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Prologue 
 
 
 
 
An astringent wind blew across the sandy horizon, dry, and stale, 

seeming to tug at his hair, as it raked the black-red sky. Turning on his 
heel, Aldyr Havrshyk felt the grains of sand grind and crunch beneath 
his boot, but he couldn't hear its sound in the gale that blew his hair back 
in front of his face. Looking up at the congealing and shifting currents in 
the sky, he moved his hair back out of his eyes and said, with a wry smile 
forming on his ice-chapped lips, 

"I don't know what he was thinking locking me in here... But I 
suppose every 'place' has an exit of some kind." 

The wind declined to answer, but in the distance over the rolling 
dunes of sand, barely visible in the shadowy red light, he caught sight of 
something at least halfway bright, like the reflection of a single ray of 
light off a mirror or glacier. Aldyr took a step in the direction of that 
glimmer, and started down the charcoal-tan sand dune on which he 
stood, his black coat trailing back from his waist as he stalked down, 
head-first into the wind. 

"When I get out of here, I'll be putting you in my place," he said 
bitterly. "After all, I am the Lichblade, and you... You're not really anyone 
yet, Viper." 

His footsteps vanished behind him, seconds after he left, and his 
face went white as he drained his blood to preserve his form. "Even in 
this space, I will not be consumed. I'll find your heart. I'll drain your 
soul."  



Forest of Grass 
 
Gaersheim: 
Forest of Grass 
Near Fassen 
Leif 
 
 
Fryn cocked her hat back on her bun, as she flitted eagerly past 

President Hans for the edge of the clearing. The King still raged in his 
throne, alternately bemoaning his loss of the Harvest Crown, and then 
fuming incoherently at the outrage, the ignominy of it. It took a bit more 
than his usual self-control to refrain from laughing at his outbursts, but 
Leif was also distracted by the excitement of the chase, as he followed 
Fryn's sleek shadow over the heads of the open-mouthed, appalled 
guests. Even as they darted into the forest of grass, he admired the gold 
sheen and the brown maple leaves that glinted on her woven-dyed hat, 
wondering if she even knew what trail she was following. 

"Fryn... Where are we going?" he asked, tightening his sword belt, 
and shifting his tan scarf to cover his mouth against the wind. 

She didn't turn around, but her wings twitched and pulsed with a 
purplish spark of irritation. "What, can't you feel it?" 

"No, I can't," he replied, brushing a low blade of grass out of the way. 
"Our thief left a bit of a trail in the air, it must bear her element, 

because I can still sense the lingering traces of her enhanced flight," Fryn 
explained, ducking under a bent seed stalk, and then sweeping around 
a particularly thick bunch. 

Leif missed the sharp turn, and hit the wall of grass face-first and 
rebounded back, spitting and cursing, rubbing his nose, until he caught 
his flight and hovered in the air. Fryn flew further and further ahead. 
For a moment he almost felt like he was being laughed at, and 
immediately he flushed, and darted forward following Fryn's lingering 
scent, the perfume she'd worn for the Harvest Festival; something like a 
blend of rose and pine, that couldn't be mistaken in the Forest of Grass. 

Fryn had apparently flown quickly out of sight, because as he 
rounded the bends and turns, weaving through the bunches of grass that 



 

grew in thickness and height the further he flew, he felt she only grew 
further away. Chasing her scent, and a small tickle at the nape of his 
neck, his instinct, he smiled as his suspicions were confirmed. Now he 
was getting closer. Sure enough, he darted into a clearing, and ran 
straight into her from behind, and they both rolled and tumbled to the 
ground, landing in a tangled heap of legs, wings, and arms. 

She groaned and stretched her neck as she pushed off of his chest 
and sat on the dirt beside him. The clearing stood before a cliff edge that 
towered over them, so there wasn't enough sunlight to encourage even 
the clover or weeds to grow; but it didn’t look cultivated. If anything, it 
looked more like the resting place of a hare, or large animal, with the 
way the sides of the grasses were bent or chafed, worn by the frequent 
passage of something or someone. Leif sat up and scratched his head, 
shaking his wings of the dust that covered them. Fryn had been 
fortunate enough to land on top of him, so she was relatively unsoiled, 
which was a pleasure she didn't seem to appreciate at that moment. 

"Are you that unbalanced that you had to fly right into me?" she 
demanded, rising to her feet, and patting off the dust that clung to her 
blazer and trousers, particularly her knees. 

"Well, you're the one just sitting there, hovering for no reason," he 
protested, glancing down at the black sword that'd slid partially out of 
its silver scabbard by his leg. He slammed it home, and stood beside her, 
"What were you doing there anyway?" The latch on the sword did not 
seem to be very reliable, and he made certain that he locked it tight 
again. 

She turned away as a hint of red flashed out to her wingtips and 
ears. "I... lost the trail." 

Leif crossed his arms with a triumphant 'hmph' and pointed up 
gloatingly. "If you lose a scent, then either they are hiding here, or above, 
or below; elementary tracking really." 

She turned her head slowly toward him with a smile painted on her 
face; but her characteristic dimples did not show themselves as she said, 
"Fascinating, really, how good of a hunter you are." 

He swallowed, and allowed gracefully, "Well, I am sorry..." 
She waited for him to uncross his arms before shaking her head, 

dimples showing honestly on her cheeks. "You're not wrong about 
which way to go, I just lost my head for a moment. I highly doubt they'd 
be beneath us, so let's see what's above the canopy." 



Putting aside the matter of the so-called ‘canopy’, Leif followed as 
she swept up into the air with an ice-chilled wingburst and rose to the 
level of the clifftop. There wasn't a whole lot to see, just the endless 
swaying tops of the grass as the sun began to set, turning the entire 
Forest of Grass golden under its orange gaze. They shifted and rolled 
like a burnt orange sea, and Leif threw out his arms to the side, yelling 
indistinctly to the east. 

"Ah, that feels good!" He lowered them again as he landed on the 
moss-covered stone on the clifftop. "You know, this is hardly a cliff," he 
said, looking around, "more of a giant boulder really." 

Fryn frowned as she settled a few paces ahead of him, glancing back 
with a sigh, "It doesn't really matter that much to me what it is, so long 
as we catch that crown first." 

He nodded pleasantly. "Certainly, the thought of President Hans 
lording it over us with the crown on his head wouldn't paint a pretty 
picture." 

She tilted her head back and smelled the air, which made him 
chuckle, as if she took the bit about 'losing a scent' literally. She scuffed 
her boots on the moss in frustration. "The only thing I can smell here is 
just more grass." Her wings flicked back and forth, twitching in her 
mixture of absorption and distraction. 

He laughed, and stepped up behind her, stopping beside her 
shoulder so her wings would accidentally brush against his if she 
continued their movements, and tilted his head back to smell the air. 
The winds shifted just a bit, and he caught something else, just a hint, 
from straight ahead; a mixture of wheat, and dry fur. He flicked his 
wings against hers, causing her to start, with a flash of red that was 
immediately, and consciously, drained from her face. "I think I found 
something," he declared, pointing at just a slight angle slightly west of 
north. 

Her lips quirked as she put on a smile, "Very good, Leif," she 
allowed, and dove into the air, flying low over the ripened bunches of 
seeds: barley, wheat, and various kinds of grass. 

He followed as best he could, what with the unbalanced weight at 
his side, wondering how Fryn was able to fly so easily with a knife on 
one side, and nothing on the other. Still, one way or another, she 
managed just fine; he would just have to get used to that sword. 



 

"Why do you think he gave it to me?" he asked her, getting a look 
and a raised eyebrow in return. "The sword, I mean. I fight with my fists. 
Why did the Prince give me the sword?" 

