It wasn’t all that big, and he suddenly felt nervous for an entirely different reason, especially when she shooed his hands from his leather straps and fastened them up with nimble fingers.

			“I like The Plan,” she said as she attended studiously to his armor. “It’s…bizarre like your other plans, but I like it. I know it’ll work.” She glanced up at him, all the light and trust in her eyes. It gutted him.

			He swallowed. “Bronwen. Have you thought that perhaps after Ravana is dead, you just leave it at that?”

			She knew at once what he was talking about, because she seemed to take a long breath, her eyes falling distant. “You really don’t want me to kill him, do you?”

			“It’s just that he could be anywhere. He could have fled the kingdom. He could already be dead. I like the theory that Ravana killed him, and honestly wouldn’t put it past her. He could have taken up a new name for himself, changed his ways—”

			He was rambling. They both knew it. She’d stopped fastening the straps at his waist, though she hadn’t removed her hands yet. “I got something for you.”

			His heart was slamming against his chest, and he feared she could feel it with her fingers. Thankfully she left the tent, but only for a brief second. When she returned, her hands were behind her back.

			“Close your eyes and hold out your hands,” she said.

			He hesitated. With his luck she probably realized who he was and planned on hacking him down while he stood there like an idiot. But her cheeks were flushed, and she was starting to fidget, too.

			He obeyed. Something cold was set into his palms.

			“All right.” Her voice was nervous. “Open them.”

			He gasped, audibly gasped, at what she’d placed in his hands. It was a sword. But not just any sword. It was ebony, beautiful, and surprisingly lightweight, with a shorter blade that tapered off to a needle-thin point, which meant it was made more for stabbing than slashing. He raised it up in slight disbelief, tilting it this way and that to admire the craftsmanship, the comfortable, snug weight and balance of it in his hand.

			“It’s stishovite, like my dagger.” She patted the dagger hilt attached to her belt. “I noticed you weren’t happy with any of the other swords you tried after you gave Morfran’s to Skørnne. So I called in a few favors. The Assassin’s Guild blacksmith is among us, and I had her do a fast order. I know it’s not as special as Morfran’s sword—”

			“No,” he murmured, gaping at it. “It’s more. It’s more special.”

			Glad relief replaced her nervous gaze, and she let out a laugh. “Why do you look panicked—”

			He didn’t know what happened. One moment he was staring down at her. The next he was embracing her, his free arm thrown over her shoulder, clutching her tightly against him. She smelled inexplicably like wildflowers again, and she was warm and soft and perfect, so perfect he didn’t deserve it, didn’t deserve her.

			He hugged her tighter. No, no, no. Of course he was falling in love with an assassin who wanted to kill him. Of course. But even knowing that, if he pulled away now he would kiss her. Damn it, he would kiss her, and then what would happen?

			He’d want to stay, that’s what. And if he stayed, it was inevitable she’d find out. Whether on her own, from Ravana, or from a thousand other ways. He wouldn’t survive her.

			“Bernard?” she murmured. “Are you all right? You’re shaking.”

			He pulled back, avoiding her eyes, rubbing his mouth with his free hand. “Thank you,” he managed to force out. “This sword—it’s— You—”

			She was waiting patiently for him to get out what he wanted to say, the same way he waited for her when her hex made her stumble over her words. And she was starting to eye his lips.

			Now he really had to leave.

			“You’re the best of them, you know that?” he said, and then he fled, light-headed, dizzy, pleased, and above all, guilt-ridden.
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				The 64th Jam Convention of Warshire (and Public Execution of Thirty Rebels)

			
			Before he deserted his position as Dark Lord of Ruthven™, Morfran considered the tri-city of Warshire his last defensive stronghold in case his grip on the kingdom fell.

			As such, getting into the tri-city area of Warshire (which was composed of Warchester, Lestershire, and Mestershire) required that one approach the first gate of Lestershire and go through the lengthy, challenging process of getting past customs.

			Of course, what one was required to show or do at customs ranged from simply stating your name and business to more rigorous tests such as reciting the alphabet backwards, touching your toes, being subject to having all your items randomly confiscated and sold at auction for Lord Morfran’s benefit, or promising to give them your firstborn child so long as it didn’t scream too loudly. It all depended on the moods of the customs agents that day.

			The one thing that Morfran knew, however, was that what his custom agents hated more than anything or anyone else in the world…was an idiot.

			Enter Hugh.

			Morfran could imagine him now, coming up the road to Lestershire, a lone man seated in a cart pulled by oxen, followed by carts pulled by even more oxen. All the carts would be stocked full of barrels, each one large enough to hide a grown, armored man and his weapon of choice inside it with ease.

			Hugh would be slouched in the front cart seat, plucking away on the lute with skills less serviceable than Toothless Pete’s, his clothes stinking like a blown-out diaper, and next to him would be a baby basket from which inexplicable clucking would spontaneously arise.

			He’d join the line—public executions tended to bring out the masses—and wait for the next customs agent. Eventually, however, Hugh and his fourteen carts would be next in line, and the available agent would wave him forward to scan him in. And that’s where The Plan was most crucial to get right, and most likely to fail.

			“Oy!” the custom agent shouted over Hugh’s damnable racket. From the sounds of it, he was making his way away from the gate entrance to get closer to Hugh. “I said, oy! Don’t you know what oy means?”

			“Pardon.” Hugh stopped playing. “I thought you was singing, I did. Lots of folk likes to sing to my songs, they does.”

			“Good goats.” The custom agent began coughing. “You reek.”

			“It’s just my moisturizer from my mornin’ skin routine.”

			“Smells like you smeared yourself in cow dung.”

			Hugh sounded surprised. “You use cow dung, too? Here I’d think I was the only one. It’s the best of moisturizer out there, y’know, it just exfoliates and closes out the pores just grandly. Here, feel my cheek. Feel how soft it is—”

			“I ain’t touching you!”

			“Oy!” A second voice rose from the gate entrance. “What’s the holdu—”

			An atrocious noise that sounded like a badger’s death cry arose, followed by Hugh’s singing.

			Oy, oy, this’s me toy,

			the wonderful, magical lute.

			It rings a-true when I play the tune

			with my capable skilled boot—

			This second voice stopped beside the first. “Who said you could start singing?”

			“Well, you did, sir.”

			“I’m a ma’am.”

			“My condolences,” he said mournfully, not apologetically. “But you see, you started singin’, and I’d think it was because you saw my lute and wanted to have just a grand old time.”

			“What I want,” the second voice spat out venomously—apparently, she didn’t appreciate Hugh mistaking her for a man—“is for you to cease that horrendous playing and tell me why you’re clogging the line with a dozen carts.”

			Hugh scoffed. “Do you really not know? Well, the name’s Hugh.” A pause, and Morfran could only imagine Hugh leaning down to shake their hands, only for them to recoil in disgust. “And I is the proud of owner of Damn Good Jam Goods, LLC, and this is me stock I’m bringin’ into the city.”

			“Why do we need fourteen carts’ worth of jam?”

			“Because it’s the Sixty-Fourth Jam Convention this weekend, and I’ve been preparing my wares for the past eight months. Wanna know what I’ve made?”

			“No—”

			“I do, actually,” said the first customs agent. “I’ve been craving more variety than strawberry. What do you have, you creep?”

			Glass jars went rattling at Hugh’s feet, followed by a pause and then a pop as he opened one. “Try this. It’ll be a hit, I’m sure.”

			There was a smacking of lips, followed by a positive mmm. Despite the tense situation, and the fact that the whole sneak-inside-the-walls plan hinged upon whether or not Hugh could fool the agents into allowing them in, Morfran was pretty proud that his jams were being well received. He made a quick mental note to advertise the jams as “Voted Best Jam by That One Customs Agent Guy,” before listening to their response.

			“All right, you’ve got a tasty recipe there,” the agent said. “What’s in it?”

			“Smashed crickets.”

			An eruption of spitting. “That’s what that crunch was?”

			“Why’re you spitting it out?!” Hugh argued. “You liked it, didn’t ya?”

			“That’s before I knew what it was!”

			“Everyone’s a critic,” he muttered.

			“What else do you have?”

			“Rosewater raspberry jams, pomegranate cranberry jams, wild plum jams—”

			“That’s better!”

			“—lima bean and liver jams, fermented fish jams, oh, and my latest experimental recipe—horse tongue and yak ba—”

			“I’ve heard enough,” said the female agent. “You’re not setting foot inside the city. Turn your caravan around.”

			Morfran held his breath. They needed in. Everything else in The Plan was flexible, except this.

			“Wait, Phylis,” the male agent said. “The city’s economy has taken a hit ever since you-know-who vanished. We need wares like this to boost the market.”

			“What? You heard what monstrosities he’s selling—”

			“Yes, but this jam convention needs some zest. Remember how boring it was last year?”

			“I do, but this guy is an idiot, and I don’t like the size of this caravan—”

			“Come on, Phylis, let’s just let him through.”

			“Yeah, c’mon, Phyl.” Hugh jumped in on the pleading. “It took me two hours and thirteen minutes to get me oxen to follow the ol’ lineup. Once they’re out of sync, it’s impossible to gather ’em back up, and I’d hate to clog up your line further. Do you want civil unrest? Because this’s how you get civil unrest.”

			Customs Agent Phylis clearly loathed Hugh, and Morfran could imagine her glowering him down.

			And that was when the basket at his feet clucked.

			A pause. The first customs agent asked, “Was that…I thought that was a baby in your basket.”

			“It is a baby.” Hugh groaned, likely from leaning down to pluck the basket up. “Baby Henni.”

			An even longer pause. “Is that chicken wearing a baby bonnet?”

			Hugh sighed, as if he considered them both dim-witted. “Really, you two. Henni insists on the hat. It’s the only way she’ll cough up the eggs for my egg jam recipe.”

			Customs Agent Phylis must’ve stared at Hugh for a lengthy time, and he must’ve stared back with that stupid grin that always made Morfran question his IQ. “I can’t take this idiot anymore,” she muttered. “Get him through the gate.”

			Morfran sighed in relief. Hugh began urging the oxen forward, and Morfran and Owain, who were suited up in the left oxen suit pulling Hugh’s cart, and Brim and Bill, who were suited up in the right oxen suit, began moving forward, tugging the cart along at a slow, oxen-y pace.

			Morfran was the head, while Owain had the unfortunate job of being the rear, and they yanked the cart inside the walls and made their way through the crowded streets and came upon signposts that read 64th Jam Convention: Left and Public Execution of 30 Rebels: Right. As much as he longed to one day attend the jam convention, Morfran led them right.

			By that time he was sweating profusely in the suit. Grandfather Tortoise, in addition to being a certified magical healer, was quite skilled at sewing, and he’d sewn realistic oxen costumes for them to don because there weren’t enough barrels to fit them all.

			When they made it to the public square of Lestershire, the grandstands that encircled the stadium were packed. Countless others, including Hugh’s caravan of carts, were redirected towards the grassy field down below, which had once been a wholesome jousting field when Good King Richard was king.

			To their luck Ravana had chosen a good ol’ hanging for the thirty captured rebels—although not without flashiness. A multi-person gallows had been constructed on the field, and carved into the beams were intricate depictions of decapitated men, men being gutted with axes, men vomiting blood, and increasingly more horrendous ways a person could die.

			Behind him, Owain was huffing. “Next time, Bernard, I’m being the head,” he said. “I’m tired of looking at your ass.”

			“You shouldn’t be. It’s a fine ass.”

			It wasn’t long before Morfran’s ex-soldiers held up signs that read Applaud or Die, followed by the mandatory clapping from the audience. He squinted through the thin screened fabric of the ox’s mouth, clear up to the royalty VIP seating at the top of the grandstands, feeling nothing but dread as his eyes landed on her.

			Ravana. She was coming down the empty top row, robed in a gloriously jeweled purple gown of silk and wearing a black-silver crown—was that his old crown repurposed?—and came to a stop at the lone throne.

			Once she was convinced all eyes were on her, she lifted her beautiful head, and with a loud, proud voice announced, “Today marks a new day!” The grandstands had been constructed to amplify voices at the top row, and her words carried straight to him. “Today we celebrate the capture of thirty rats who thought they could breach the great tri-city area of Warshire.”

			The Applaud or Die signs went up again, in addition to Cheer or Die, and the audience obliged.

			“I know we’ve seen scum wage battles across the kingdom for these past several months, forcing individuals into so-called freedom from our rule. I know many of you have fought valiantly to destroy this blight that’s daring to raise arms against us. For that, I commend you.” Morfran heard Ravana’s smile. “And for that, I won’t have my corrupted knights sent to your homes to obliterate you in the night. But there is more I must officially address, namely your concerns about my dear husband and your Dark Lord, Morfran, and his whereabouts.”

			Morfran tensed. She couldn’t possibly know he was here, could she? If she did, would she expose him right now? Not only would that be extremely awkward while he was stowed away in an ox suit, but it’d make the entire plan implode. Low-key panic began whittling at his nerves.

			“The rumors that he’s spat in the faces of all those who’ve sacrificed their lives to serve him, deserted his throne, and fled into the wilds near the southern border are false.”

			Morfran nearly buckled to his knees in relief.

			“The reason you’ve not seen him for nearly an entire year is because my husband, the love of my life…” She pressed a hand to her heart. “…is dead.”

			A great gasp went up among the crowd, and this one didn’t need the enforcement of a Gasp or Die sign to invoke it. Morfran shut his eyes in relief. She wouldn’t have called him out. If the civilians knew that he’d joined the rebellion, it might inspire them to join as well. It might give them hope. Ravana got hives whenever hope was involved.

			“Yes, it is true.” She sounded sorrowful, looking downcast at her feet. “Rebels—just like the ones we will be hanging shortly—are the cause of his death. They murdered him. They poisoned him months ago, and I had to watch him wither away as it slowly took his life. That is why he has not graced you with his presence for many months.”

			Well. Poisoning was a weaker way to die. He’d have preferred it if she’d told them he’d died in a cooler way, like being quartered by a dozen raging men, or consumed in a fire after taking down fifty of his enemies. But he could live with dying by poisoning—

			“Yes, they poisoned his food, his daily favorites: his gentle lilac tea and his crumpets that he always requested I cut into little heart-shaped pieces like this—”

			Gods damn her.