She shook her head, and focused on following the faint magical 
scent on the wind. "You give that fae too much credit. Do you think he 
really knew that you fought with your fists? Maybe he thought it was 
because you didn't have a decent blade. You are the one who defeated 
Havrshyk, so it stands to reason that you'd be the one to claim his 
weapon." She pointed down toward a slight clearing in the grass, 
bounded by impossibly positioned stones matching the one they'd stood 
on earlier. They shrouded the glade in an impenetrable shadow as the 
sun sank beneath the level of the grass, and the stars peeked out 
overhead. 

The Lancer and the Serpent constellations fought directly 
overhead, one bright star marking the eye of the serpent, as the dim 
ones trailed out its body, and the dull figure of the Lancer thrust a rod 
of stars into its belly, with several bright points hinting at his wings 
flung out behind. Leif shivered. This time last year he'd faced his own, 
same as the omen overhead. He had only been allowed to leave for 
Frorin a scant five weeks earlier, what with the length of time it had 
taken to recover the strength in his arms after the muscle-shearing 
injuries. The sparkling branches of the Vine, the herald of the Harvest 
season, progressed slowly as the greater moon waxed and spread across 
it.  

In the last light of the sun, he pulled out his map from the pocket of 
his jacket, and scanned the general area. The Harvest Festival had been 
on the outskirts of Gaersheim's northernmost city, the first city to 
experience the harvest, as it moved down to the rainforests on the 
southern coast. He squinted in the dim light, reading the letters, Fassen 
was marked in bold, with roads leading west toward Eirenau and the 
river, branching off to Gaerlin, Sendra, and Artell, before finally reaching 
off in the direction of Frorin. A tiny line trailed off toward the East, one 
arm widening and curving around a low hill where the smaller line led 
to an unfolded circle without a name, as if it had been a town, and then 
was too small or unimportant to be included. 

"There are no small towns north of Fassen, just one east of here, but 
it’s not in the right place," he announced, reaching out to stop her before 
she could descend. But she'd already sped off toward the dark mass 
below. He sighed, and folded the map carefully, shoving it into his pocket 



as he glided down on the descending air currents, rather than on his 
own power. 

She hit the ground hard, almost invisible to his eyes adjusted 
though they were to the dark, and rolled into the deeper shade of what 
looked like a pebble-stone house with a thatched roof. He settled on the 
mossy floor of the clearing and walked over to the wall where she hid, 
crouching in front of her. 

"Well, what have we found?" he asked, leaning uncomfortably close, 
almost to the point of tipping over. 

She pushed him back with one hand and held a finger over her 
mouth with the other. "Shush! They are nearby." 

"I figured that out myself," he stretched and looked around. There 
were three more buildings in his line of sight, as well as the outline of a 
covered well further off. Two of them looked like houses, with 
meticulously spaced windows and decorative eaves. The third, with its 
double sliding doors, was obviously a barn. "My point is, why is there a 
farming town that's not on the map?" 

Fryn pursed her lips and rose onto her toes to peer through the 
woven-grass shutters of the window beside her and didn't reply. "Just a 
little more and I could see inside..." she complained. She stood back and 
placed her hands on her hips. "There's nothing for it, no lights inside. 
Let's check the others," she added in a whisper. 

She led the way around the corner, and then darted across the 
distance to the next house; careful even of casting a shadow in the dark. 
As Fryn edged along the wall, sneaking looks through the cracks in the 
shutters, Leif followed nonchalantly, walking behind her, watching as 
her wings ticked out the rhythm of some northern tune. 

"This is hardly an urgent mark," he said, "at least, compared to what 
we just went through in Frorin. Why don't we just go back to the inn, 
and open the first bottle of wine that you ordered?" 

"I thought you were the one all excited about this. You said, 'It's a 
race'. I remember," she replied, crossing her arms. "What changed your 
mind?" 

He yawned. 
"You seemed fine with the long hours when we were chasing 

Mythrim," she said, smirking at him. 
Leif nodded. "I was, because our lives depended on it, but it's 

getting late, and I think it'd be best to plan ahead, and scout more before 



 

we go diving in. I don't think any of the other hunters made it this far. 
They must have turned back." 

She frowned, and sat down in a crouch. "I don't see why veteran 
Hunters like Yarrow or Trel would stop their search just because the 
sun set. As far as I know they don't have owls here." 

He swallowed, and glanced around. "I've heard they tend to bite 
you in two, or sometimes just swallow you whole. But I don’t really think 
Trel and Yarrow are that active in the Commission anymore, I mean, 
they just hang around Savis for the Ceren and cards.” 

"Yes… well… they’d probably not like to hear your estimation of 
them. Yarrow is a renowned duelist, and Trel holds the record for 
violent marks rewarded… so it’s best not to underestimate them." She 
stood and moved over to the next house, and sighed when she saw no 
sign of light, and not even a glimmer from the dark shapes farther in the 
clearing. "We have no way of knowing where they'd be hiding." 

The only other building nearby was the barn, storage shed, or 
whatever it was called. It had no windows, so they had to squeeze 
through a slim opening between the two doors, which would only open 
‘so far’ because there was some kind of lock or bar in place. Fryn went 
in first, and he followed after, only able to get in because she pulled him 
through by his scarf. 

"Why would it be locked from the inside?" he whispered. 
Fryn tripped over something on the ground, and froze, as a stray bit 

of starlight glinted off the dipped-gold weave of the harvest crown lying 
discarded on the ground. She covered her mouth and then looked up, 
pointing to a shadow on the bundled grass rafters overhead. 

Leif covered his mouth, pointing as well, nodding and holding back 
a question behind his hand. 

She shrugged, and he nodded, so she waved between them with her 
hand. He held up one finger, pointing at himself with his wings twitching 
in question, and so she flicked hers in answer and held them back—a 
clear negative. She wanted to do it. 

Leif picked up the crown while Fryn drew her Bloodknife, 
stretching up, and a tremor went through the ground. Halfway in the air, 
she quailed and sunk to the packed clay ground, crouching as she 
hugged her knees to her chest, wings drooping behind her back. 

The ground shivered beneath their feet once more, followed by a 
softer creaking in the rafters. Leif and Fryn watched, startled as a third 
figure landed between them, her four wings swept back, pulsing with 



green light, one hand on the crown, ready to leap into the air, with the 
other signaling silence with a finger placed over her mouth. 

Nothing moved, no one stirred, no one breathed. They waited, as 
the heavy footfalls outside reverberated through the clay and a light 
sniffing sounded on the air. Minutes passed, and with every minute that 
passed, the burning in his legs intensified into an urgent demand, as he 
too was readied to spring into the air. Finally, after a full thirty seconds 
of an intolerable, unadulterated silence, all three of them sprang into 
motion. The thief leapt up, kicking off the rafters, to make a dash for, or 
rather through, the door. Leif pounced into her path, with one hand still 
holding onto the crown, and Fryn threw her knife, slamming it and 
effectively locking the door bar to the wall of the storage shed. 

The thief bounced off the door, unable to force her way through, 
and fell on top of Leif, who fumbled around the awkward weight of his 
sword to grab her hands as she batted at him with her abnormally sharp 
wings. 

The door shivered as a great body threw itself against its frame, 
loosing a cloud of dust from the ceiling, and sending everyone back onto 
the ground, motionless. 

"I thought it was gone..." Leif whispered. 
"Shh!" Retorted the thief on top of him. 
Fryn didn't add her response in the usual verbal form, but she did 

seem annoyed, even without saying anything. 
"What is it?" Leif asked in an even lower voice. 
The thief groaned, yanked the crown free of Leif’s grasp, placed it 

on her barely visible head, and pushing herself off of him, leaned against 
the door, bracing it against a second attempt. "That is a weasel." 