			“—and so, it is with a heavy heart that I sit upon his throne now.” She sat down, looking quite pleased as she settled into the plush cushions of his seat. “And it is with an even heavier heart that I introduce a new man into my life, a man who stole my aching heart and replaced it with a soaring one, and one who has hope for the future of our kingdom, long may it suffer under our reign.”

			There was a man coming down her row, a man with bright golden locks and ridiculously broad shoulders, and even from here Morfran could make out the glorious butted chin he’d long desired to punch.

			“Is that Gueldefore?” he murmured in disbelief.

			“Dunno,” Owain replied dryly. “Can’t see anything but your fine ass.”

			“It is,” Brim muttered beside him, his ox head also turned towards the throne. “But…how? Was he truly so humiliated that he ran straight to the queen?”

			Morfran squinted further. The knight was wearing a billowing white shirt, his blue knight’s cape, and—

			Morfran gritted his teeth. Those were his pants. His seductive black leather pants. How were they suddenly on Gueldefore’s legs—

			Realization struck him. Hugh had said they’d gone missing. Had Gueldefore stolen them out of spite?

			“I am going to kill that man,” Morfran murmured.

			“This man is none other than Sir Gueldefore, ex-knight of the rebellion, and he has been most helpful in capturing these thirty rebel prisoners.” She gestured towards a corner of the stadium, where a group of soldiers were leading a line of bound and gagged commoners out of an archway and towards the gallows. “These rebels will suffer for their insubordinations in a most horrendous fashion. They’ll be hanged…after we set them afire!”

			Signs that said Rave or Die went up, and as the stadium erupted in panicked jeers, Morfran thought, Of course she couldn’t just simply hang them. I knew there was a catch.

			The thirty rebels were shoved atop stools and fastened to nooses. Many were weeping. Others were cursing Ravana with colorful language. Some were staring blankly into the crowd, as if they didn’t believe they were there, that this was happening. Many were Hugh’s age, though there were others as old as Grandfather Tortoise or as young as Tad.

			A white-blond-haired rebel woman was speaking to the man beside her, both silently crying. Even just by staring at them, Morfran knew they were the parents of the Fleet Foot Club children.

			Soldiers were rolling barrels out, barrels with words stamped in red ink that read Caution—Flammable Oils.

			Morfran paled, saying to Brim, “We need to act. Now.”

			Brim glanced behind him, towards Hugh. His son was struggling to covertly crack open the jam barrel Bronwen was hiding in. The lid must’ve jammed—no pun intended. When Morfran looked back, soldiers had begun dowsing the gallows rebels in oil.

			“We need her out first,” Brim murmured, half in panic. He had a horn he was going to blow to signal to everyone stationed in barrels or ox costumes that it was go time, but not everyone was in position. “She’s your shield.”

			Morfran shook his head. There was no time. No time at all. A soldier was carrying a torch over, its flame flickering high and bright. Morfran had a quick bout of déjà vu, remembering the forest dwelling fight, only this time he could see the fire reaching the rebels, and they’d go up in flames in no time at all due to the oil, and they’d scream in agony while soldiers roughly kicked the stools out from under their feet—

			Morfran moved; he tore out of the ox costume, leapt atop Hugh’s cart, and snatched the lute.

			The dreadful silence of the stadium was cut through by the little minor jig that Morfran played, the random sound silencing the commotion and drawing all eyes towards him.

			Aware he had the entire stadium’s attention, he settled into the cart seat, propping his feet up as he continued plucking a song in minor key, as if he weren’t at a mass public execution but in the back of a pub. He kept his eyes lowered on his fingers as he said, “I wouldn’t light them afire, if I were you.”

			A long pause. Then the torch-wielding soldier, the executioner, realizing that he was being addressed, asked, “Why not?”

			Morfran ignored the question. “I wouldn’t hang them, either.”

			The executioner snorted. “I’d be refusing direct orders from the queen.” He waved for his fellow guards to come forward and take Morfran.

			“Go ahead,” Morfran replied. “Kill me. See how long it takes for me to get back up.”

			Now the executioner was just confused. “Excuse me?”

			“You’re not excused.” Morfran halted his tune, leaning forward to glare at the man. “Do you not know who I am?”

			The executioner returned his glower, though his gaze did wander back to the many carts and barrels behind him. “You’re…with the Damn Good Jam Goods company?”

			“Doesn’t exist, much to my sorrow.” Morfran set the lute down and rose, sweeping off his hood. And that was when the first soldier began sputtering, backing away.

			“No!” he wailed. “Not again. I survived the last time. I won’t be around for it a second time. I can’t! I can’t!” He dove into the crowd in a panicked frenzy. His fellow soldiers let him flee, bewildered.

			The executioner narrowed his eyes. “Who are you?”

			Morfran just smiled.

			He scoffed. “Not gonna say? Then you’re a disturber of the peace, and we make quick work out of the likes of you.” Archers up on the stands drew their bows.

			Morfran tensed, looking back for a brief second at Hugh, who was still struggling with the barrel. “Killing me won’t solve anything. And killing them”—he gestured towards the thirty rebels who were gaping in bafflement at him as well—“would be your bane.”

			“Look, buddy, whoever you think you are—”

			“I know who I am. But seeing as you don’t, I’ll introduce myself.” Morfran shrugged, resigned. He was out of time. “I am Bernard,” he said. “The Necromancer.”

			Brim blew his horn. Soldiers nearby erupted into panicked shouts—“Shoot him down! Shoot him down!”—as dozens upon dozens of rebels exploded out from the jam barrels.

			The rebels were horrifying: smeared in blood red from head to toe, growling and wailing and gnashing their jaws, hoisting their sharp weapons up high towards the heavens. “The dead!” the crowd was shouting. “He’s brought back the dead!”

			Many of the soldiers had reared back as traumatic memories flew to their minds. They were shoving aside onlookers who were unsure whether to flee or cheer, for word of Bernard the Necromancer had spread to all corners of the kingdom by now, and they all knew he’d evaded Morfran’s slaughter and was enacting vengeance upon the evil forces of the land.

			“Shoot him down!” the executioner was screeching as rebels caked in “blood” (really, it was Morfran’s favorite cherry jam) swarmed the soldiers or began rescuing the rebels in the gallows. Brim was at Hugh’s side, trying to use the tip of his sword to open the lid of Bronwen’s barrel.

			In the chaos of most everyone fleeing, Morfran glanced up at his throne to see Ravana evacuating the stadium row, her expression pale and intense. She looked down at the field only once. Their eyes met.

			“Shoot him, now!”

			An arrow struck Morfran so hard it knocked him clean off the cart. He hit the ground flat on his back, pain lancing deep into his chest.

			“Bernard!”

			Bodies knelt beside him moments later; Brim and his two children, all wearing looks of deep concern. Bronwen was covered in raspberry preserves, her white gown stained red. She was holding his new sword. They’d gotten her out.

			He tried to rise. Raw agony dragged its fingers across his chest, up his neck, and down his stomach. He set his head back down and groaned, “That’s not a shoulder wound, is it?”

			Bronwen was white, fingering the arrow. “It’s near your heart.” She looked up at her father and brother. “We need Grandfather Tortoise. Now.”

			“I’ll get him.” Hugh was already up and vanishing into the crowd.

			“This isn’t an arrow,” Brim muttered. “It’s a crossbow bolt.” His eyes darkened. “Gueldefore.”

			“He’s here?” Bronwen asked, before letting out a frustrated huff. “I’m sorry. I should have been standing in front of you. I was trying to open the barrel. I couldn’t. The hex, it jammed the lid—”

			“Not your fault,” Morfran choked out, then just shut his eyes. Her hex was his fault. It was all his fault.

			The pain was welling up inside him, bolting through every limb. It hurt to even take a breath. All around him he heard chaos. People screaming. Metal clanging against metal. Boots slapping the ground as many fled.

			Finally, Hugh returned. But not with Grandfather Tortoise.

			“You brought Drezella into the middle of battle?” Bronwen snapped, incredulous. “What were you thinking? She’s a little girl!”

			“I couldn’t find Grandfather Tortoise,” Hugh countered. “No one can. That octogenarian probably bumbled off into a hole somewhere. But Drezella’s his apprentice, and—”

			“How did you even get here?” Bronwen demanded of her.

			“I hid in one of the carts,” Drezella started, and when Brim began to protest, she added, “I need to be here! I can help! That’s what a Fleet Foot does! We’re helpful in any possible way—”

			“You’re going right back to camp,” Brim said.

			The little girl huffed, shoving past them both to kneel beside Morfran. She scooped the Special Paste out of a satchel and hesitated. Then she said apologetically, “I can’t heal you, Bernard, if the bolt is still in you.”

			Damn this. He couldn’t sit around any longer while The Plan went forward. He needed to help. Brim needed to help his men open the gates to allow Reginald and his mercenary army in. He and Bronwen needed to sow fear into the hearts of his ex-soldiers. He couldn’t do that if he was lying about half-dead.

			In one swift motion Morfran shoved himself up and jerked the bolt from his chest. Then he proceeded to black out. By the time he could see again, the others were huddled around him, breathing sighs of relief, and the pain was lessened thanks to Drezella’s paste.

			“I wasn’t dying, you idiots,” he grumbled.

			“Well, it wasn’t a shoulder or thigh shot. Anything could have happened,” Brim said, before adding, “I need to get going towards the gate. You good, Bernard?”

			“Go.” Morfran tossed him a careless wave as he sat up. “You’re wasting time.” As he rose pain blossomed beneath his chest where he’d been hit. It felt as if his lung was badly bruised.

			“I’m not as skilled as Grandfather Tortoise is yet.” Drezella frowned, seeing his pain. “It’ll still hurt, but you won’t die.”

			“You,” Morfran said, “have nothing to apologize for. But it’s time you get to safety.”

			Then she did the one thing Morfran thought she’d never do. She frowned. “No. My parents are here. I’m going to find them.”

			Bronwen lurched to grab her as the girl sprinted away. She ended up hitting her head against the cart wheel. Hugh attempted to stop her as well, but all he achieved was bear-hugging air.

			Like brother, like sister. Morfran huffed. “Hugh. Go grab her and get her out of the city. And, Bronwen?”

			She looked at him, looking miserable as she rubbed her head.

			“You still want to play defense to my offense?”

			Her smile returned at once.
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				The Battle of Warshire

			
			The streets of Lestershire were flooded with the dead.

			Or at least, that’s what his ex-soldiers were screaming as they fell back, running towards the gates that led into the second city of Mestershire. Rebels had pulled citizens aside and explained it was all a hoax, that they weren’t covered in blood but delicious cherry jam, and that Bernard wasn’t a legitimate necromancer. After that, citizens had joined the fray, terrorizing soldiers after lathering themselves in tomato juice from their pantries or strawberry preserves from their shelves.

			Unfortunately, there were some braver soldiers who happened to be the most vile of Morfran’s men. They weren’t so fooled by the jammy ploy and saw Morfran as the ringleader who needed to be brought down. They hounded through rebel fighters to slaughter him.

			It was in this chaos that Morfran was protected by Bronwen. “The Necromancer’s Shield-Maiden,” they were already calling her. Anytime a soldier came swinging a blade at Morfran’s head, she’d dart in the way, and the soldier would find his bootlaces suddenly untied and trip over his feet. An axe hurled through the air would slow to a hover in front of her, which she’d then pluck out of the air and hurl right back. She blocked while Morfran stabbed, parried while he dodged, and pretty soon they’d fallen into a comfortable rhythm, twirling and spinning and ducking around each other.

			“Feels a bit like a dance,” Bronwen murmured as she spun Morfran around to expose her back to a spear flying at them. It veered off course, slowing enough that Morfran could reach out and grab it.

			“I prefer my dances with less blood,” he muttered, thrusting the spear into the thigh of a nearby soldier.

			She dodged a mace swinging at her head, and Morfran stabbed its owner with his new blade. “Well,” she panted. “Let’s survive this day, and then you can dance with me at the harvest festival next month.”

			Guilt joined the residual wound pain in his chest. He wouldn’t be anywhere near her next month; he was going to be far away, where he couldn’t see the betrayal in her eyes when she inevitably discovered who he was. He met her hopeful eyes in the frantic commotion of battle. “Wear ribbons in your hair,” he said softly. “The green ones.”

			She smiled. But it didn’t stay on her face for long, because they were approaching the gates to the second city, Mestershire.

			It was barricaded by a team of Ravana’s soldiers; pikes and metal contraptions blocked the way, and standing atop the gatehouse was a line of archers.

			“Halt, criminals!” shouted a voice. It was General Killian, mounted in the center. He looked smugly pleased to be on the higher ground of a gatehouse this time around. “Lay down your weapons, or we’ll shoot you dead! I have the queen’s express permission to do so!”

			Morfran groaned. The man was insufferable when he’d been a lowly foot soldier. He was even more so when he was a general.

			“Gentlemen!” Morfran hollered up to them. “The man you call general likes to eat bananas with ketchup.”

			The line of archers balked, confused.

			“He likes to fill his socks with peanut butter and go for mile-long hikes!”

			“What, now?” one asked, lowering his bow.

			“He triple-dips in the chip dip, and backwashes in his canteen, if he’s ever offered you a sip.”

			One of the soldiers who was currently in the middle of drinking from a canteen spat it out at once to glare at Killian.

			Killian blinked at them, then stammered down at Morfran, “You shut up now! I don’t do any of those things!”

			“You steal your men’s boots, if you have holes in your own—”

			“I do not!”

			“—and you like to sneak into their beds and stroke their beards while singing ‘Mother Hen, Mother Hen, Come Home to Roost!’ ”

			“I hate that song!” one of the archers complained, nocking an arrow at Killian.

			“I— He’s lying, obviously! Shoot him down!” Spittle flew out from Killian’s mouth. “Shoot him down now!”

			The archers grumbled but turned and drew their bows right on Bronwen, who stood in front of Morfran, straight and proud. Yet Morfran was still taller and larger than her, and if they loosed their arrows, there was a chance he’d be struck.

			That was when someone stepped in front of her with an actual full-body shield. “Hiding behind a lady?” a voice asked. “Not very gentlemanly, is he, Red Rogue?”

			“Skørnne?” Bronwen released a breath of relief as Reginald stood in the line of fire of the archers behind his massive shield. Her relief quickly became a gasp as mercenaries with the same tall, thick shields pushed ahead of them. Right behind them came another line of mercenaries, these ones holding the shields above their heads like a roof, and behind them was—

			“Watch the log,” Reginald said as a battering ram with a wolf’s head was brought through the army by massive men large enough to rival Rapunzo. They were followed by even more shielded men, and together they advanced on the gate, slamming the wolf’s head into the doors. It only rattled them upon the first strike.

			“My father let you in?” Bronwen asked, anxious. “He’s alive still?” Morfran found that he, too, was anxious to hear that the big man was still kicking.

			Reginald nodded before yelling to his men, “Again!” He turned to Morfran as arrows pummeled his shield. “He and his men have taken over most of Lestershire. Ran into a bit of a trouble with some of the corrupted knights, but last I saw he was still on two feet. Again!”

			The gate shook on its hinges as his mercenaries screamed bloodcurdling war shrieks, followed by a mass release of arrows that pelted down at them. The man standing beside Reginald was struck in the neck. He was dead before he hit the ground. The woman beside Bronwen was likewise hit and died just seconds after.

			“Bernard?” Bronwen asked after the battering ram struck the doors once more. She’d peeped through a slit between shields, and her voice didn’t sound hopeful. “You need to see this.”

			Morfran leaned over her to glance out. A massive plume of black smoke was trailing sky-high off in the distance. He’d seen dozens over his time as Dark Lord of Ruthven™, but not one of this size.

			“What is it?” Reginald asked, raising his shield up as a fourth barrage of arrows came flying.

			“Ravana,” he murmured, dazed. “She’s lit Warshire afire.”

			“Now, why did she do that?” His friend snarled, clearly getting sick of all the arrows. One had nearly taken his eye after its tip pierced through his shield.

			“She doesn’t want us to have it.” She doesn’t want me to have it.

			Reginald huffed, passed his shield to Morfran, readjusted his helmet—a threatening piece of armor with spikes all over it, and said to Bronwen, “If you’ll excuse me, love.” He turned and joined at the front of the battering ram, screaming threats that he was going to eat the flesh around his enemies’ eye sockets after devouring the cartilage of their noses.

			“Your friend is…peculiar,” Bronwen said.

			“He hit his head as a child, repeatedly,” Morfran replied. “I mean, he himself smashed his head against a boulder to see if he could crack it, is what he always told me.”

			An enormous crash shook the ground, followed by the jeering and banshee-wails of the mercenary army around them. They’d breached the gate. Morfran and Bronwen were tugged forward, pushed into the city of Mestershire, which was similar to Lestershire but with taller stone buildings and more trees.

			It was strange, seeing it from a battle perspective. It was there, beneath that pine, that he’d kissed Ravana for the first time. That bakery there was where he was given a free hoagie sandwich whenever he visited. The royal barber lived in that cozy-looking house there. It’d been boarded up, with a sign placed in the window saying Go Away.

			Mestershire’s defensive forces met them readily in the entry square. Morfran took a step forward when a man fell from above, landing right at his feet.

			It was Killian; a mace was sticking out of his chest, but he was still groaning. “You.” He saw Morfran, his words slurring. “How’d you know all those things about—”

			Morfran hastily kicked him in the head, knocking him out. Then he stabbed him for good measure.

			Bronwen was waiting for him to finish. “Shall we?”
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			Morfran had been in hundreds of battles before. Some lasted anticlimactic seconds. Others lasted days. He didn’t know how long he’d been fighting Ravana’s soldiers in the city of Mestershire; all he knew was that his muscles were tight and tired, the taste of blood was imbedded in the back of his throat, and his hand felt permanently affixed to his sword.

			He wasn’t sure they were winning.

			It was a dire thought. They’d made it as far as the yard of City Hall, a three-story building shaped like a brick with a tall bell tower attached to it. Soldiers had smashed out the windows (wasteful, especially since they could have simply thrown up the sash) and were hurling assortments of weapons or items at them: arrows and daggers, but also quartz paperweights, ceramic vases, stone busts of his head.

			The rebels were greatly fatigued, too. While they’d had a great start, it was a simple fact that they were fighting in enemy territory against geared soldiers who outnumbered them three to one. Morfran saw many of them fall—including Owain, who’d been trampled by a horse just feet from where he and Bronwen fought.

			Each death stung like he’d been the one killed.

			He tore his sword out of a man, kicking him to the blood-soaked grass. Beside him Bronwen had begun to fight as well—she was to the point that her exhaustion was inhibiting her skills; she couldn’t do anything 100 percent anymore, and so her hex was back in working order again.

			“We need a break.” Morfran shoved back his damp hair. His gauntlet came back sweaty and red. “We can’t keep this up, and you need armor now.”

			Bronwen was panting, wiping a smear of blood out of her eye. She’d received a nasty cut along her forearm, and her chemise was ruined with grime and blood. “If I can find a set that’ll fit me—”

			Morfran scanned the yard, squinting at the nearby soldiers and appraising their gear.

			“What about hers?” he asked, eyeing the soldier who’d just fallen out a window.

			Bronwen hemmed and hawed. “Too tall. Anyone else?”

			He pointed his sword at a soldier Theodore had just felled. “His?”

			“Too bloody?”

			Just then a screech came from behind Morfran, and he spun, blade flying, and skewered a soldier who was seconds from slamming a mace into Bronwen’s head. Morfran and Bronwen stared at each other, wide-eyed, before he gestured to the now-dead woman slumping off his sword. “Hers?”

			She shrugged. “Looks just right, actually.”

			While she ran off to gear up, Morfran fended off two other men—both looking like they were freshly sprung into battle—and killed an archer by chucking a spear at the annoying git who stood atop a roof.

			While they did need a break, what they truly needed to do was reorder, re-form, and use strategy to hold the line. As it was, everything had devolved into chaos, and even when Morfran cried out to re-form, few heeded him.

			That was when he saw, perhaps a street away, Reginald fighting one of Ravana’s corrupted knights. The mercenary was howling, slamming his mace fiercely against the knight’s breastplate. It dented it inward, staggering the knight back. But he was quickly pushing forward again, swiping and blocking Reginald’s attacks, moving with swift speed and strength. Unbeknownst to Reginald, a second knight was running towards the two.

			Morfran began staggering in that direction; he’d taken a bad slash to his calf, and his chest wound was starting to flare up in greater pain than before. He’d never make it, and he was too far to alert Reginald. He still couldn’t stop himself from screaming,

			“Reginald! Behind you!”

			The first knight swung his sword; Reginald caught it, kicked the man in the knee, snarling out a breath—and then the second knight stabbed forward.

			Morfran watched as Reginald was pierced through the chest. The mercenary’s eyes widened, his face caught in startled surprise. The first knight then struck him in the throat. His friend fell without noise.

			Dead.

			The two knights exchanged fist bumps over Reginald’s body. One of them even tossed the other a coin. A bet had been placed on who’d make the killing blow.

			Morfran was already swinging at them before he realized what he was doing.

			He killed the first without much issue. He’d caught him by surprise, and the knight fell, bleeding from his gut wound, the gold coin falling from his open palm.

			The remaining knight before him was clearly not happy that Morfran had killed his buddy.

			Back at you! Morfran wanted to scream, but the knight had already launched at him, swinging, slashing, and stomping forward whenever Morfran tried to land a hit. The way the knight moved, with hasty, chopping movements and emotional strokes, reminded him of—

			“Knight Kyle?” Morfran questioned, trying to peer through the knight’s helmet slits.

			“It’s pronounced Nyle!” Knight Kyle lashed out, ripping off his helmet as if to show Morfran his knightly identity. “Nyle! The K is pronounced like an N! No one ever gets that right!”

			“I will never understand names in this kingdom,” Morfran muttered, maneuvering away from a swing and landing a heavy strike on the knight—who took the hit but managed a decently deep slash across the side of Morfran’s rib cage. Pain flared like he’d been scorched by a line of fire, and he stumbled and tripped over the corpse of the other knight.

			Knight Kyle grinned nastily, raising his sword. And that was when a flash of pink drew both of their attention to a spot in the yard.

			It was Drezella’s pink cloak. The little girl was darting to and fro, from injured rebel to injured rebel like a small, delicate-winged dragonfly over a moat.

			To Morfran’s horror, Knight Kyle realized exactly what she was doing. He abandoned his killing blow against Morfran and began to march on her.

			“Drezella,” Morfran coughed out, trying to fight through the pain to rise. “Drezella!”

			She was oblivious to the knight advancing on her, occupied with a bleeding rebel lying on the cobblestones.

			“Drezella!”

			The knight raised his weapon, and Drezella turned slightly, seeing the sun’s reflection glint off the sword, seeing the blade as it fell.

			The knight flew off his feet like a cannonball had barreled into him. Morfran’s breath was gone from his lungs, disbelief writhing throughout him as he tried to grasp what he’d just witnessed.

			Drezella’s gaze fell towards the direction the projectile had been fired from, fastening on a lone figure just a few feet away. A figure that was hulkingly huge, covered in cuts and bruises from head to toe, and dressed in nothing but a loincloth.

			It took Morfran a few seconds to recognize him, mainly because he wasn’t equipped with a seventy-foot-long beard. Rapunzo. Gone was his long rope of hair. In its place was a fashionable, trimmed beard not unlike Morfran’s. Randy the Duck sat atop one shoulder and a massive pack was slung over the other. He reached into it to pull out a stuffed bear, holding the critter threateningly like a weapon as he glared down at her.

			“Little woman,” he growled.

			Drezella stared with wide eyes before her gaze fell to his knees, where there were bleeding scuff marks. Slowly, without removing her gaze, she scooped out her Special Paste and gently swept some on the wounds.

			Rapunzo blinked as the paste soothed his scratches. He blinked as the evil little woman continued to stare up at him with her big round eyes. Then he frowned as he lifted his healed knee and looked from it to her. “What did you do?”

			“I healed you,” she announced.

			“You…healed me?”

			Drezella nodded with a proud dip of her chin. “That’s what a Fleet Foot Club member does.”

			Slowly, he lowered the stuffed bear. “I shall not kill you then, little woman.”

			Morfran had reached their side. The instant Rapunzo saw him, his face lit up like a thousand rising suns. “Bosom brother!” He yanked him into a hug that, like last time, nearly popped his eyes from their sockets, only unlike last time, Morfran was smiling, as well.

			“It’s good to see you, too, buddy,” Morfran grunted out. “And out of your tower. I like the new trim, by the way.”

			“I used the kit you mailed me, the Handsome Devil Beard Grooming Kit 3000!” Rapunzo beamed, releasing him. “Then I thought about what you told me, so I jumped out of the tower—”

			“Really? Wasn’t it, like, four stories high?”

			“—and ran here, where everyone said you’d be!”

			Morfran blinked. “You ran clear from Atlantis 2.0?”

			“It was but a light jaunt.”

			“You’re inhuman.”

			“Then I joined in the fight against Lord Morfran’s men, and ate some jam, and killed that knight there, and met this little woman.” He gestured to Drezella, who was finishing lathering paste on a nearby rebel and helping him rise. “The small ones aren’t evil, I don’t think.”

			“Bernard,” said a slight soldier approaching them, then, with a little bit of confusion and a lot of fear, added, “Rapunzo?”

			Rapunzo had that stuffed bear cranked back and ready to launch in .03 seconds flat. Morfran blurted, “Wait! It’s just Bronwen!”

			Rapunzo lowered his arm, squinting. “Sad Woman?”

			Just then an arrow whistled past them all, fired from the City Hall window. Morfran gritted his teeth, turning to them. “We need to take hold of that building.” It seemed impossible now. Many of the rebels were being forced back from their line. “If we can signal to the others that they’re needed here—”

			“Say no more, bosom brother.” Rapunzo was at his side one moment, and the next he was tearing across the yard at the building. The soldiers in his way were shot with flying stuffed animals, which, despite being made out of cotton, were enough to violently maim their midsections. Then he leapt at the building, which he grappled onto like a spider and began scaling up three stories towards the bell tower, yanking and throwing people from windows on his way up.

			“Why didn’t we have him on our side from the beginning?” Bronwen balked.

			“Because I didn’t know he was capable of all this.” Morfran gestured furiously in Rapunzo’s general direction.

			Rapunzo had reached the bell tower and begun clanking the bell to the jingle of the rebellion—ding, ding-ding-ding-ding, ding-ding! He continued doing this until a flood of rebels came pouring through the streets. They were all on horses, likely pilfered from Lestershire’s royal stables, and leading the charge, right atop Skullthrasher, was Brim.

			“Take ground!” Brim was screaming, his blue eyes gleaming with energy. “Hold the line! We must take Mestershire! Fight through the pain!”

			After getting another lathering of Special Paste from Drezella, Morfran began urging her behind the rebel horsemen. “Get back, clear back, and stay out of harm’s way—”

			“But I need to help keep everyone alive! You understand! You’re a Fleet Foot member, too!”

			Just then Rapunzo was back at Morfran’s side, bouncing from one foot to the other in earnest. “What task can I do now?”

			Morfran paused. Looked between the two. “Rapunzo, take Drezella and—only behind rebel lines—go heal those who’ve fallen. Quickly, though. Quickly!”

			Drezella grinned, glad to be put to use with the stuffed-animal-equipped one-man army, and darted off.

			He turned to stare at the third wind of battle.

			Bronwen had joined her father’s side, absently tossing knives this way and that, managing to land each throw on an enemy soldier. Brim had taken another arrow to the shoulder; he merely laughed at it and proceeded to crack his helmeted head against the noggin of a soldier he’d lifted from the ground with one arm. Bill and Theodore, mounted on their horses, were plowing through soldiers by clotheslining them with a thick rope they held taut between the two of them. He saw the Fleet Foot Club’s parents, fighting back-to-back, smeared in blood but holding their ground in the midst of archers. Even Hugh was in the square, lying belly-first on a tree branch and swiping at soldiers passing beneath unawares.

			They were doing it. They were taking it. They were taking the second city of Warshire, and it appeared that many citizens had joined the fray as well, helping tip the three-to-one ratio to a two-to-one instead. What was more, they had heart. They were not fighting to keep territory. They were fighting for their homes and their families. There wasn’t anything more worth fighting for.

			It was here, dazed in his disbelief, that he realized it.

			They didn’t need him. They could take the two cities and use them to bargain with Ravana, who Morfran knew was hiding in Castle Atrago after setting Warchester aflame. She was not a negotiator. She was not a strategist. She was just a nasty woman, and for the first time since joining the rebellion, he felt confident that the rebels could take her down. They didn’t need him for that. They didn’t need him any longer.