Fryn shivered, and took a step further from the door. 
"Well, why don't we just kill it?" he asked. 
"In the middle of the night?" the thief demanded in a rough, 

incredulous whisper. 
"I did defeat a sand viper," Leif preambled, "What's a weasel to 

that?" 
"Worse," the thief shook her head. "Much worse." 
Another shudder ran through the door, parts of the Frorin pine 

boards cracking under the pressure. 



 

"But together it won't be so bad, I'll hold its attention, you two 
support me from the sides," he pressed, "I, for one, don't want to be 
stuck here all night. There's an entire crate of wine from the Harvest 
Festival waiting for me at my hotel." 

Fryn gasped, rousing from her silence. "Only you could... We should 
just wait for it to leave." 

The thief hissed, her features still invisible in the low light, though 
her determination shone through clear. "On one condition." 

"What's that?" Leif asked, raising one eyebrow, even if no one else 
could see it, hoping they could hear the irony in his voice. 

Fryn and the thief shared a look, which neither of them could see, 
and the thief continued. "You don't turn me in, or the crown." She took 
off the crown and spun it around on her hand. 

"Tch," Leif clicked his tongue, "Fryn, what do you think?" 
"We don't have much of a choice, do we?" 
"We could take it on ourselves," he shook his head. 
The thief shook hers. "No, you can't. Even for the best Hunters, 

defeating a weasel is out of the question... And if you try to hold me here, 
I will raise my voice, and watch it break in." 

"Then we can always chase you once it leaves," Leif said. 
Fryn's wings twitched, visible thanks only to the slight pulse of gray 

light that shot out to her wingtips. "We chased you too far into the night; 
we're not about to go back empty-handed. Give us the crown and we'll 
agree to let you go." 

The thief shook her head. "No, I can't." 
"Just give it to us, and you can go," Leif pressed. 
Fryn added, stepping closer to the thief, so that they blocked her 

path on either side, "there's no need to hold onto it." 
"No!" The thief yelled, and then covered her mouth in horror, as the 

weasel outside crashed against the side of the barn, and a large crack 
formed in the center of the door-bar. Fryn's knife loosened its hold on 
the wall, and fell to the ground. In an instant, even before the hilt of her 
blade had touched the hard clay, a shadow formed in the space of the 
opening doors. 

The shadow loomed, blocking out the slight amount of light cast by 
the stars, erasing the end of the Serpent, and the Lancer’s iconic weapon. 
The stars were replaced by two red eyes that glowed dully in the narrow 



pointed face of the beast, as it stared into the warehouse, searching for 
them. Leif found he'd been holding his breath. He let it out slowly 
without a sound. His fingers itched, alive with the initial reaction, the 
first tingling of his Sparks, the few tiny hairs on the back of his hands 
standing up. 

One hand drew up a crackling line, a tendril of light from the 
ground, as the other tightened its grip on the hilt of the black sword at 
his waist, wreathed in a cloud of icy fog as if anticipating a fresh influx 
of blood. His eyes never left those of the weasel that blocked his escape, 
who stared back, equally still and waiting. Leif’s hand felt numb against 
the frozen blood handle of his sword, and he repressed the recollection 
of how he’d first used it against its master, severing his head, and leaving 
his body in the snow. 

The thief edged back, further into the warehouse, just a step, and 
dove to the side as the weasel's head snaked forward, jaws closing on 
air. Leif ducked under the attack, and slammed his charged fist under its 
chin with a powerful twist from his legs and hips, throwing its head back 
against the rafters as he drew the sword in a shadowy crimson arc 
across its chest, A sizzling frozen gash stretched from one side of brown 
coat, through the soft white fur on its chest, to the other shoulder. 

It lurched back, tail swept to the side, as it retreated to the doorway 
once more. Fryn found her blade, and held position to the left of the 
door, still unnoticed by the beast—still trembling before it. The thief 
stood somewhere behind him, fully hidden in the dark, and Leif 
wondered for a moment if he'd managed to scare it off. He hadn't. It 
lowered its head, fur standing on end, black tip of its tail puffed out, as 
it emitted a long low growl. 

Leif looked to Fryn, only with his eyes, as he felt something from 
the first touch of blood. It seemed almost as if he saw the outline of some 
far off coast from the barren sands of the sea, with black-red storm 
clouds rising to the east, a chill resentful wind. He felt the first beat of 
new blood, and it burned in his heart, through the scar that marked the 
place where Ieffin had stabbed him with the sword to bind him to it. 
Fryn did not meet his gaze, she crouched, wavering between her urgent 
desire to attack, and what seemed an arguably appropriate degree of 
fear. 

I suppose I am the only one with any experience against our more 
natural enemies... he mused, grinning back at the bared fangs of the 
weasel in the door. 



 

The weasel lurched forward again, only this time, it drew its head 
back as Leif's fist and blade cut through empty air, and its six-clawed 
arm raked across his guard. The sword flew out of his grip, turning end 
over end, and as Leif flew back spinning in the opposite direction, it sunk 
deep into the center beam of the warehouse, and Leif crashed wings-
first into a neatly stacked array of barrels filled with grain. Leif's lower 
wings bent at an odd angle, and a long tear formed from the tip of his 
upper right wing to the hardened joint at his shoulder, wheat berries 
spilled from the barrels he'd disturbed, and covered him to his chin. 

As he tried to shake off the worst of his disorientation, and rise 
painfully from where he'd crashed, he heard the weasel thrashing 
around the door, cutting through sections of wall with its claws, with 
sharp gusts of wind that tossed loose debris around the barn. He heard 
Fryn's voice as she accentuated forceful strikes from her diaphragm, or 
grunt as she took another blow, sending scattering slivers of ice in every 
direction. 

Climbing free of the wheat, he saw Fryn facing off against the beast, 
her skin pale and bloodless, frozen blue and hard; the weasel was 
covered in a new array of ice encrusted cuts and slashes, shorter than 
the one across the chest, but more painful and inhibiting because of 
their strategic placement: below the eye, under its chin, its claws, its 
arms, and even the end of its tail. 

Leif struggled to stand, and watched grimly as Fryn was thrown 
back against one of the supporting pillars, cracks forming on her face, 
and down her hands. It was impossible to tell just how damaged or 
broken she was, but he could see she was running out of time. As soon 
as she broke, she'd be defeated, just like he'd dealt with Havrshyk. He 
held his hands in tight fists by his sides, drawing from his own reserves, 
from the potential of the ground, and tried to reach toward the far off 
storms of the autumn sky, and then, as the hair stood tingling on his 
head, he drew the full charge into himself, and pointed its path toward 
the gash he'd cut on the weasel's chest. 

The surge of sparks leapt from his finger tip, and arced in a blinding 
flash of purple electric fire, burning through the thin ice, the soft fur, and 
the bones in its chest, leaving a glowing orange hole and the acrid stench 
of burned flesh. Leif fell to his knees gasping, trying to guide what 
remained of his sparks to keep his heart beating, as the edges of his torn 
wing disintegrated, trailing away in a wisp of thin smoke. 

As his peripheral vision went black, he saw Fryn's chin sag to her 
chest, and a flash of gold, as the thief they’d chased made a break for the 



open door; flying past the dazed weasel. Only—she didn't leave, she 
carried a black shape in her hand, and buried its tip in the throat of the 
beast. Leif's heart beat, as if pushing its contents up a several story pipe, 
straining as a surge of fresh blood washed the blackness from his eyes. 
His pupils widened, and he felt the pain fading from his limbs, bathed in 
the warmth of the weasel's heart; cuts closing, bruises fading, and the 
torn section of his wing fusing together. He saw once more, as if by some 
mirage, that far off shore overlaid on the image of the barn, and Fryn's 
weary face, and the thief who gingerly stepped around the fallen beast, 
and flew off into the night. He grit his teeth against the pain as his bones 
and cuts fused and healed, and he nearly fainted. 

Whether because her injuries had been less severe, or she'd been 
more accustomed to healing herself with the blood, Fryn stood first, and 
leaned over him with a worried expression that he could only see 
because she bent over him, her face only an inch or so away. Her lips 
moved, but it didn't occur to him that she was speaking, until halfway 
through her sentence. 

"...have to force it where you need it most..." she was saying. 
He nodded and drew what he could from the weasel's veins 

through the link of his sword, until it was fully saturated, unable to hold 
any more. It flowed where it willed, running through the myriad veins, 
as if eagerly exploring its new home, and only after a full cycle, was he 
able to grasp it, and guide it to the cracks in his shoulder blade and collar 
bone. The blood used to heal the wounds was consumed by the action, 
and he continued to drain the weasel until the sword remained full. 

Fryn took his hand and helped him to his feet, and glanced over at 
the sword that stuck out from the ice-encrusted jugular of the weasel's 
neck and shook her head. "Well, at least she was kind enough to save 
our lives." 

Leif smiled, though it was too dark for her to see, and walked stiffly 
to the sword. He leveraged out the sword with a quick tug and a boot 
braced against its jaw, and nearly fell over as the sword came free. It 
weighed darker and heavier in his hand, and in the late harvest humidity 
a light fog formed around its frozen blade. He slid it into his sheath 
locking the clasp purposefully, and sighed. "We should probably bring 
something for a souvenir, or as proof that we killed it." 

Fryn crossed her arms and tapped her fingers in a syncopated 
rhythm on her elbow, frowning in the dim light of the Serpent, Lancer, 
Feather, and on the other side of the greater moon, the Forest, which 



 

were now more clearly visible outside the ruined door and walls of the 
warehouse. "We didn't do it alone." 

"Well she doesn't deserve any credit," Leif replied, glancing up at 
the large red star that comprised the Serpent’s eye. He always had a 
sinister look, he thought, scratching at the scars on his left arm, where 
the sand viper had left behind the tip of its fang. 

"Why don't we take a tooth or claw?" Fryn suggested, her 
translucent blue-lined wings fluttering for a second as she flitted over 
to the body and examined one of the large brown paws. 

"A claw for each of us then," Leif said, walking over since his wings 
were still slowly repairing, seeming to draw all of his sparks for the 
endeavor. Fryn set about the grisly business with her knife, and 
retrieved two ice-covered claws the length of her upper wings, and 
stuck one through her belt, passing the other to him. He couldn't help 
himself, he had to have a tooth, so he delayed Fryn a little longer than 
she'd have preferred as he messed about the weasel's mouth, and finally 
returned with one of its perfectly white, and insanely sharp canines. 
"You know, maybe someone’ll pay us handsomely for these?" he 
wondered, and then tested the beat of his wings. Fryn hovered in the air, 
and he flew up, wavering and wobbling as his lower wings made up for 
the weakness and slight misshapenness of his upper right wing. They 
flew off, Leif longing for the linen sheets and cottonwood down 
comforter at his room in the inn outside Fassen. 
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Leif studied the finch-nosed, sparrow-faced clerk behind the glass, 

frowning in disappointment as he remembered Caelyn's playful smiles 
and helpful attitude back in Frorin. This face was far from helpful, and 
lacked even the most placid expression, as he nodded dutifully and 
searched through a sheaf of papers on his polished slate desk, holding 
the tip of a thin silver tube pen in his mouth. Fryn waited patiently 
behind him, wings twitching as she scanned the south wall looking at 
the marks available on the bounty board; pickings were even slimmer 
than in Frorin—two illegal peddlers, a fae suspected of selling stolen 
roof tiles, and a tax-collector who'd run off with little more than two-
hundred mint in taxes. (The reward for that last one was only fifty mint.) 

The sharp-nosed clerk nearly dropped the pen in his mouth as he 
stifled a yawn, and then looked up with a bland arch to his eyebrow. "It 
appears that there is an outstanding bounty for the slaying of 
"dangerous animals" such as the northern Gaersyn weasel, but no one 
has submitted anything in the fifty four years since it was instituted. The 
Earl of Fassen is responsible for the signing of this offer, as well as the 
reward of the amount... Some five-hundred and forty mint." 

Fryn frowned, and gestured resignedly with her wings as she 
stepped forward. "How do we obtain this reward?" 

For such a fearsome predator, it was a remarkably small amount of 
money to risk one's life for; even the sand viper had earned Leif seven 
hundred mint, as well as advancement in the School. "If I might interject, 
you said that this bounty was submitted fifty-four years ago, correct?" 

The clerk looked up. "I did." 
"Is it not possible that the value of mint has changed in that time? 

Perhaps the amount should be updated to account for that?" Leif smiled 
winningly and was rewarded with a slight twist to the bureaucrat's 
mouth. 

"I am not a member of the Commission Bank, so I cannot say for 
certain if the silver content of the Rosenkraun's mint has changed one 



 

way or another in that time," he replied evenly, "but I can summon one 
of my colleagues from the Bank—seeing as they are in the opposite 
section of the building." He found a silver bell in an alcove hidden from 
Leif's view, and gave it a single clear ring. 

In about thirty seconds, a middle-aged fee in the green and silver 
patterned dress of the Commission Bank flew through the archway 
behind the clerk and landed soundlessly beside him. She wore her 
golden hair in a long braid, with her long bangs tucked behind the silver 
arms of her cut crystal spectacles. If not for the tiny lines at the edges of 
her eyes and mouth, Leif would never have guessed her to be more than 
thirty, so he supposed that she must be closer to forty. 

The new arrival smiled pleasantly with her eyes almost closed, as 
she addressed the clerk in a smooth alto. "Good morning Norran, is there 
something I can help you with?" 

He nodded, "Good morning Denise, there is some small matter I had 
hoped you could assist me with..." He trailed off, prompting in the usual 
mercantile speech for her to ask what it was. 

"Is that so? I would only be too happy to help." She glanced over at 
Leif and Fryn, and then her eyes widened as she saw the large claws on 
the counter opposite the glass separating the Hunters from the staff. 
"What seems to be the trouble?" 

Fryn placed a hand on Leif's arm to stop him from answering as she 
took the lead, stepping past him with a delicate smile, without her 
dimples. Leif covered his own smile, wondering just how she'd proceed. 

"How has the value of the Rosenkraun's mint changed in the last 
fifty-four years?" She asked, leaning against the counter, one finger 
trailing the edge of the nearest claw. Her smiled remained, as she looked 
up and away at some blank space on the ceiling.  

"That would have been during the reign of Edrick the III, his coinage 
compared to today's would be worth 72%, I believe, but I would have to 
confirm with my records," was the reply. 

Fryn sighed, whispering over her shoulder to Leif, who leaned 
uncomfortably close to see just how close she'd allow. He got too close, 
and she pushed him back with a tap of her wings. "I think we shouldn't 
press the matter." 

"And what matter would that be?" The fee in the green and silver 
dress asked. 



The clerk replied off-handedly, "they were concerned that they 
might not be paid the correct bounty for the slaying of a weasel in the 
Forest of Grass." 

"How much is the reward?" 
"Five-hundred and forty, at the time it was placed, so 72% of that..." 

The clerk went on, waving his hand, with a vindictive smile. 
"I think we'll present this to the Earl..." Leif interrupted. 
"I'm afraid that without our account and receipt confirming and 

validating the reward, you will receive nothing. Please sign the 
documents here, and here," Norran replied, sliding a few papers through 
the gap in the glass, along with the pen he'd held in his mouth, "then we 
will contact the Earl on your behalf and have the funds transferred to 
your Commission accounts." 