			But he needed them. Their goodness. Brim’s boisterous, encouraging leadership. Bronwen’s grit and resilience. Bill’s and Theodore’s good-natured humor, the Fleet Foot Club’s blasted wholesomeness, even Hugh’s drive to be of use. He needed all of it, because he had none of his own.

			But he couldn’t stay. He’d taken someone who’d once been as good and naive and kind as Ravana and corrupted her until there was nothing good left. He couldn’t, wouldn’t, do the same to them.

			You’re changed now, he heard Beni say to him, from so very far away. You’re not that same man.

			The rebels won’t think that once they find out who I am.

			That was his greatest fear now.

			Even if he was changed, the actions of his past weren’t. They’d never forgive him.

			He would leave, and without him the Elmswood Rebels would overthrow Ravana, and they’d restructure the kingdom, place someone good on the throne. That he was sure of. And it was now that he felt decently at peace—not completely at peace; he didn’t think he’d ever feel that again—but he felt that he’d done enough to repair the damages he’d incurred in the kingdom. He, Morfran, Dark Lord, and all his dark deeds, could be forgotten and fade into nothing but a bad memory for the people of these lands he’d grown to love. He was fine with that now, even if it was a torture of its own kind to leave it behind.

			And it was with this last thought that he let the rebels advance forward without him, and then he quietly slipped away.
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				Secret in the Tunnels

			
			The streets of Mestershire were blood soaked but mostly empty as he traveled through them, keeping his hood up and head down. If he hurried, he could grab a cart and Dirtclobber on the way out, then grab Beni, Minny, and Jak out in the encampment outside the city walls without too much attention. He’d take the east roads, push through the Valley of the Vale, and head towards the East Inlet docks. There were trade ships that were always on the go. He’d bribe someone to take him. Anywhere at this point. It didn’t matter where.

			He’d turned his face from an approaching group of women carrying pots of water out to a few slumped men beside a wall when words were spoken behind him.

			“I knew it.”

			He flinched at the voice. No. No, she couldn’t have followed him. She’d been entirely occupied when he’d slipped away.

			He turned to face Bronwen. Her black-and-purple soldier’s armor was blood smeared, her long braid unraveling from its ties, the green of her eyes bright with energy. She was advancing on him, her dagger clenched in her fist.

			“I knew you were going to try to kill Ravana on your own.” She gritted her teeth, looking animatedly like she wanted to throttle him. “But where are you going? The gate to Warshire is that way.”

			“Bronwen,” he began, because he didn’t know what to say, didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t be here. He was supposed to get away. He’d already said his silent goodbye.

			“You want to do this on your own?” She shoved him in the chest. He took a small step back. “I won’t let you. We’re a team, Bernard. You don’t let me die, and I don’t let you die.”

			He was shaking his head, trying to think of anything he could say to get her to leave—that he needed to check on Beni, that he was concerned for Grandfather Tortoise’s whereabouts, that he was the murderer of her true love and he was terrified of the moment she’d find out.

			“Or are you looking for a secret tunnel into the castle?” she demanded, and his heart hurt, because it hadn’t yet clicked in her mind that he was fleeing. She believed him too good for that now. “Morfran must’ve told you about them, right? If not, I know where one is not far from here.” She dashed back the way they’d come. “This way!”

			“Bronwen, wait!” he shouted, but she was already dashing through the streets. He chased her, passing through archways and beneath trees, his footsteps slapping the wet cobblestones on the way. Damn her. She did know where a secret tunnel into the castle was because he’d been the one to show her. She was going to run straight to Ravana. And although under normal circumstances Bronwen could take her in a fight, Ravana still had her magic, and Bronwen was still hexed. She’d be dead within minutes.

			That was, if she didn’t encounter any soldiers on the way. Gueldefore was likely by Ravana’s side, too. Perhaps he’d stop her. Perhaps he’d spare her.

			He highly doubted it.

			“Bronwen!” he screamed. She was entering an abandoned cobbler’s store, the door smashed in. She climbed over it, vanishing inside.

			He found her in the back room, picking up shoes displayed on shelves. “Which one was it?” she muttered to herself, picking up a man’s boot, then a ballet flat, then a baby bootie.

			“Bronwen, stop,” he said. “Morfran’s dead, and we’ve already taken more than half the tri-city. Let’s let someone else kill Ravana—”

			She tossed him a sharp look. “You think I’m still weak, don’t you?” She spun back to the shoes, as if to spite him. “That’s why you wanted to do this alone. You don’t think I can help you kill her.”

			He placed his hand on hers where she’d rested it atop a glass slipper. She stilled. He was close, closer than what would be considered just friends, his chest touching her back. “I know you can,” he murmured against her hair where it cloaked her ear, evoking a shudder from her. He’d said it with a nervous smile, trying to appear like he was the weak one. “But I don’t think I can.”

			She turned her head, exposing the profile of her face; her flushed cheek, the delicate swoop of her nose, the purse of her lips. “You’re the bravest man I know, Bernard,” she whispered. “And that’s having seen my father brave troops alone before. You can do this. I’ll be right beside you.”

			She jerked the glass slipper up.

			The entire shelf swung back, the lever hidden in the shoe opening the secret wall into the tunnels.

			She tossed him a studying look, taking in his face as if she were trying to commit it to memory. “Let’s go.”
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			Morfran still didn’t yield, and Bronwen still persisted. The tunnels ran deep underground—the tri-city itself was massive, and as such there was a lot of ground to cover—and Bronwen hurried through it all, only stopping to try to light a torch perched on a wall mount.

			“A little help?” she asked when the flame sputtered out twice.

			He huffed, raised his arms over her, and reluctantly lit it with a nearby match. “This is a horrendous idea. Ravana doesn’t like being cornered. She’ll fight with everything she can.”

			“Then we’ll fight with everything we can back.”

			“It’s too risky.”

			“We have the advantage—a sneak attack.”

			“And I suppose you think that you, the hexed one who fails at everything you do, are going to be doing the sneaking?”

			She ignored him, taking the torch and pushing forward. He yanked at his hair as the flame grew smaller and smaller.

			He could knock her out. He could say they’d been ambushed by soldiers and he’d had to make the executive decision to get them out of there. But she was clever. She already knew he didn’t want to be here. She’d probably put two and two together, and then she’d be furious.

			But at least she’d be alive.

			He picked up a fist-sized rock at his feet and caught up to her.

			She’d stopped. “Drat.” From the light of the torch, he saw that the tunnels forked three separate ways. Also his doing, in case his enemies did manage to find out about the tunnels.

			He perked up. He could just lead her down the wrong one—

			“Wait, I remember.” She began running a hand down one of the walls. “I notched an X in the wall of the path I used.”

			“Why are you so resourceful?” he replied, irritated.

			“It’s this one. Come on.”

			As she led the way, he lifted the rock in his hand a little higher. All right. He had to be careful with this. He didn’t want to cause any lasting damage. Just knock her out long enough to move her to a safe location.

			“Bernard,” she said after a moment. He lowered the rock behind his back. There was steel in her tone. “There’s a chance we might run into not just Ravana up ahead, but Morfran himself, too.”

			“What?” he asked, distracted. “Ravana said he succumbed to poison. He’s dead. Why would she lie about that?”

			Her head was a silhouette against the torch’s fire. “Grandfather Tortoise said he was a thinker. That he’s cunning. He would have known if his food was being poisoned. He would have known who’d been doing it. Could have prevented it.”

			“Ravana can be clever, too,” he dismissed. “And love can make you blind. It’s not a stretch to think she offed him before he realized it was her.”

			“She is clever, and that’s why she didn’t kill him,” she murmured. “She needed him, if not for love then for his mind. She needed him to keep rebellions at bay. She wouldn’t have killed him.” Then, after a few long seconds, she added, “I don’t think he’s dead.”

			He needed to hit her aside the head. Now. Just swing. Just swing—

			“He may be in the castle just up ahead. Maybe even imprisoned against his will.” She sounded almost excited about this prospect, then mused, slightly less animated, “Or he may have escaped. Fled.” He didn’t like how she lingered on that last word. “If that’s the case, after Ravana’s dead I’ll chase him to the ends of the earth.”

			Morfran huffed, his irritation suddenly skyrocketing. “You can’t grasp the fact that he’s already dead, can you?” he said, none too gently. “You need him alive. Otherwise you wouldn’t know what to do with yourself.”

			He knew it needed to be said. He wasn’t expecting just how harsh it sounded. How harsh he sounded.

			She bristled, and he knew his retort stung deep. “Better to chase a ghost than let a monster live.”

			Now it was his turn to stiffen. “What if he fled for the good of the kingdom? Perhaps he realized how despicable the things he’d done to the kingdom were and left to prevent himself from damaging it further—”

			She let out a sharp, mocking laugh. “He doesn’t get to outrun his consequences. I’ve been preparing to kill him for fourteen years. He can feel guilt, but I wouldn’t care. He deserves death for all he’s done.”

			“Does he?” he growled. “You believed I could turn a new leaf. You gave me a second chance. Why not him? What if he’s done good things since then? What if—”

			“I understand he was your friend, Bernard, and I sympathize with that—”

			“You don’t, though. You just can’t let things lie. Listen, Bronwen. He’s gone, so you just need to stop chasing it!”

			“How can you say that?” Her boots cracked angrily against the ground. “You want him to get away with all he’s done? At some point the weight of ill actions outweighs any chance of forgiveness, and only death is the answer!”

			“And if he saved your life once? Then what?” he snapped. “You told me that right after failing to assassinate Ravana, you ran into him, and he showed you these tunnels and let you escape. He let you live!”

			She halted mid-step as his voice funneled down the tunnel. The torchlight burned a waning, cold yellow, casting their long shadows against the walls. His looked particularly warped, lurching over her own. With barely any breath at all, she whispered, “I never told you that.”

			He froze.

			“I never told anyone that.”

			A great, terrible silence swallowed up her words, although they rebounded and echoed throughout Morfran’s head like she’d shouted them. She’d told no one that, and no one knew.

			Except one other person.

			She hadn’t turned. But her chest was rising and falling more rapidly now with shallow breaths. “Bernard?” The way she said his false name, with fading hope, with slight fear, put ice into his blood.

			She turned, dagger held low at her side. There was indeed dawning fear in her eyes, and disbelief, and pain, and, gods, why had he blurted that out? Her eyes fell to the rock in his grasp, and he felt like she’d instead caught him with blood-soaked hands. He dropped it, but it was too late. Her eyes widened.

			Slowly, like she was an animal in the brush he didn’t wish to spook off, he said gently, “Bronwen—”

			She took a step back.

			“Let me explain it from the beginning.”

			“Tell me he told you that,” she whispered, edging away. “Tell me he told you, and that’s how you know. Please, Bernard. Please—”

			But he saw in her eyes that even if he lied, she wouldn’t believe him.

			“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

			Her fright was quickly verging into panic. “Liar.” She swung her dagger. He grabbed her wrist and pushed it away with ease, but she’d brought the torch up to swipe at his face. He ducked, batting her torch-wielding arm so hard he knocked it from her grasp. It hit the ground, shadows rippling as the flame flickered from the fall. She wasn’t done. The dagger was flying at his throat again, and with each swing he just swerved back, avoiding each slash with such ease he could tell it only inflamed her fright.

			“Who are you?” she snapped, her voice trembling. “Tell me who you are. Tell me you aren’t— You aren’t—”

			He grabbed both of her wrists and pushed her against the wall, firmly but not ungently, to pin her back. She was crying; his thoughts were fluttering in every chaotic direction, striking at him with the beat of his heart: betrayer, liar, coward.

			“Who are you?” she lashed out.

			“I’m me,” he said through gritted teeth. “You know me. I’m that stupid man you caught in your net, the same person you had to chase down and force back into the rebellion half a dozen times—”

			“The sword,” she murmured in horror. “You had his sword. And there were all the rumors and—and Gueldefore fought you, he said you weren’t who you said you were and—”

			“Bronwen.”

			“It was you,” she seethed through her tears, struggling to throw him off. Her knee popped up, but he knew her by now, knew she’d try as she had once before. He just blocked it. “Admit it. Say it! It was you this entire time. You joked with us and fought with us and bled with us. You were one of us!”

			“I didn’t want to be!” he snapped. “I wanted to leave the kingdom! It was you who dragged me back every time!”

			At this admittance she only grew more frightened. “All your knowledge about the cities, the codes, the generals, your strategies that worked every time—” She kicked out again in bitter frustration, more to lash out than to harm him. “You tricked us!”

			“Yes,” he spat. “I tricked you into taking back your lands and fighting against my men.”

			She sucked in a trembling breath, staring at him as tears dripped down her face. She was terrified of him, he knew, and it gutted him, but there was also a venomous edge in her eyes that was growing rapidly and made him wary. “You killed him.”

			At this he paused. He was looking in the scornful eyes of a woman he was beginning to love whose true love he’d murdered, and in that moment he didn’t think anything else could hurt as much as that. Finally, he responded with a quiet, flat tone. “Yes. I killed him.”

			She shoved him back. He let her. His shoulder blades pressed against the opposing wall as she placed her dagger against his throat, drawing so close it was practically an embrace. The torchlight exposed the fierce look on her face; it was a cold, severe glare, her teeth bared.

			“Do you even remember what his name was?”

			He couldn’t stop the humorless, bitter smile from touching his lips. “I’ve killed hundreds of people, Bronwen. That’s a lot of names to remember.”

			She pushed the dagger against his skin. The sharp, cold edge cut ever so slightly into his skin.

			“It was Arthur,” she whispered.

			He swallowed. Doing so caused her dagger to cut more into his skin. “He was very brave.”

			That was when he saw it—the dark look in her gaze. She pressed even closer to him until they were chest to chest, and he recalled that this was the Red Rogue, a woman bent on revenge, a woman who’d hunted and killed wicked men not because she wanted to but because she had to.

			Yet here she wanted to kill him. He didn’t need to see the look in her eye to know.

			“I hated you,” she whispered, and the look faded somewhat to reveal a hint of insurmountable pain. “And I hate you now more than I ever did before. You deserve death.” The dagger pressed deeper.

			He released a breath, grimacing. “You want me dead? That’s fine.” He couldn’t help it, taking in her face one last time, studying the fierce and gentle beauty of it. His voice softened as he said, “You can make my death as short or as long as you wish. I’m yours any way you’ll have me.”