Fryn sighed and wiped the pen on her sleeve before signing the 
papers, then Leif took it and grudgingly signed his, and followed her out 
to the street in silence, the claws left weighing the papers down. Even in 
harvest the sun shone golden overhead, filling the boulder-walled 
clearing in the forest of grass that made up the provincial city of Fassen. 
The Commission had something of its own miniature quarter bordered 
by the intersection of the Five Mainways, and as they stood on the curb 
of Shadowvine Way, Leif could just make out the view of several of the 
vintners flitting about the far off boughs of the Fassen Vine to the 
southwest.  

He pointed at the shady overhang of the gigantic eight-branched 
vine. "What is the Fassen grape like?" he asked. 

Fryn shrugged with her wings. "It's probably similar to the light 
wines we had at the Harvest Festival." 

The Shadowvine Way ran about 30 degrees south of east from the 
Earl's Square, meeting up with the other streets outside the Bounty 
Office, in an irregular star with a pub on the opposite side called ‘The 
Vineskin’ with a figure of an inebriated middle-aged fae squeezing the 
side of an enormous grape on its signboard. 

"We could stop in there," he suggested, smiling wryly at the slight 
frown she gave in reply. 

"Perhaps we'd do better to investigate local sources of information. 
We may not have access to the sort of connections I enjoyed in Frorin," 
she alluded, "but I imagine there are similar 'powers of influence' here." 
Fryn’s family really only had influence in Frorin, and that centered in 
the outer districts. He wondered what Harissa would think of Fassen, if 



 

she’d look down her nose at their wine, or if she’d quickly brush wings 
with the important and powerful without effort. 

Leif scuffed the toe of his boot against the smooth-worn surface of 
the feldspar flagstones, "I can't see us just walking around asking the 
common people where their Stone Market is." 

Fryn chuckled, covering her mouth with her hand. "Well, they'd 
probably just look at you like you'd asked them to sew your belt to your 
pants; so far as I know, the Stone Market is a reference found only in 
Frorin." 

"I see..." he nodded, and flitted carefully between two hare-drawn 
wagons loaded high with the fresh golden grains of autumn tied under 
thick layers of jute netting. The drivers ignored him as he zipped across 
the street and settled under the eaves of the questionably titled pub, and 
tapped soundlessly on the door. He was followed soon after by Fryn, 
who flew delicately and dutifully, as if to show off her resignation and 
hesitance. Leif pulled on the heavy vinewood door and groaned as he 
heaved it to, just as an elderly fae in an over-large cap bustled out 
gratefully. 

They shouldered their way inside, Leif all too conscious of the hot-
and-cold sensation of his wings against hers since the opening required 
that they squeeze together—as if forcing or reinforcing romantic 
inclinations or emotions. At first it was completely dark, not even a 
cracked window to let in a little light, as the peat-fired room undulated 
with the slow-moving currents of air, each bearing in succession the 
scents of grizzled travelers, moss-covered rocks, stewed mushrooms, 
and the citrusy tang of pale ale. 

Dark as it was, Leif could see Fryn's nose wrinkle at the assault of 
smells, and decided that he was glad he'd decided to explore this 
particular location. They were assaulted once more, only this time by 
the obtuse call of a serving boy with messy curls in his brown hair that 
would have covered his eyes if it hadn't been for the comical strip of 
linen he'd tied over his forehead in the double looped knot made to 
imitate a fairy's four wings.  

"Food or drink, sirs!?" he demanded, not even noticing Fryn's 
horror at being called ‘sir’. 

Leif placed his hand at the small space on her back where her wings 
met, or rather sprang from, and sidled up to the serving boy intimately 
as he whispered in as tough and mysterious a voice as he could, 
‘information’. 



Glancing back, he saw Fryn's dimples flash in the dull light of the 
peat-fire in the hearth opposite the little entry that was bordered by a 
myriad of coat and hat pegs, that were in turn mostly occupied. She 
didn’t seem to notice the hand, or perhaps she didn’t mind. 

The server looked up at Leif, and then his eyes lit on his and Fryn's 
matching boots and coats, and at the black and silver sword at his waist 
before narrowing his eyes and replying, "Who's your patron, sir?" 

And in a flash of inspiration, Leif responded instantly, allowing 
some of that darkness that undulated within the somber depths of his 
sword to float over the surface of his eyes. "I come by Mythrim." 

The boy blinked, and then nodded knowingly, "then the meister will 
be wanting to see you." He pulled them through the double swinging 
doors into the kitchen, and past the two-wingspan stove, into an alcove 
office opposite a set of stairs leading into the cellar. 

The meister, a tall and slender fae with graying black hair stood 
behind a long walnut-shell desk with his musician's fingers tracing the 
graceful line of his chin, as he stared intently at his own reflection in a 
framed mirror set behind his desk to give a constant view of the 
entrance. His wings betrayed no reaction when his green eyes passed 
over them, and he turned and waved a thin hand toward two red 
upholstered chairs with matching walnut-shell wood to the wing-
backed one in front of the mirror. 

"Please have a seat. Germaine, you may go," he dismissed the 
serving boy with a tilt of his jaw, and waited till Fryn and Leif had seated 
themselves before settling into his own chair. "I understand that you 
were an associate of one 'Mythrim,' who is now, I hear, deceased.  Might 
I ask your business regarding him?" 

Fryn smiled. "Indeed, we were hoping to make use of his 
connections to acquire certain information." 

The meister didn't use any body language, no subtle shifts of his 
posture, or gestures as he replied gently, "I am afraid that might not be 
possible. As a private investigative service, we cannot assign the same 
agents to one fae or another since it is our primary ambition to connect 
agents and employers who are most suitable. If you would detail the 
information that you require, I will review the appropriate parties to 
facilitate the investigation." 

For an older gentleman, he felt oddly slippery, like oil on sand. Leif 
began to question the wisdom of his gambit. "What are your fees?" 



 

He was answered with an arched eyebrow, and a form-sheet. "Your 
needs determine the costs. Of course, some information is more difficult 
to acquire or maintain its relevancy." 

Fryn took the sheet and found a fossilized wing-shard pen, hard like 
crystal, but gray and black, like onyx or charcoal. She shivered 
unconsciously as she dipped it in the tiny glass bottle of black ink that 
the meister passed across the polished surface of the desk, and set its 
sharp nib against the double-weight sheet. She scrawled and scritched, 
writing in a firm yet delicate hand, that she required information on a 
thief, described as a native to the area, a fee between the ages of thirty 
and thirty-five, and that she was a wind-elemental. 

The meister read as she wrote, looking pointedly, obviously, over 
her shoulder, lips twisting as they pressed together in a grim and 
unwilling token of respect. "I believe you may know more of your quarry 
than my agents may be able to discover. What manner of information do 
you need, contact to hire, location to rout, identity...?" 

"Location." Leif decided, sharing a confident look with his partner. 
"After all, we can learn anything else once we meet." He turned to the 
meister and added, "we wouldn't want to detain your agents any more 
than necessary as well." 

This off-handed remark was taken gratefully with a false smile. "We 
appreciate your consideration... Would you remind me once again who 
recommended you to us?" 

Fryn's smile was equally cloying and false as she said, "we were 
referred to you by Mythrim... One of his many names of course... Though 
he may have been in your records as Alan Hartlin?" 

"One of several names..." The meister allowed, "I will not delay you 
further. Indeed, it is my pleasure to be of service. I will send a runner to 
you when we have obtained desired information. Would twenty mint an 
hour, at a maximum of two hundred mint be acceptable to you?" 