			Something flashed in her eyes, but it was too quick to see. Then she pushed the dagger’s edge farther up against his throat, readying to drive it in and swipe his neck. He didn’t close his eyes; he kept them on her the entire time.

			The blade halted. It didn’t press deeper, yet it didn’t let up. She ground her teeth, releasing a breath, fidgeting as her arm holding the dagger trembled. She couldn’t do it. The hex wouldn’t allow it.

			She truly was trying to kill him.

			Tears returned to her eyes, tears of frustration and of hurt. Then she drew the dagger back, grabbed his collar, and kissed him.

			Morfran had expected death. This was much worse. This was a torment—her lips crushing against his, the wonderful press of her body, the angry desire that grew behind her kisses when he kissed her back. He threaded his hands up through her hair to pull her closer, tightly, urgently, because he knew this was goodbye. She might not be able to kill him, but her people could. And it was over. It was done. There could be no more running. What he did now, he’d do headfirst.

			His hands wandered down the long tassel of her braid, back to the ribbons tying it off. He tore them both out as he kissed her deeper, and she made a frustrated noise in the back of her throat, dropping her dagger, her fingers sliding up to his throat she’d just tried to cut moments before, before they went around his shoulders so she could embrace him even tighter.

			She was warm. Soft. But her kisses were rough and angry, and their hearts pounded against each of their chests as if equally desiring to fight.

			He grabbed one of her hands, threading his fingers so he was holding it—and then he wrenched her back.

			She stumbled. He only saw a flit of her confusion before he turned and slammed her stomach-first against the wall. He’d seized her wrists and was binding them together with her ribbons before she even realized what’d happened.

			“Morfran.” She spat his name like a curse.

			He couldn’t stop the shiver that rippled down his spine upon hearing her say his name. “Sit down,” he whispered against her ear, and when she didn’t, he forced her to the ground. She kicked out when she saw that he planned to bind her ankles, too.

			“These are ribbons,” she scoffed, half laughing as if he were an idiot. “They won’t hold me.”

			“Go on. Try to escape. Squirm all you want.” He knotted the ribbons about her ankles tightly, suddenly reminded of the time she’d tied him against a post. “Your hex won’t allow you to escape. We both know it.”

			Her glower was dark. “If you hurt any of them—”

			He returned it. “It’s not them I’m going to hurt.” He pressed his lips together. He could still feel hers against his, a ghost kiss that’d linger for far too long. Maybe it would never leave. He didn’t know if that would be a bane or a blessing. He stooped, plucked up her dagger, and spun it between his fingers. “I’ve a meeting with my ex-wife that’s long overdue.”

			Despite her hostility, a hint of concern touched her face. “You’re going to kill Ravana?”

			“You’ve already tried once,” he said, picking up the torch and looking grimly in the direction that’d spit him into the castle. “I figured it’s my turn now. After all, I’m the reason for all this mess.” He wouldn’t look down at her again, couldn’t look at her betrayed expression any longer. He left her in the dark, feeling as though he’d also left another person—someone better—behind.

			What lay ahead required only a villain.
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				Ravana’s Armor

			
			He knew where she’d be. But still, he visited every room in the castle for old time’s sake.

			The guards were easy enough to evade. Morfran knew all the secret passageways and entrances and exits that they did, as well as a few extra he hadn’t even told Ravana about. He visited the many rooms he’d lounged in during rainy days—his study, the war strategy room, the solarium. He stopped by the gardens where he’d wooed Ravana, the ballroom where they danced together beneath the glass chandelier, and even the nursery he’d had decorated with tiny bear patterns the day after their wedding for the children that they both wanted but had been too busy wreaking havoc across the kingdom to have.

			Finally, when he was ready, he ventured to Ravana’s trophy room. The only room in the castle he couldn’t stand, ever since it became hers.

			He paused when he saw the double doors swung wide open, saw the shadows fluttering across the floorboards. He’d been right. She was on the opposite side.

			He hadn’t been inside the room for years, and as he paused in the doorway and looked in, he knew he was justified in that. It had always been a large, lofty room—two stories high, with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the city. The furniture was grand, too; there was a piano and a harp, and plenty of cushioned couches for lounging, and a fireplace large enough to fit three grown men inside.

			The fireplace was lit with splendid flames, and the wine-colored curtains were drawn, further casting a sharp light into every corner of the room. It was in this light that Morfran saw the extent of Ravana’s reign in the trophies she’d collected: there were the feet of course, sticking out from plaques where elk and moose heads ought to be. Those plaques littered a great deal of the walls from floor to ceiling. But there were also jars on shelving filled with all sorts of items: belt buckles, bracelets, rings. A woman’s felt hat sitting atop a skull. A collection of glasses filling an entire shelf. A crimson vase of freshly plucked nightshade.

			Spoils of war. Items that belonged to someone alive, once upon a time. He’d known she’d been eccentric in her obsession with feet. He hadn’t known it’d grown this bad, or that it’d branched to include all this.

			“Morfran.” Ravana was sitting in a full-backed red chair by the fireplace, sipping a goblet of wine. She was in her best dress—black lace with purple trim and a low neckline—and her ebony hair was in ringlets that delicately curled around his old crown. She was also caked in makeup again, as if she wanted to appear at her most beautiful to taunt him. She spread out her arms in a welcoming gesture, though her eyes spelled murder. “Do come in. I knew you’d be visiting soon. We’ve been waiting.”

			Gueldefore was sitting in the armchair beside her. He pushed himself to his feet, then tossed his new black cape back to sport Morfran’s leather pants. The corrupted knight’s grin had no humor in it. “I told everyone I knew you were no good.”

			“So you ran straight to the most evil person in the kingdom to complain?” Morfran balked.

			“It wasn’t planned,” Gueldefore sneered. “In fact, she found me.” He looked at her in adoration. “I’m glad she did.”

			Ravana shrugged, still casually holding her goblet. She said to Morfran, “You seemed restless here, dear.” Gueldefore frowned at this, but she continued. “I couldn’t help but take a few precautions in case you slipped away. I’m glad I did, for it helped me track you when you left. And I’d enchanted the right item, too, because like I said before, you are one vain man.”

			It clicked. Morfran looked at Gueldefore’s legs. “You enchanted my pants to track me?” Of course she did, and of course he was too egocentric to simply ditch them on the side of the road. They could’ve avoided a lot of pain if he’d just done that. As it were, Morfran was his own worst enemy. As always.

			He shook his head and raised his blade. It was time to get this over with. “I’ve come to—”

			“Kill her?” Gueldefore interrupted. “No, you foul wretch. It is I who will kill you.” He held up his own sword, a fancy new thing with a red bloodstone in the center, just like Morfran’s old one.

			“All right,” Morfran huffed, out of patience with him already. “Can you wait? I’m trying to speak with my ex-wife.”

			“Do move, Gueldie. I want to know what he has to say.” Ravana waggled her fingers.

			Gueldie? Morfran mouthed, giving her a long-suffering look.

			He’s a rebound, she mouthed back.

			A terrible one, he replied, before saying, “Ravana, I haven’t come to kill you. At least not yet. Not if you agree to step down from the throne and pay for your crimes.”

			The room echoed with her laughter. “You want to lecture me? Have you paid for your crimes, Morfran? All those heads you severed from their owners’ bodies, have you apologized to them yet? Sewn them back on, waved your fingers and told them to rise from the dead, and sent them on their merry ways?”

			“I’ve been trying to pay for what I did.”

			“Ha!” barked Gueldefore. “No, you haven’t. You’ve just been parading around with the rebels because you liked the attention they gave you. You liked the attention that Bronwen gave you. That made me sick, watching you flirt with her like a schoolboy.”

			“I never did that.”

			“It is I, Gueldefore, who deserved their attention—”

			“Sit down, Gueldefore,” Ravana urged with a sharp tone. The knight’s jaw snapped shut, and he grumpily plopped on the seat like a three-year-old who’d been told he was to have no dessert. “Now, what were you saying? You were trying to convince me to become good?”

			Morfran started up the dialogue again. “Look. The rebels have taken the majority of the kingdom back, all under your watch. They’ve taken Lestershire and Mestershire and are probably advancing towards Warchester as we speak. You’ve proven to us and yourself that you can’t rule as I once did, and I’m clearly not coming back to join your side. Step down, Ravana. You’ve already lost. I promise I won’t let you be killed when they come. I might even be able to swing you a country estate to live on if you surrender now.”

			She smiled tightly, the makeup powder along her eyes embedding in her wrinkles. “I loathe the country. Far too much dirt. And the rooster crowing only makes me want to strangle it, and then myself.”

			“An estate in the city.”

			“The only ones worth my time are those with great shopping, and you aren’t going to let me stay in Warshire, are you?”

			“An estate along the sea, then,” he replied, growing more irritated.

			“Even just staring at the ocean makes me seasick, Morf. You know this.”

			He lost his patience. “Then I’ll tie you to a firework and blast you to the moon!”

			She blinked before fluttering her eyes up towards the ceiling with a smirk. “The moon? The moon doesn’t have catering, dearest.”

			Morfran brought his hands up to his face. He’d forgotten just how annoying she could be when she got in one of her moods, which was all the time. “I’m giving you options, Ravana. To do something good again in your life. Don’t you remember being that person before? You were so kind, so generous—”

			“—so silly, so naive, so powerless,” she finished, saying it in a low voice to mock him. “I love what I am now. Why’re you trying so hard to change me? Why’re you trying so hard to turn me good?”

			“Because there is an entire army beelining towards the castle to come drag you outside and hang you, all right?” Morfran shouted. “I’m being good right now, trying to save your life. See how being good can benefit you in a roundabout way?”

			She tapped her lips, accidentally smearing her lipstick. Then she dropped her hands. “You were so much more attractive when you were beheading people. Truly, it is a shame.”

			“Ravana—”

			“What’s next, Morfran? Are you going to use the power of friendship to make me regret all my horrid decisions?”

			“Well, it—it worked for me—” he stammered.

			“I’d rather be infected by anthrax than undergo whatever character-building transformation you went through.”

			“You don’t mean that.”

			“I’d rather have every one of my nails slowly shaved off with a blunt, rusty razor than ever call myself good again.”

			“That’s…excessive.”

			“So I hate to inform you, but you’ve wasted your time coming here. Please leave, preferably out the window. I always did enjoy a good splat.”

			Morfran stared at her. There was no hint or sign in her eyes or body gestures that told him she was telling any lies. Her smile bordered on a smirk, and she seemed to want him to attack her. Something about it felt like a trap. And yet what did he have to lose? Nothing. Bronwen knew his secret. She’d tried to kill him, and would have, if the hex hadn’t stopped her. She’d tell Brim. She’d tell Grandfather Tortoise, and little Toothless Pete, and Rapunzo, and all the others. All the friends he’d made were gone, and everyone in the kingdom would want his death now.

			He raised his sword again, pointing it at her with a fierce glower. “I’m not leaving,” he growled. “Not until you’ve either stepped down or stopped breathing.”

			She grinned viciously. “That’s the seductive man I know and love.”

			Gueldefore popped up at this. “I can be seductive!” he shouted. “Let me fight him for you, my love! Let me take care of him for you!”

			She gave him an irritated glance. “Like you took care of him with that crossbow earlier? Sit back down.”

			“But dearest, I insist! I am a knight who swore to protect you. You must allow me to fulfill my vow, lest my honor—”

			“I said sit down!”

			“—be damaged, and woe be unto me. But I vow again that I will fight him and I will win this time. I will win your token of affection—”

			“Will you shut up!” she screamed, whirling on him, slashing out across his throat with something that she’d slipped from her sleeve. A line of red instantly followed; Gueldefore choked out, blood spluttering instantly from his mouth, spluttering from his neck. The knight clawed at the wound, but it was too late, and too soon he slumped towards the ground, let out a last cough, and stopped moving.

			Morfran raised his eyes from the dead man back to Ravana, all his nerves alert.

			She looked down at the mess, wiping a splatter of blood from her forehead with the back of her hand. He saw she was holding a simple knife. “Oops,” she murmured, a little tonelessly. She turned to him, and he saw—

			“Ravana?”

			Her forehead was a strange coloring of ivory and the sickly green of moldy bread. She looked at her sleeve where her makeup powders were, then touched her skin. “Drat.” She shut her eyes. “I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

			Alarmed, he asked, “What is happening to you?”

			She lifted and dropped one shoulder, then raised her left hand up to stare at her fingers. “My magic ring,” she drawled, staring at it gleaming dully on her finger. “It’s gone bad. Ever since you smashed yours and abandoned me, it’s been causing me all sorts of grief.”

			“What does that have to do with your skin?”

			She cast him a lazy look, but after seeing her so quickly lose her temper and kill Gueldefore, he couldn’t ignore her casualness. She was going mad. The jars, the trophies, how she hoarded soldiers up in Warshire—she was going mad.

			“I’m getting older, Morfran,” she said. “I used the magic to preserve my looks. But about six months ago, it started to backfire.”

			He studied her. The makeup didn’t just cover her face. She’d caked it onto her neck, her arms, and her hands, too. That was why she’d been so powdered up when she’d projected her spirit to him. She was hiding the problem. “You’re decaying?”

			She scoffed, her nose wrinkled in distaste, her smile nasty. Then she nodded, a strange look in her eye. “I am, dearest.” She spread out her arms. “So why don’t you come embrace and kiss me one last time?”

			“Is this why you don’t want to turn yourself in? You think there’s no time to become good? Ravana, the rebels have a healer, two actually, who can heal you. They’re with us now. Just remove the ring. Let us help you.”

			“I don’t want your friends to touch me with their dirty fingers,” she spat. “If they come near me, I’ll slaughter them.” Her eyes gleamed as she said this, a dark gleam, the same one he’d seen when she’d smiled at the screams of men she tortured. “Gueldefore told me all about them. That crusty old man who can barely walk, that annoying little girl who acts so benevolent all the time. I’ll kill them both, Morfran, you know I will. I’ll kill them all. And if you don’t believe me, bring them here and watch as I rip their limbs from their pathetic bodies.”

			He was wrong. She wasn’t going mad. She was there already. And after seeing the black look in her eye and hearing her giddy glee as she threatened to kill an old man and a little girl, he knew there was nothing he could do or say to reach her. She was wicked-wicked, evil-evil, and she needed to die.

			But for the first time since he’d abandoned her, he found he didn’t want to kill her.

			He raised the blade with great, reluctant sorrow. “Then I think there’s nothing more I can say to convince you.”

			She laughed. “I knew it. Knew you’d come here and return as the hero. But I promise you this.” She spanned out her arms, grinning, the makeup powders across her face smeared enough to expose the green hue of rot. “Whoever kills me dies as well.”

			He paused.

			“It was the last enchantment this ring would spit out,” she said. “A spell of offensive armor. However I die, that individual will die in the exact same way.”

			So that was the catch. Something inside his chest released, and he exhaled quietly. “I’ve sent hundreds to their death. What’s two more?”

			He lunged at her. She screeched, sawing through the air with her knife, which he narrowly evaded by swerving aside. She didn’t let up, however, and slashed thrice at him in what could only be described as precise, swift death thrusts, all of which almost landed lethal blows.

			He kicked her in the knee, knocking her backwards. He swung his blade to cut her down.

			She ducked, came up, and slashed him across the knuckles.

			He blinked in surprise, the cut stinging.

			She snickered but didn’t answer his question, leaving him to realize on his own that even though when he’d left her a year ago she hadn’t known how to wield even a practice stick right, she’d changed that. She’d trained for this.

			She was quick after that. Almost too quick. He was trying to cut her down with a longer-range sword, whereas she was spinning, pivoting, and popping up behind him to deliver quick, painful slashes that he couldn’t fend off.

			Fine, then. If she wanted to fight in close quarters, then he could do that as well. Bronwen’s dagger was in the pocket of his breeches. He swept it out now, discarding his sword behind him, and began countering her blow for blow, catching a slice in the ribs here, a gash to his collarbone there.

			He landed a nasty cut to her scalp, to which she let out a hysterical howl of a laugh before headbutting him, right in the chest where Gueldefore’s bolt had struck him earlier.

			Black spots washed over him at the pain. But he was already moving, already bringing his hand up to stop her from stabbing him in the eye—

			Her knife went through the palm of his hand, coming to a stop at the hilt. He groaned, hot pain rippling through his fingers, down his wrist. She was forcing him backwards, towards the wall, grunting at the exertion.

			He stopped trying to hold her strength back, recoiled, and as she fell forward, slapped her across the face. Hard.

			She staggered back with an oof, toppling over an armchair. While he had a spare moment he peeled her knife out of his palm, seething and cursing every name he could think of until it was out. Black spots were returning, threatening to take him.

			No. He fought. Stay awake. Stay awake and take her down.

			She’d done a backwards somersault to catch her fall, and was still crouched like a wildcat on all fours, her hair in tangled streaks of black about her body. He held both her knife and Bronwen’s dagger, and before he could consider which to throw—his chest wound was inflamed again, and he couldn’t quite grip Bronwen’s dagger with his left, while his right side was free but he wasn’t right-hand dominant—she pounced at him with an animalistic scream that slapped the ceiling almost before it slapped his ears, and he raised his left hand up and—

			The dagger buried into flesh. Morfran sucked in a terrible breath with her. They both stared down at the weapon embedded deep into her thigh. He hadn’t been able to raise his hand soon enough; the pain in his chest was too great.

			“Oh, Morfran,” she said, almost mockingly, through her pain. “Don’t you know anything?” A small, wicked smile formed on her lips. “Thigh wounds are like shoulder shots. They’re never fatal.”

			She then rammed his sword through his stomach, spearing it so it went cleanly out his back. He choked, dropping both weapons, his hands instinctively flying to the foreign object skewering through his body.

			She wrenched it out.

			He collapsed, and this time the black spots returned at the corners of his vision, appearing and reappearing like the coming and going of a tide.

			His ex-wife tugged out the dagger in her thigh with a lack of self-preservation and gazed at it with morbid curiosity before tossing it aside and gripping his sword with both hands.

			“Darling,” she murmured, limping in a slow circle around him. “If you had told me this is how it’d end between the two of us, I would have thought you were crazy.” Her voice hitched on that last word, her eyes glassy and distant. They regained focus, however, when she stopped at his head. “Would you prefer to bleed out? Or— Oh, this would be more suitably ironic.” She placed the tip of the blade against his throat. “Morfran the Beheader, beheaded by his beloved wife.”

			She raised the blade high over her head. He swallowed the blood in his mouth and shut his eyes before he could watch his end come swooping down.

			Ravana let out a strangled choke. His eyes flew back open. The sword still hung up in the air like a flagless pole in her arms. But protruding out of her chest, right where her heart was, was the black tip of a dagger.

			Whoever had stabbed her in the back wrenched it out, and Ravana fell, hitting the floorboards beside him. He saw her eyes flit to her killer, right before they fell back on him, and he saw, before she died, the gleam of a wicked smirk on her lips.

			No.

			With groaning pain, he rolled to his side, pushed up, half in panic, half in disbelief—

			Bronwen stood over them. Her bindings gone. Her hands empty.

			“Bron,” he murmured. How? How had she escaped? How had she killed Ravana with the hex?

			She didn’t reply. Her eyes weren’t on him, but on some far-off thing in the room, and her breath was growing heavier, her chest heaving with increasingly greater pants. Her hands flew to her torso, her face twisting in pain.

			“It hurts—” she choked out to no one, before her knees cracked against the floorboards.

			“Bron—!” He coughed, dragging himself towards her. There was blood blossoming through her armor, right where she’d stabbed Ravana. She slumped to the ground. “What did you do?” His words came out in breathy stutters, his stomach wound stunting his breath. “Why didn’t you stay put? You were supposed to stay out of the way!”

			“Morfran.” Her fingers found his. Her grip was weak, growing weaker by the second. “I think…that kiss…”

			She didn’t get to finish. The light was bleeding out of her eyes. He forced himself to sitting position, with his back against an armchair, and held her in his lap. “Stay alive. Stay awake. Bron—please. We’ll get Drezella. She can heal you. She can—”

			Her head fell against his chest. The last spark of light vanished from her eyes. She was dead. It was that quick.

			“Bronwen?” He inhaled a frantic sob. No. She wasn’t supposed to die. Someone good like her deserved to live. She was supposed to find both him and Ravana dead, find relief and release in it, and walk out of the castle with a lighter heart. She was supposed to go back to her garden, go back and join her father and brother, go back and celebrate this long fight against him with triumph.

			She wasn’t supposed to die.

			“You hate me, do you?” He forced back tears. As his body lay dying, he wasn’t inflamed in pain but felt himself growing cold, growing numb. “That’s fine. You can hate me all you want. But you have to hate me when you’re alive.” He buried his face in her hair. “Only alive.”

			He pulled back. Started crawling across the room, towards the shelves of Ravana’s spoils of war. He reached up towards a vase only to nearly black out. With his foot he dragged the knife towards him, and using that extra reach, managed to knock the vase off the shelf. The nightshade scattered like purple threads before him.

			He gathered it, then dragged himself back to Bronwen’s body, feeling already weaker, like the energy was being sapped from his blood by a nasty illness, and all he needed to do was just sleep.

			Taking her back in his arms, he pressed the nightshade against her heart, where Ravana’s magic had killed her.

			He hesitated then. He hadn’t done this in many years. His father had tried to teach him, out in the graveyard late at night, where none could see their actions. Each time he’d brought the dead back wrong; they were mindless. They bled. They decomposed. They were never the same as before, and it was because Morfran had always thought of his future boasts rather than the deed itself and the selflessness it required.

			He wasn’t thinking about any of that now. He was thinking that she’d probably return to life only to quicken his death once she saw him.

			Even then he pressed his fingers against her wound and muttered the ritual words in the old language, the language that still possessed a few traces of power if one spoke it aloud.

			Please. His eyelids were dragging shut as he chanted. He forced himself to stay upright. Just a few more seconds. Just a few more. He was dying. The strength keeping his hand pressed against her chest faded. He was slumping against the chair. Still, he forced his lips to say the words, to finish the incantation, to finish, to finish—

			“Morfran?”

			The voice speaking his name was muffled, like he was beneath water and it’d been said above the surface. The last thing he saw as he died was the shape of a turtle off in the distance, waddling ever so slowly towards him. If it reached him, he wasn’t there to find out.
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				The Trial of Lord Morfran

			
			Morfran woke in a grassy courtyard that looked suspiciously like Castle Atrago’s. The sky was partially black with residual smoke, and the scent of burned buildings and blood coated the air. And yet among all that there were birds, chirping happy little songs from their perches along the buttresses of the castle.

			Gone was his armor. Instead he was in a simple white shirt and brown breeches, the blood and fatal wounds he’d received earlier gone as well. He was no longer in pain, no longer numb, no longer anything. Death, he thought, wasn’t actually that bad.

			He tried to stand and realized his wrists were bound behind a big post jutting out of the grass.

			Wonderful. His mood instantly plummeted. I’m not dead, and I’m back to where I started: tied to a post.

			Across the courtyard was the castle wall, and behind it he could hear cheering from a large crowd as someone spoke. The rebels had won. They’d achieve victory. They’d freed themselves. Despite his predicament, he smiled. At least, and at last, they’d won their peace.

			What was that other noise, though, that sounded like a semi-dying cat and a high-pitched fly in his ear?

			Two children came around the corner of the gatehouse. It was Toothless Pete, twiddling away on Morfran’s lute, and Tad, who was piping out quite a hot tune about victory day and biscuits. Why biscuits, he didn’t know, and wouldn’t ever, because the two spotted him and instantly flew the other way, screaming:

			“He’s awake! He’s awake! The Dark Lord is awake!”

			Well. That answered his question about whether word was out about him. How did they find that out? Bronwen was dead. She couldn’t have told them. The realization stung so greatly that he didn’t much care what happened next. He slumped against the post, resting his head back as a stream of people began flooding the courtyard. Many he’d never seen before—citizens of Warshire, many equipped with big rocks, sharp farm instruments, and lit torches, despite the fact it was clearly morning.

			One man spat a string of curses and pointed a torch right at him. Ah, those were for him. They were going to burn him at the stake. He loved the irony, even if he didn’t appreciate the gesture.

			The rocks were hurled with great precision and glee, pummeling him in painful places, particularly his head. It was only when two women from the crowd began jabbing pitchforks at him that someone swept forward, shouting them down with a booming voice.

			“Cut that out! What are you, a mindless mob?” It was Brim, of all people. He’d forced his way to the front, and his massive height and commanding voice made them all step back.

			“That’s exactly what we are!” A man wielding a shovel raised it up high. “A mindless, pissed-off mob!”

			“Don’t forget bloodthirsty!” a mindless mob member mentioned amicably.

			“Oh, and unruly!” another added politely.

			“Can you call us agreeable, too?” a third interjected pleasantly. “No, actually, I demand you call us agreeable—”

			Brim just stooped down and picked up a fist-sized rock, looking nigh about to hurl it at the mob and their demands. “You’re all pissing me off, that’s what you are. Shut your yaps or I’ll do it for you.” All mob members instantly shut their mouths. “Thank you for complying,” Brim said, before lowering the rock and turning to face Morfran. From his position he blocked the light of the early-morning sun, and it cast a cold shadow on Morfran’s face.

			“Say it.” Brim’s cutting gaze lacked any of the warmth Morfran had grown accustomed to seeing from him. That hurt almost as much as Bronwen’s pained anger earlier. “I want to hear you say it.”

			Morfran sighed. Familiar faces had pushed themselves to the front of the crowd, and he saw the sober expressions of dozens of those he’d fought beside and laughed beside and lied to.

			The grass at Brim’s feet was dewy. They were all waiting, in this painful, painful quiet, for him to give them the respect they deserved and confess. Well. He’d prolonged it long enough. The moment was due.

			“The man and general you knew as Bernard doesn’t exist,” he said slowly, keeping his eyes on Brim’s feet so he didn’t have to look at anyone. “He was a lie I made up to fool you. But the man who tormented you these past twenty years, and whose men burned you out of your homes, you all well know he exists…” Then he forced himself to look Brim in the eye as he admitted it. “He is me. I’m Morfran.”

			The crowd tittered like a flock of birds who’d just been shot at. More rocks were hurled his way, and even Brim couldn’t death glare them into stopping.

			“A third of the people behind me want to kill you.” Brim’s tone was flat. “And another third want to watch.”

			Morfran shut his eyes. He was spent; a charred log at the end of its life, more ash than fuel. But if they wanted to smoke the remains, he’d let them. He deserved far worse.

			“The last third are vouching for your life.”

			His eyes flew back open. Brim was unsmiling, a shadow behind his eyes. “Who?” Morfran dared to ask.

			The big man gestured behind him, and to his shock there were people—a sizable number—who stepped forward. All of Brim’s men who had survived the fight, including Bill and Theodore. Hugh, who was leaning against Morfran’s new sword, which he’d stabbed into the grass. There were Drezella and Tad and Toothless Pete, the last of whom was standing between and holding the hands of a flossy-haired woman and man, whom Morfran surmised were their parents. Grandfather Tortoise, also—where the hell had he been?—and what looked like the entirety of Reginald’s mercenary army, all still freshly lathered in the blood of their enemies.

			Lastly among them, his eyes fell to Bronwen, who stood flushed and watchful and alive, in a simple clean shift that was unstained by blood, and she in turn stared back with a quiet expression that was entirely unreadable.

			All the breath inside him puffed out, and he deflated against the post. “She’s alive?” Tears of relief brimmed his eyes.

			Brim passed him a conflicted look, and he hesitated before saying, “We’ve made a bargain with those who want you burned. If those who want you alive can share their reasoning why you shouldn’t die today and convince the rest to let you live, you’ll be untied. If not…” He looked at the many torches studding the crowd. “It’ll be an ironic end for you.”

			When Morfran realized that he’d have to sit there and listen to those he’d lied to as they tried to spout any good qualities of his they’d noticed, he shook his head roughly. “No. Brim, please. Just kill me. I’d rather die—”

			A tiny tic of humor touched Brim’s jaw. “I can’t. I’ve been appointed temporary leader of the city, and I have to abide by majority rule. Besides, I don’t yet know if I want you dead. I might have a good use for you.” He cast Bronwen a quick glance, which baffled Morfran further, before he stepped back to let the first speaker step forward.

			What followed was what Morfran could only describe as cringingly painful and worse than any torture Ravana could have invented from her demented mind, and he found he could only stare holes in the grass as person after person came up.

			“He recognized I was an idiot, and put me to good use for it,” came the first testimony, from Hugh, who nodded as if his words alone justified preserving Morfran’s life.