"That will suffice," Leif replied importantly, "One more thing before 
we go... What would be your personal recommendation among your 
choice beverages?" 

Fryn rolled her eyes at his phrasing and stood from her chair with 
a slight flutter to shake the dust from her wings. She waited at the 
archway separating the 'private' office from the kitchen and cellars, as 
the meister mulled over the question. 



"Much as I am a native of this city: avoid anything made from 
Fassen grapes. I prefer wines made in Estenna, or the Norenan cerens. 
Fassen is all brash tannins, but low alcohol. Do not trust their wine..."  

The last part was added mysteriously, as if a euphemism about the 
local people. 

"Well then, I'll go meet the bartender," Leif said, rising from his 
chair. 

Leif followed Fryn out to the entry, where they spotted Germaine 
adjusting his tattered serving apron as he spoke in stilted dialogue with 
a white-haired fae who shouted and then leaned forward with his hand 
cupping his ear to the lips of the server. The hearth area had four tables, 
two by shuttered windows and two in-line with them further in the 
room, while the 'bar' was really just a long tall bench of some dark 
indistinct wood with several mounds of candle wax topped by tiny 
burning white stubs. Behind it, across three shelves, was an impressive 
collection of nearly-empty bottles and bare spaces where bottles had 
been taken down and not replaced. 

At the left end, a spiral staircase led up an unlit column to the 
second and third floors, where the soft laughter and resigned groans of 
fae at cards trickled down to the nearly empty common area. 

"Looks like you just played 'the Lost!'" Came one particularly loud 
ejaculation from upstairs, as they slid onto the bench. 

The space behind the bar was empty, but not for long, as the meister 
reappeared with a clean white apron, tying its strings behind his back, 
in the small between his wings. He examined them with a placid 
indifference, as if it were a first meeting, and of little importance at that. 

"The Viper and the Lich, have come at last to terms..." he said, 
tracing a scrape that marred the surface of the polished vinewood bar. 
"Perhaps... Ceren is in order." 

Leif and Fryn shared a look, surprised at his intimation, but even 
more at his forwardness in mentioning such clandestine terms in public. 
The old man hollered in Germaine's ear once more, and they both 
relaxed. 

The meister leaned forward placing two tumblers before them, 
adding to his forwardness, Leif supposed, "I am aware of the nature of 
your recommendation." 

Fryn chuckled. “Oh? It is legitimate, if you consider our relationship 
with Mythrim.” 



 

He smiled in return, more honestly than before as he uncorked an 
unlabled, brown bottle. “Your affiliations do give me some measure of 
confidence, Miss Martin. However, I am afraid that the one I am more 
concerned about is Master Aellin. Aside from some involvement with 
your House, he is as clean as wax paper." 

"Master?" Leif and Fryn asked together, looking between their host 
and each other. 

"I suppose you wouldn't have heard. Sigleifr has been promoted in 
his standing as a member of the Strafe-Curling-Viper school, the style of 
Master Yarl. This is, of course, due to his performance immediately upon 
his registration with the Commission... Which I doubt I need to clarify, 
but merely do out of habit. We do not wish to become involved with..." 

Leif's mouth hung open, as he searched for words, and, finding 
nothing, he took the plain octagonal glass that their host had set lightly 
on the bar, and took a healthy swallow from its dark amber contents—
nearly choking in his haste. Sputtering, he asked, "Could you repeat 
that?" 

"I would rather not," the meister replied, "it is rather a mouthful." 
Leif took another sip, matched by Fryn, who seemed equally 

surprised... which hurt, just a little. "Shouldn't you be sharing my joy in 
this, partner?" 

"There are several stages, the first of which is disbelief," she said, 
eyes glinting in the dim flicker of the peat-fire reflected off the bottles 
on the shelf. "Still, I find it troubling that they would wait this long." 

"I don't," he said, listening as a few heavy thuds sounded through 
the ceiling as a fae wandered purposefully to another room. 

"That's even more troubling," she added in a light, teasing tone, 
"after all, haven't you heard the name they gave you?" 

"The name who gave me?" 
"The proverbial 'they', who else?" she asked, "The Viper." 
He frowned. "But why would you be ‘The Lich’? They're enemies." 
She shook her head. "No, you're thinking of the Lancer and the 

Serpent, as far as I know, or at least according to what little I know. The 
Lich is both noone's enemy, and is feared by all. But I think it is entirely 
natural to call me what I am; the only Lich." 

"Still..." he swirled the ceren in his octagonal glass and looked over 
suspiciously as the old fae rose on unsteady feet and wobbled over in 
their direction on a cane as crooked and bent as his back. 



"I cann' ear 'im, meister, wotever he's sayi'n I cann' tell. Jus' por me 
a glass o'what 'ave you and ai'll be settled," he declared in as raised a 
voice as could not quite be called a yell. He caught a trip over a thin jute 
rug that spanned the walkway between the hearth-room and the bar, 
and clambered indelicately onto the space beside Leif at the bar. "Don' 
my me lad, I jus' an old fae an' won' bother with yor business." 

"I can see that," Leif said, shrinking away from him, scooting closer 
to Fryn. 

"See wot?" 
"Nothing!" Leif said leaning toward him, projecting from his 

diaphragm without yelling, throwing a strained look in the direction of 
the meister. 

The old fae nodded, as if he only pretended he could hear, and then 
held out a hand expectantly as a glass of dark red ale slid across a layer 
of foam and landed squarely in his grip. He drank, throwing back his 
head, his throat rolling as he gulped and swallowed it in one go. Then, 
he set it back down with a shaking hand, and fumbled around his 
pockets, searching for his coin purse. "Left it in one o' these..." he 
mumbled. 

Leif dropped a Frorin-minted 5-mint coin onto the bar, and 
watched it spin until the snowflake-crown emblem showed on top. "I'll 
cover his drink," he said, flicking the coin toward the meister. 

It was snatched up quickly, and the old fae didn't even notice. The 
heavy footfalls of a descending party sounded on the stairs, as the ale-
warped laughter of four fae in work-clothes made their way to the 
bottom level. 

"...throwing in the double-crown was the worst thing you could 
have done..." the one in front declared, stumbling off the second to the 
last step, catching himself with a careful wingburst. 

Immediately behind him came a sorry-looking fae with patches 
sewn unevenly on his tweed jacket. "The chances of your having a Lance 
and Vine under the deck were extremely low," he complained. 

"Never play the odds," the leader replied ceremoniously, "the 
astronomers say they only apply on the long term." 

"They also say there's no difference between fee and fae," the 
apparent loser of the game added. 

They left in a tangle out the front door, calling their thanks to the 
bartender and host, before vanishing and returning the room to its 



 

relative silence—disturbed only by the perturbed mumbling of the 
white-haired fae. Their host sighed quietly and leaned over the bar. 

"Your immaculate record of connections, Viper, is something of a 
concern for us; and just as how the previous comment on the minor 
moons is inaccurate—as on close inspection they differ considerably in 
appearance—agents are as varied as their employers. As such, I would 
like you to work with Jessam here, one of our most experienced 
informants." 

The old fae turned and placed a firm hand on his shoulder. "If ye'll 
be needin' information on this li'l finch, I can use these ears and see wot 
I can find." 

"Twenty mint an hour for him?" Leif asked dubiously. "He doesn't 
look all that capable, even if he does look ‘experienced’." 

He felt Fryn's hand tug gently on his sleeve. "Perhaps that is the 
reason he will be effective," she whispered, "my cousin has learned 
much through service, he will likely be ignored." 

It was an old trick to be sure, but Leif had his doubts that it would 
turn up anything useful. "The venues for his eavesdropping will be 
limited by his legs..." 