			“He promised he wouldn’t punch me in the head while teaching me how to play the lute!” was Toothless Pete’s defense for him.

			“He saved my parents from being publicly executed,” Drezella argued. “I wouldn’t imagine a Dark Lord would do that, but he did.”

			“He’s fought by our side through thick and thin most excellently,” Theodore said. “He braved his own soldiers as he helped us take back our villages and cities all throughout the kingdom. Not to mention he had us fling him headfirst into a sea monster’s mouth in order to kill it. It was all like, ‘gharrar,’ and he was like ‘chuck me like one of your logs,’ and he flew like a fearless arrow into its gullet. Or beak. I dunno what it was. Oh, he did this all while drenched in wasabi, and—”

			Drezella came up a second time. “Dark Lord Morfran also joined the Fleet Foot Club as a member. He took an oath to always be honest, helpful, and benevolent, and Dark Lord Morfran would never turn his back on that.”

			Someone please tell her to stop calling me that.

			One individual who came up surprised him.

			“My bosom brother seduced and stole the woman who was prophesied to become my true love.” Rapunzo stood before the crowd, as stiff and wooden as a board.

			“Isn’t that Good King Richard’s missing boy?” Someone squinted from the crowd.

			“But that woman turned out to be Queen Ravana, so in a way he saved me from being married to a monster.” Rapunzo was wringing a stuffed animal in his hands, and Morfran feared that him diving behind the post from stage fright was imminent. Yet he managed to finish. “He also mailed me a beard-trimming kit using pigeons, and told me if I wanted to live I needed to jump out of my four-story-tall tower.” An awkward pause. “That is all.”

			A long silence came up after that. Morfran had kept his head down through all of it, and he didn’t raise it now. He dreaded if that was the last of the testimonies, and he dreaded it if it wasn’t.

			Then, Brim stood up. There was a long, steady quiet as the big bearish man looked across the crowd, collecting his thoughts. “I know I’ve been appointed leader, and that usually situations like these are where I would moderate.” He paused. “But it would be a disservice to everything we’ve fought for if I did not stand up now.”

			He looked down at Morfran. Morfran refused to look at him.

			“I knew, when my children caught this man in the forest and we forced him into the rebellion, that we’d be working with a man with a shady past,” he began. “I knew that there was a chance that he might’ve harmed or even killed people I knew.” He spoke the next part softly. “But I made a specific choice never to ask him about that. What he once was, what he was trying to flee from—it didn’t matter so much as where we were going, and what we would do. Yet what I did ask of him was that he use his skills and knowledge for good, for the advancement of the rebellion, to put an end to the evil in this kingdom. He didn’t always want to, I knew. There were plenty of times I was informed he’d tried to run. And there were times I questioned if he’d lead us into an ambush.”

			Morfran winced.

			He shrugged, and Morfran saw his great shadow turning, his arms spread out wide. “Look around us. Where we stand now. Alive. And free.” It sounded like there was a light smile on his face. “I think his current actions speak out in defense of his life. He was put to use, if at first he didn’t want that. But he came around and he committed all in his power to help us take back our homes. Those who’ve spoken up believe that there is good in him now. I know there is good in him. I ask that you think on that. Are we not a kingdom that believes in growth? Growth of economy? Growth of the land? Growth in its people?”

			Even with his head bent low, shame eating him alive, Morfran could feel a shift in the crowd. It was a receding of flames, Brim’s words like sand upon the heat. He wanted to hug the man and he wanted to flee from his sight, and his heart ached knowing that he himself had been an indirect cause of the death of this man’s wife, and yet Brim still chose to stand up and speak out in support of him.

			He didn’t know what the crowd would choose. In that moment, though, he was filled with love for every single individual who’d stood up and even those who hadn’t.

			“My name is Bronwen.”

			He stiffened. Raised his head. She was there, standing with her back towards him, facing the crowd.

			“Many of you know me or have heard of me,” she was saying. “But for those who haven’t, I’m also known as the Red Rogue.”

			For the first time in several minutes the crowd fluttered with whispers.

			“One year ago I was sent to assassinate Queen Ravana, and during that time I failed. As I was fleeing with guards at my heels, I ran into this man.” She gestured at him. He could feel her quick glance over him, hot like sizzling oil. “Do you know what he did?”

			The crowd had gone utterly still.

			“He said, ‘Next time? Don’t miss.’ And then he let me go, after showing me a secret passage through the castle.” She paused, and then she turned and stared him sharply in the eye, not looking away once. “I’ve never told anyone that. I didn’t want to believe he was capable of goodness. But this man spared my life, and actually encouraged me to return and try again, before he’d made the choice to turn his back on his life as Dark Lord of Ruthven. He had an ounce of goodness in him, even before we forced him to change.”

			She turned back to the crowd. “There’s something else you need to know.” She hesitated before announcing, “I died yesterday.”

			Morfran was still looking up, and it was because of that that he saw Hugh’s frown and Brim’s chagrined expression.

			“I got pierced in the heart with magic and bled to death.” She went on. “He was there, too. And that was after I learned exactly who he was. He knew I wanted to kill him. Despite that, he not only brought me back, but brought me back in perfect form.”

			At this, some in the crowd began to shift.

			“Brought back? As in back from the dead?”

			“You’re saying he used necromantic arts?”

			“She is,” Grandfather Tortoise spoke, hobbling forward with his cane. “Morfran’s father was a necromancer, after all, and hands down the best one I’ve ever seen.”

			All eyes flickered to the old man, to Bronwen, to Morfran, and back.

			“I thought he killed all the necromancers in the Two-Year War!” someone complained.

			“He killed all those who practiced it imperfectly,” Grandfather Tortoise answered. “It’s only considered a wicked art because some of those who’d practiced it had done it for selfish reasons—true resurrected people don’t decompose, and they certainly maintain all their thoughts and knowledge as well. Morfran killed those who’d despoiled the career and held back from ever using the practice his father taught him until now. Didn’t you?”

			He directed this last sentence entirely at Morfran, who merely rested his head against the post, gaping at the old man. Hadn’t he seen the shape of him before he’d passed out in the castle? How did he know all these things?

			“Which brings us to this.” Grandfather Tortoise gestured to Bronwen. “If Morfran was still as evil as you believe, then how did he not only resurrect a woman he knew wanted to kill him, but resurrect her in a way that in all shapes and forms demonstrates complete and selfless love?”

			Bronwen was looking back at him, not with hate, but not with love, and he found that he could handle her gaze only for so long before he had to shut his eyes.

			“Think on all we’ve testified today,” Grandfather Tortoise said, before leaning against Bronwen. “We’ll hold the vote in one hour’s time.”
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			One hour was an awfully long time while waiting on a verdict of whether or not he’d be torched to death. Morfran hit the back of his head against the pole, again and again, mindlessly. Everyone else had left. Everyone except Grandfather Tortoise.

			Someone had brought him out a chair, and he was leaning comfortably against the back of it, watching the butterflies flutter by and smiling at the sweet sound of the birds.

			“You were in the trophy room with us.” Morfran finally said it, when it became apparent that the old man wouldn’t. “That’s where you were during the battle. I don’t know how you got in. But that’s how I didn’t die. You healed me before I could.” He gritted his teeth. “Which also means you let Bronwen die.”

			The old man was still admiring the free, flying critters around them. “Have you ever wondered why I request to be called Tortoise?”

			“What?”

			“It’s not my actual name. What idiot names their son after a reptile?”

			Morfran stopped banging his head on the post.

			“I admire tortoises. They carry their home with them, of course, so they’re never lost. They know precisely who they are, and are at peace wherever life takes them. You”—he pointed a crooked finger at Morfran—“could do with some peace. You fled your childhood home after burning it to the ground. Then you found a new home in a sizable castle before you realized what evil lived inside it with you, and then you fled home again. Now where are you? Homeless yet again.”

			“Thanks for rubbing it in.”

			“No, I’m pointing it out. You’ve wanted to run away this entire time you were with us. Guilt and shame and fear were eating at you, telling you that you were no good. But, lad, it is time you learned something else about being good that is often forgotten.” He leaned forward. “Good people forgive themselves.”

			He snorted, bitter. “I don’t deserve—”

			“Brood about it all you want, Morfran, Lord of Brooding, but it’s the truth. Good people forgive themselves. And if they ever find that they can’t, then they try to mend the ill deeds that are preventing them from finding that peace, and afterwards, check in on how they’re feeling and if that feeling is closer to peace. Because it is only when one is at peace that one ceases to run away, and there they find that everywhere they go can be called home.”

			Morfran glanced across the courtyard. Smoke still wreathed the sky, but behind it he could see the promise of blue. His wrists had long since grown sore, and his eyes stung. Stung from the ache of nearly dying yesterday, the battle of Warshire, the battle of Redmoth, the battles of Atlantis 2.0 and Ferndock and all those others he’d fought for the past twenty years, going to and fro across the lands but never satisfied. It was no wonder he was tired. Tired of being afraid, and ashamed of everything he’d done.

			“Now, you blame me for allowing Bronwen to die when I could have saved her,” Grandfather Tortoise said. “But it was necessary. I knew you could bring her back, besides. And was I wrong?”

			He looked at him. The man knew too much. Far too much to be a mere old man. “Who are you?”

			Grandfather Tortoise smiled. “Your godfather. I suppose the full term would be fairy godfather, but I don’t have wings, just a shell.” He chuckled to himself.

			Morfran wanted to punch him. “What?”

			“Yes. Magic is sparse in the kingdom, but it does thrive in little pockets and people here and there. I’ve watched you and your family from afar, Morfran. I suspected everything you were going to do, just as I suspected that Ravana’s magic ring had gone rancid because of her wicked soul, just as I suspected that Bronwen was your true love.”

			“What?”

			He squinted at him. “Surely your vocabulary is more extensive than that single interrogative pronoun. Yes, Morfran. Did you not notice how she didn’t stutter once when she gave her testimony? You at least had to have noticed that she’d killed Ravana without her hex getting in the way.” He grinned, sly. “Just what happened in those tunnels earlier?”

			“But—but she had Arthur—”

			“Young people believe that everyone they become infatuated with is their true love.” He rolled his eyes. “She didn’t believe me, either.”

			“You told her?” He frowned, thinking of all those passing looks she’d given him. But he’d seen her eyes. She didn’t love him back. She couldn’t, after all he’d done.

			“Yes. Didn’t accept it until I asked her what you smelled like, and if you smelled ridiculously good all the time.”

			“What does scent have to do with it?”

			“Our true love always has a scent that reminds us of home.” He looked at him curiously. “What did she smell like to you?”

			“Wildflowers,” he replied, dazed. “What did I smell like to her…?”

			“You’ll have to ask her that yourself.”

			Morfran didn’t say anything to that. But he did ask, “If you’re my godfather, and you know things that others don’t…what happens next? Do they vote to kill me?”

			He grinned. “I’m your godfather. Not a crystal ball. Most things you have to learn on your own.”
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			The verdict was reached. The crowd gathered back in the courtyard, and judging by the lack of torches and pickaxes, that verdict was—

			“You’re to be released,” Brim announced to him when everyone had returned. Morfran caught grins exchanged between the Fleet Foot brothers, a shared hand squeeze between Rapunzo and Drezella. “The citizens of Warshire have voted against your death.”

			Morfran exhaled at that, and even though a fraction of him still wanted to be put out of his misery, there was always that part that wanted to live. And yet Brim still lingered over him, an and yet in his voice.

			Morfran waited.

			“You’re not to leave the kingdom,” Brim continued. “If you do, you’ll be killed on the spot. The people have come to an agreement that they’ll only let you live if you serve a penance for all you’ve done.”

			He swallowed. “What type of penance?”

			Brim’s gaze softened. “With the discovery that you’re a necromancer who’s brought back someone in perfect form, the people have decided that you are to be sentenced to serve the kingdom by resurrecting the people who’ve died by your influence if you can, starting with all those who died in battle yesterday.”

			It wasn’t a terrible sentence. In fact, he found it quite possibly a relieving one. He could resurrect Reginald. Owain. The rest of them. But— “What if I can’t bring someone back like I did with Bronwen?” he asked, because it was a very real possibility. She was easy to love—but half the people he encountered he found, quite frankly, annoyingly stupid.

			Brim grimaced. “Then you’re to be executed according to how that individual died.” Then he leaned down, lowering his voice so only the two of them could hear. “For your sake, I hope it’s not a problem. Be well…Morfran.” As he walked away, those words carried a hint of that friendship they’d had before. It left him with the hope that perhaps, one day, he could earn it back.

			Others came up to him after that. Hugh with his sword to cut his ropes. Brim’s men, who gave him either a big slap upside the head for all the lies or a half-love, half-hate tap that he deserved. Drezella came, too, leading Beni and the kids. He ruffled Beni’s head, held Minny and Jak in his lap. His goat friend was nudging his hand, but he found that while he relished knowing that she was safe, he couldn’t feel true comfort because of what he had to do next.

			“Take care of her for me?” he asked the little girl. “And the kids. Minny and Jak are wonderful, proper names, and anyone who can name them and keep them happy will make for a great goat owner.”

			She beamed. “As president of the Fleet Foot Club, I accept that responsibility.”

			Rapunzo knelt next. He set a small stuffed lamb down beside Morfran, then erupted into sobs and yanked him into a near-death hug.

			“They say I’m a missing prince and that my father was Good King Richard and that I’m to stay in Castle Atrago,” he wailed. “But I don’t want to go to school. I want to bake beef Wellington and lemon squares, and Little Woman promised to induct me into the Fleet Foot Club, and Randy the Duck told me he wants to travel south for the upcoming winter.”

			“Rapunzo, I need to tell you something.” Morfran took a breath, ready to pour out all the apologies he could for stealing the man’s true love and for his predicament of being trapped in a tower. But then he realized that the man had perhaps just as much personal growth to undergo as he did, and finally settled on a smaller, albeit still dangerous confession. “Randy the Duck is female.”

			Rapunzo and Morfran looked behind Rapunzo, where Randy the Duck stood staring at them.

			“You’re a woman?” Rapunzo asked her, betrayal in his eyes.

			“But most women are quite wonderful,” Morfran hastily added. “You’ve only been exposed to the terrible ones so far. But there are many who are kind, and helpful, and thoughtful, and— Look, you don’t even have to change her name. Just replace the Y with an I, all right?”