The meister chuckled. "I will also be adding what I can hear... 
through my various sources. We will contact you in the next few days at 
the latest, and find you if we discover anything... time sensitive." With 
that he turned and walked up the spiral staircase, narrow enough that 
his dull matte gray wings brushed the curved wall and center post, as he 
went to clean up after the last party. 

They finished their drinks and left the aged informant to his 
thoughts, and stood on the street; Leif taking a deep gulp of fresh moist 
air. A quarter or so past ten, according to the Commission Bank's tower, 
so he stretched his arms wide and twisted his torso to loosen up. "We 
still have to find a place to stay." They'd left their things in the lobby of 
the Fassen Lodge that morning, and hadn't even settled in yet, nor even 
reserved rooms. 

"I hope Trel isn't there waiting for us," Fryn said, eyebrows 
narrowing. "She'll want to play cards, or whatever game those fae from 
before were talking about. It’s hard to believe they’re still considered 
‘active’ in the Commission, when they seem to be little more than 
tourists.” 

They went up North Forest Way, the first point of the intersection's 
star, to the Lodge which sat on the corner of N. Forest and Commission, 



the east-to-west segment that connected the two five-ways on either 
side of the Commission Quarter. Entering the Lodge, they saw their 
travel bags and the crate of wine they'd purchased the day before at the 
Festival sitting beside one of three low vinebark tables in the solarium 
to the right of the door. Each of these tables sat before a rich green love-
seat arrayed in an inverse arc to the angled windows giving a cheerful 
view of the planters to the north. One of these was occupied, the one 
furthest to the right, by a young fee with a little boy playing with tiny 
carved wooden figures of guardsmen on the cushion beside her. He 
balanced and adjusted his woven-grass conical hat, and purposefully 
smacked two of his toys together with soft grunting sounds. 

Leif knelt beside him as he picked up his bag. "What have you got 
there?" he asked pleasantly, showing his shining white teeth in a 
friendly smile. 

The child regarded him with a suspicious gaze, eyes angled up at 
him from under the too-forward brim of his hat and his unkempt brown 
bangs. "Toys," he replied. 

"Oh, I see..." Leif trailed off, looking up at Fryn who watched him 
mysteriously, as if learning by example. He returned his focus to the boy, 
whose wings were tinged purple with shyness, as Leif picked up one of 
the unused guardsmen and made him fly around and land on the low 
table, balancing him on his carefully painted green shoes. 

The boy accepted his challenge, and flew his obvious favorite—the 
only toy with a different colored hat, blue—and he knocked Leif's toy 
over with a pronounced 'yah!' And then leaned back triumphantly. 

Leif sighed. "You did it, you beat him," he said, standing with his bag 
slung over his shoulder. Fryn had already picked up the crate, and was 
moving to the desk, when the boy's mother smiled and instructed her 
son, "thank the nice fae for playing with you." The boy mouthed a quiet 
'thank you' and watched Leif follow Fryn to the desk. 

They were greeted by the receptionist with a smile and a token 
twitch of his wings, as he rose slightly in his seat. "Good morning," he 
said, brushing a stray bit of his straight black hair behind his ear, "How 
can I be of service?" 

Leif slid his license onto the polished barkwood desk and looked to 
his companion as he replied, "We require lodgings for the next few 
days." 



 

The receptionist sighed dramatically, "With the Harvest Festival, 
the Hunter's Lodge has been nearly fully booked—especially with the 
report of the theft of the crown..." 

Fryn set the crate of wine on the counter, "should we book rooms 
at one of the inns in town?" 

He shook his head. "I'm afraid that the inns are even more occupied, 
with various fae coming from around the Kingdom, or even from abroad. 
You're best option would be to lease one of the family housings on the 
corner of Shadowvine and Commission, just west of here." 

Fryn looked away with a pale face, as Leif blushed. "But... we're 
not..." He added in a low whisper. "Where do the large teams stay?" he 
asked. 

The secretary leaned forward and smiled as he looked between 
them. "They normally book a suite in the family housing; the first two 
floors are almost entirely devoted to teams." 

"Just west of here then," Leif almost placed a hand on Fryn's arm, 
but caught himself, and instead picked up the crate of wine and pushed 
the door open with his back. She walked out gratefully with a shy smile, 
as if she secretly enjoyed and was uncomfortable with the proceedings. 
The north side of the street was occupied by a few squares and forum-
blocks with shops peaking out under the pebble-stone eaves, marked by 
their plum, puce, or peach colored awnings. One of the more visible 
businesses, a grocery run by a tall, thin fee with brown hair plaited down 
to her lower wings, had a display of fresh grapes. They were ignored by 
all who passed, even though she insisted that the imported Pyrincel 
would be the perfect combination with a bit of nectar and cream as an 
after-dinner treat. 

Leif turned and walked toward the Earl's Fiveway, one eye on the 
wedge-shaped six-story building at the corner, and the other on Fryn's 
nervously twitching wings. He had to admit, whatever their solution 
was going to be, it wouldn't be easy... But then, they had both performed 
better than most stage actors when Mythrim spotted them by 
Havrshyk's tomb. Leif swallowed. 

Unlike the shops to the north, the family-lodgings for Hunters and 
Commission staff were constructed of solid stone blocks, aligned with 
precision and white-washed. The roof, unclear against the late morning 
sky, looked to be shingled with carved slate. Fryn rushed forward with 
a quick wingburst, glancing back with a smile as she beat him to the 
door, and pulled it open, waving him through with her free hand, and 
her bag braced behind her back. 



"After you," she said playfully, following him into the entry as soon 
as he'd stepped past. Large teams often reserved such rooms, so it was 
quite possible that they'd be able to secure private rooms within a given 
wing, so he relaxed and watched Fryn run up to the counter to address 
the middle-aged fee behind the desk. 

"We were hoping to arrange accommodations for the next few 
days," she began, eyes flicking back toward him in a cheerful flash. 

The secretary in this building wasn't nearly so young or interested 
as the other, as she covered a yawn and searched her directory. She 
shook her head. "It appears that we are entirely booked up. If you are 
with a team currently situated here, then..." Her voice trailed off. 

Leif wondered how he could ask who was there without making it 
obvious that they weren't a part of a team, and Fryn looked equally 
confused and displeased. The lobby to the west gave a view of the 
intersection, with a fireplace on the angled corner, and the soft patter of 
descending feet alerted them of fae entering from the stairs. A tangle 
appeared at the door, as a fae in his fifties embraced a fee with graying 
brown hair, and looked over his shoulder at what was presumably his 
son. His gray-tinted wings flicked as he addressed him in a serious tone. 
"I expect you to be careful in the city. I expect I will not hear anything 
more about your adventures or you will find yourself in the Eirenau 
Boarding College this year as well." 

"Yes father," he said, glancing over in their direction as a flash of 
jealousy and disgust pulsed through his wings. 

Leif nodded to himself and looked back at the secretary. "Our 
companions may have already reserved a space here," he said, knowing 
how displeased Fryn would be if it turned out that way. 

"You are Hunters, yes? I do not have any teams here aside from the 
Silverblade and the Blackbow, but they are in a couple's suite."  

The reply sent Fryn's wings drooping. "What rooms do you have 
available?" 

"There are two more couple's suites available, but we can only 
assign two to each..." 

As the doors on the other street side opened, and the fae from 
before went on his way, the archway to the stairs were filled once more 
by a tall slim fae with black hair, and a shorter, strong but not thickset, 
fee with a leather belt arrayed with a multitude of small tools, a 
compass, several pouches, and a leather-wrapped hip-flask. 



 

"Well, look who it is!" The fee declared, pointing at them with a grin 
and a white-gloved hand. 