			Randi. The man-child mouthed it. Rand-I.

			“That’s the spirit. Let that thought sink in. I once had to undergo the same realization with my pet goat, and we’re now the best of buds.” Were the best of buds. She can’t come with you.

			Shortly after this, Rapunzo left, gently stroking Randi’s head and lifting up her leg as if to peer beneath her tail. Morfran watched him leave. One day, maybe, he’d make up for ruining his life. As it were, he found he only had the strength for baby steps.

			He looked about the courtyard. Everyone else had left except Bronwen, who stood at a distance, solemn faced.

			He felt like curling up in a hole and dying. But he was an ex–Dark Lord, damn it, and he was done cowering. Stepping closer so he didn’t have to shout, he said, “So. Grandfather Tortoise told me your hex is gone.” He tried to smile. “You’re finally free.”

			She pressed her lips together, as if she still felt it, too—the ghost of a kiss they’d shared just yesterday. But she didn’t come forward, and didn’t return his smile.

			“Yesterday I tried to kill you,” she whispered, wringing her skirts. “And today I voted to save your life. I don’t quite know what to think of it.”

			He slipped his hands into his pockets to hide how much they were shaking. He was completely stripped bare in front of her now, and he’d never felt more vulnerable. “There’s time for that now. For thinking,” he said, then felt stupid stating the obvious.

			She said nothing, and he felt like he was watching her fade, the usual bright light in her gaze receding like a star being covered by clouds. He knew what she needed to hear. What she’d stayed to hear. If this was all she wanted, he’d give it to her.

			“I wasn’t lying, when I said it earlier. Arthur was brave,” Morfran managed to get out. “He was the only one on the field who ran at me rather than away. That rarely happened over my twenty years of ruling. And you’re right. I didn’t know him long enough to learn his name. But just know that now I’ll never forget it. And, Bronwen?”

			She’d dropped her gaze as he’d spoken, but now she raised it again, clenching her teeth as if to hold back tears.

			“I am sorry.” Not because his past actions had ruined his chance of ever being with her. But because he’d ended a life, and he’d ended a love, cutting it short. How many more lives had he done the same to? “About him.” He paused, then added, “About all of it.”

			She studied him slowly, tracing the lines of his shoulders, the expression on his face. It was a particularly tender action, something he’d only ever seen a parent do to a child, or a lover do to their loved one only when the two of them knew they were alone.

			He stayed where he was, however, even though all he wanted to do was tear across the distance and yank her into his arms, to ask her, against all wisdom and reason, to stay at his side, to come with him.

			But even as he saw the tilt of a frown and the sad, dwindling light in her eyes, he knew he couldn’t ask that. She’d been tugged around by him, indirectly and directly, for a great deal of her life, and the last thing she needed was his constant presence redirecting her steps. She needed time to restructure who she was again: if she wanted to become the Red Rogue and hunt down the rest of his generals, if she wanted to become whoever she’d been before she’d picked up the assassin’s blade, if she wanted to become someone else entirely. She couldn’t do that if he was still in her life.

			So instead he smiled. And even though it hurt to say the words, it also felt like a release. “I also wanted to say thank you,” he whispered. “For always chasing me down and dragging me back. For recognizing the good in me, even when all I saw was the bad. Without you, all of this”—he gestured behind her, to the city freed from his and Ravana’s evil reign, and the happy sounds of celebration from her people—“would never have happened.”

			Her eyes were gleaming now. She continued twisting her skirts, her eyes on the ground. Then finally, she tipped her chin down in a little nod. “Do good,” she said. “Morfran.”

			She turned to leave, and he knew he needed to let her. But a last smidge of selfishness he couldn’t quell made him ask it, made him call out, “What was my scent to you?” Quieter, he explained, “To me you were my mother’s wildflowers.”

			She paused a step before she continued walking. And he thought that maybe she wouldn’t answer. That he’d never know. And he didn’t—for although she did turn her head and speak, the answer was so soft he didn’t hear.
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				A New Page Turned

			
			Morfran had been traveling for a week straight and still had no idea where he was.

			He would have thought that, once being a Dark Lord, expert battle strategist, and forced-into-goodness general for a rebellion that took him across the kingdom, he’d know where he bloody well had wandered into.

			He lowered the map, frowning at the twisted trees writhing up and out like the broken stem of an umbrella. Just yesterday he’d resurrected a dead man who’d eaten an entire pie made out of boomberries. It was one of his more memorable resurrections as of late, namely because once the man had reverted to a body rather than a gazillion chunks of flesh and the breath of life filled his lungs, the man had said it’d all been worth it. Apparently, boomberries were the most delicious of the berry family, and he’d known what he’d been getting into.

			Morfran had burned the bushes along the man’s cottage on his way out.

			He’d, both surprisingly and unsurprisingly, become quite popular across the kingdom. Children would see him coming through the valley in his cloak, riding Dainty Stepper—previously known as Skullthrasher, his black warhorse—and dash back to their homes, screaming,

			“He’s here! He’s here! Tell Ma to stop crying so much! Grandpa will be up and at it soon enough!”

			He no longer resurrected those who’d died directly or indirectly by his hand. He’d already brought back all the innocent lives he could, though a surprising number turned down his offer. Apparently, the afterlife was one big party, and him yanking them back into the mortal realm was like that one buzzkill who demanded partygoers stop dancing on tables and put down that eighth mug of ale because they had to go muck the stables outside.

			Those first few weeks had been tense, however; he’d been overwhelmed with the thought of failure, and what he knew would happen if he couldn’t bring someone back. But over time he’d gotten quite good at it. He resurrected the dead not for himself, but for them and their families and the lives they would have had if he hadn’t meddled with them. Begrudgingly, he’d even brought back the members of the kNighty-kNight Necromancers Club, which was an awkward occasion where neither party would meet the other’s eyes and which ended with the members formally disbanding the organization.

			The months passed, and he found that people fetched him from his tent or inn room asking not to slap him in the face for what he’d once done but for his services: a child had fallen down a well and drowned. Someone’s uncle had gotten lost in a snowstorm and frozen to death. A woman was headbutted by a hostile billy goat running rampant. And so on and so forth.

			The hardest resurrection, however, was bringing back Arthur. He wasn’t Bronwen’s true love, but she had free will. What if she chose to return to his side, despite the now-fourteen-year age gap? What if they joined together to murder Morfran in his sleep? Nothing would bring two people back together faster than the mutual desire to destroy someone they both despised. And did Bronwen despise him still? He hadn’t dared reach out.

			In the end he’d accepted the possibility of being maimed by the two and resurrected Arthur in the man’s family mausoleum. Unfortunately, the blizzard of the century had blown in right as he was doing so and rather than wake the dead guy, stutter out an apology, and run away, Morfran was snowed in with him for the following three days.

			During this time Morfran suffered through an excruciatingly painful conversation as he expressed his deepest sorrow that he’d beheaded him and that fourteen years had passed since then. He also confessed that he, too, was in love with Bronwen, who happened to be his true love, and who was now a famed assassin in Ruthven. Arthur, to his surprise, took it in stride. He only sobbed for three hours straight, after which he wiped his face, stuck out his hand, and said he forgave him.

			By the end of the three days they’d bonded over Morfran’s wild plum jam and their shared trauma of Hugh’s idiocy. Afterwards, Arthur set out for Elmswood, and Morfran went back on his resurrection tour feeling fifty pounds lighter (though that could have been because Arthur had binged Morfran’s entire stock of jams).

			A little over a year had passed since Warshire had fallen to the Elmswood Rebels. The replacement of the new ruler was still taking time—Rapunzo, many were quick to learn, didn’t want to rule but instead wanted to pump iron, name his ever-growing stuffed animal collection, and live next door to his friend he only ever referred to as Little Woman—so that had put a hitch in those plans. In the meantime they were in good hands. Brim stayed six months in Warshire, overseeing order and looking menacing whenever anyone tried to overstep boundaries, and spent the remainder of the year with his children down south.

			Maybe one day, if they really needed him, Morfran would be asked to return to Castle Atrago, should they need someone with his expertise and experience. For now, however, he’d grown quite content raising the occasional dead cow or person and traveling the kingdom he’d never had the chance to visit when he was Dark Lord of Ruthven™.

			Rolling his map into a small ball, he chucked it behind him in irritation. It hit something solid, and he made Dainty Stepper—all right, that was too stupid a name, he’d have to change it again—back up so he could see what he’d hit.

			It was a sign, nearly camouflaged due to the overgrowth of ivy vines. When he cleared it away he saw the words Elmswood Village: Two Miles→

			“Well? What do you think?” he asked his horse, suddenly nervous. “Should we follow it, Dirt Walker?”

			The horse snorted.

			“You’re right. That name sucks, too. Shall we just stick with Skullthrasher for old time’s sake?”

			Skullthrasher tossed her mane back, which he took as a Hell yes.

			He led Skullthrasher right, which set them on a trail that was getting more overgrown the deeper they went. It was all very confusing, to the point where he just wanted to burn away all the forest just so he could get back out again. But after he counted to seventy-three, the urge finally passed, and he continued on, coaxing his horse forward through the brush until the thicket vanished and he was on a large, paved road that smelled like woodsmoke and baking bread at the end of it.

			Someone behind him gasped.

			He turned in the saddle.

			Bronwen was standing on the road, a bursting-full basket of golden-red apples in her arms. She was in the same sort of forest-dwelling clothes he’d first seen her in over a year ago: a leather bodice over white skirts, simple laced boots. But her long hair was threaded through with flowers of bright colors: lavender, palest pink, cheery yellow. On the end of her braid was a green ribbon.

			And then he realized what that weekend was. The harvest festival. He must’ve mixed up weeks due to his travels through these blasted woods.

			“I got lost,” he finally blurted, scowling, just to fill the silence because she certainly didn’t seem about to. “The signposts in this place are terrible. You better tell your father that. He’s here, I assume?”

			She tipped her chin down in a nod, as if still in disbelief he was there. She was looking him over from head to toe, her gaze unhurried. He knew he didn’t look much different from before—he’d kept his hair the same length and had only trimmed his beard back a smidge. The only difference was that he now wore, over what he referred to as his quaint peasant clothing, a white cloak that advertised his service as a necromancer. He’d even kept the sword she’d gifted him, wearing it more for remembrance than necessity nowadays.

			“Well,” he said, suddenly feeling foolish. “I wasn’t trying to visit during the harvest festival. I came because Hugh sent me a letter that I couldn’t read. His spelling is atrocious—for the sake of my eyesight, get him a tutor—and I worried that you, or rather, that the village”—all hells, why couldn’t he stop rambling in front of her?—“was in some sort of danger.” He shut his mouth, stared at her rising eyebrows and growing smirk, and then added, “He made it indecipherable on purpose, didn’t he?”

			“He’s smarter than he looks.”

			“Scarily so.”

			He dismounted. Rubbed his neck. Perhaps it was a mistake to come here. Perhaps he should turn back the way he came, or simply follow this new, freshly cobbled road back into the forest.

			But he’d traveled a great distance to come here, and he was done fleeing.

			So he asked it, the question that had been on his mind since that winter. “Is Arthur around?”

			She shook her head, and it was a casual gesture. There was no sign she was hurt or disappointed or wistful about it. “He visited a few months ago, but he went to live with his parents back in Burbenbach.”

			Morfran heard the unspoken answer and tried not to show how visibly relieved he felt. Gripping Skullthrasher’s reins like they were a lifeline, he forced himself to approach her. “I also came because I never heard your answer.”

			“My answer?” She slid the basket around one arm, shifting her weight to one leg.

			“About what I smell like to you,” he replied, as if it were the most natural question in the world. “Please tell me it’s something nice like fresh pine or sparkling ocean tide. Not bratwurst and liver, or pickled herring, or the unwashed socks of your brother—”

			At last, Bronwen smiled. “Come on.” She held out her hand, and there was a hint of sparkle in her eyes, the same gleam that Brim had when he was overjoyed. “Beni and the kids have been waiting. And you still owe me a dance.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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				Day seven hundred and sixty-one

				Dear Diary,

				This is it. The last entry I’ll make in this book. But only because it’s the last page and I need a new one, and because my days are quite busy as of late. Last month at the harvest festival I put my favorite recipe of pomegranate cranberry jam into the fair, and—get this—it won the grand champion blue ribbon. Not only that, but half the grandmothers in the village have asked for tips, and they won’t leave me alone about it. Brim says I must’ve been a matronly woman with the bad habit of feeding goat cheese to her goats in a past life. I don’t see an issue with that. Beni, Minny, and Jak eat it like it’s catnip, and this matronly woman in me is happy when they’re happy.

				I’ve been teaching Hugh how to fight. He actually already knows the basics, which upon retrospect means he really was hiding in battle. I pulled him aside and told him a secret—that there is more to warfare than just war. After that I introduced him to the blacksmith, and he’s already made numerous types of weaponry. (Note to self: explain to him why a bow that fires sword-arrows won’t work.)

				Rapunzo is adapting to life on the ground. He’ll occasionally kiss it, but Tad and Drezella are always quick to put a stop to that. Toothless Pete finds it quite humorous, however, and has already written five books of songs to lyricize the man’s idiosyncrasies. One of the songs lists all 124 of Rapunzo’s stuffed animals from his stuffed animal collection. (Also note to self: don’t anger the man-child. Owain mocked him once for it, and I had to resurrect the idiot minutes later. Death by stuffed bear looks like an unpleasant way to die.)

				I got a letter that Reginald and his army are looking to set up a new rest camp along the coast, and he’s thinking of putting it on the border of Elmswood Forest. It’ll be nice having a mercenary army at our disposal should any enemies across the seas come to pillage Ruthven. And I do miss having a friend from back in the day around—though he did send a friendship necklace with an ear attached. Said he had the other ear.

				He’s an odd one.

				Oh—have to go now. Bronwen wanted to show me how well the chickpeas in her garden have been growing. Apparently she’s got quite the green thumb. I’m impressed actually, and grateful, because she lets me use her fruit for my jams. I’ve been thinking of sharing my shop idea of Damn Good Jam Goods with her. If she likes it, maybe I’ll see if she wants to become a co-owner, and maybe she could leave her lipstick marks atop the lids for branding purposes. Or maybe I’ll just keep those kisses for myself.

				Well. I suppose now’s as fine a time as any to end here. I’ve got some goods to share.

				Signing off for now,

				Morfran, Dark Lord Reformed
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