"If it isn't the Blackbow," Fryn said, eyes flicking toward Yarrow's 
reserved smile as he met her gaze over his partner's shoulder. 

"Good morning," he replied gently, nodding at Leif politely, "I trust 
you are well." 

"Well enough," Leif answered, setting his mixed-crate of wine on 
the counter. "Where are you two going?" 

Trel winked as she brushed the tip of her nose with her forefinger, 
wings matching the motion with a backwards and forwards wave. "Well, 
we heard that there was a dangerous criminal on the loose, and that the 
reward for her capture was worth two-thousand mint!" 

Not quite as high as he hoped... Maybe with the prevalence of 
Hunters in Gaersheim, the rewards weren't as high as in the more 
provincial regions such as Capholt or Froreholt. Leif sighed. "Then it 
seems we are competitors in this race." 

"Pfft," Trel countered, "I'm sure as long as we can fund our 
'vacation' the four of us could break even and enjoy ourselves if we split 
it evenly." 

Yarrow's eyes widened in shock. "We never discussed..." 
"Tut," she replied, "I work with whom I like, and so do you." 
Yarrow rolled his eyes with a modest amount of decorum as he 

walked over to them. "It appears that we have entered into a 
partnership." 

Fryn swallowed. "But we haven't..." 
Yarrow's gaze set on Trel as he cut her off gently, "she works with 

whom she likes." He shook hands with them and took their bags as he 
added, looking at the receptionist, "put them in the room beside ours." 

Trel led them up the green carpeted stairs to the third story, and 
stopped shortly after the arch to the hallway, in front of a set of double-
doors on the north side, mirrored on the south. "We are here, and you," 
she pointed, "across the hall." 

"But Trel..." Leif started, almost simultaneously as Fryn 
complained. 

"But we aren't..." 



Her right eyebrow arched as her wings shot back mischievously. "I 
thought I'd do you a service, but if you are really so adamant, Yarrow, 
you can share the south room with Leif." 

Fryn paused, biting her lower lip, eyes glued to the crate in 
Yarrow's hands. "But then... Leif... I'd thought in the evening." 

He caught her meaning and smiled. "I was thinking of exploring the 
vineyard or the Tower District." 

The rush of air, not footsteps, announced the arrival of the 
secretary as she swept up the stairs on the wing and landed beside them. 
She put the key in Fryn's hand, thanked them, and vanished as quickly 
as she'd come, leaving them pondering the intricate brass key that 
sparkled with a burgundy loop that hung nearly to the level of her knee. 

"A moment, if you would," Fryn said, sliding the key into the lock. 
She turned it and pulled the lever, an ornate brass handle matching the 
flowery filigree of the key, and stepped inside. 

Leif took the crate and the bags from Yarrow, thanking him quietly 
as Fryn's voice, muffled by the door, declared indistinctly her 
appreciation of the space. He followed her inside, and then gaped, 
closing the door behind him. The couple's suite was far more than it 
sounded, it would have made more sense to call it an apartment, or flat, 
since the term it was given inspired a narrow closet-like space suitable 
for a bed and washbasin... Not a living space intended for actual ‘living-
in.’ 

"I don't think we will need to switch rooms," Leif said, looking at 
the two chairs and low table in the entry, flanked by two rooms and an 
array of windows. "I wonder why they bothered with two rooms in a 
couple's suite." 

The door opened as Trel pushed her way in. "I can answer that 
thought," she said, opening the door on the left. Inside was a large 
double-width bed with white and green quilts and matching curtains 
pulled to the sides of an array of windowpanes. "Oh, wrong room." She 
swept over to the other side and charged into the second room with an 
"aha!" as she presented a tiny room with a short sofa bed. "This is why..." 

"Why?" Leif asked. 
Yarrow coughed as he entered. "Some couple's using these spaces 

need a secondary room if they have a small child, or an argument." 
"How considerate," Fryn mused, "Leif, you can have the couch." 
"Thanks," he shared a look with Yarrow, who seemed grateful he 

hadn't asked to share the other large room, if Trel would with Fryn. He 



 

tested the firmness of the daybed, it was a couch really, with cushioned 
arms that could be adjusted to lay flat. Not too hard, at least, not like 
sleeping on moulded sand at his school. "I had hoped I was past this 
stage," he exaggerated, "see for yourself." He patted the seat beside him, 
and crossed his legs, waiting for Fryn to roll her eyes and humor him. 
She sat down and leaned one elbow on the side, and propped her chin 
on her fist. "It's not that bad a bed for a Master of the Strafe-Curling-
Viper School." She smirked, which he could distinguish from her smile 
only because she only presented a dimple on one side of her face. 

Yarrow let himself out, and Trel paused at the door. "There's a bell 
and booklet if you need anything, but we will be going out for lunch. If 
there's nothing else, we'll stop in this evening and exchange what we've 
learned... If you wish to cooperate that is."  

She left, so they sat with their bags on the ground and the crate of 
wine beside them, looking out the windows toward the grocer who still 
tried to sell her head-sized grapes. Leif wondered why she bothered, but 
it wasn't even noon yet, so he supposed she'd sell once everyone was 
more aware of the heat.  

"It's a bit early for lunch," he said, wondering if Fryn's sitting beside 
him were an invitation to place his arm on the back of the couch. 

She didn't lean back against the back of the couch, so he decided it 
wasn't. "They could be going to one of the restaurants in the 
Shadowvine District, or at the Tower." 

"Or Boulderwall," Leif guessed, "I get the sense Trel likes to explore 
things most would consider below their station." 

She chuckled, leaning against the white cushions of the couch. "Yes, 
I can see that." 

"You know, we might as well see what some of those things are like, 
maybe they have grilled oats and honey," he ventured, slipping one arm 
across the back of the couch, not touching her or her wings, but 
lounging.  

"Grilled oats? Probably not," she shook her head and rocked 
forward to stand from her heels to her toes. "But they might have 
something similar." 

"Perhaps, perhaps," Leif allowed, "But should we go northwest, 
west, south, east, or southeast?" 

She counted the directions listed on her fingers. "Five. Well, it 
doesn't much matter to me, just so long as it's far enough away that we 
won't run into that withered old fae." 



They locked up the room, relieved to notice that the 'main 
bedroom' had a lock as well, so that she could maintain a certain level of 
privacy and distance, and wound their way down the stairs once more 
to the street. 

"I still don't know what to do," Leif admitted. 
Fryn shrugged. "Neither do I, at least in Frorin I knew my way 

around, and what was interesting, but I've never even heard of anyone 
going out of their way to come here before." 

"Shocking that they'd host the Harvest Festival, but I suppose it 
doesn't need to make sense to me." Leif shaded his eyes since the sun 
was at its zenith, blanketing the entire town in its tired gaze, reminding 
them of the last hints of summer. "Maybe we should just go away from 
it," he suggested. 

"Hmm?" Fryn asked, following as he wandered down Shadowvine 
in a roughly southeastern direction. "The holders and low-lords mostly 
occupy that district, there's little we can do there without an invitation. 
From what I’ve heard, the Lords in this area are too occupied with their 
petty posturing or internal squabbles to entertain, and even if they were 
willing I doubt they’d consider us prestigious enough to warrant an 
invitation… Even the Earl faces consistent criticism I hear, with the next 
lords in line all wanting to remove him and claim his seat. I don’t think 
the young King takes notice of them at any rate.” 

"Then we'll continue to the south wall and see if there are any nice 
Rosenkrauns to drink, or if there's honeyed oats further down." He 
continued with his hands in his pockets, glad to have the sun out of his 
direct line of sight, even if walking with the sword at his side still felt 
unnatural. Every so often, he’d find it slipping at his side, or dangling 
awkwardly around his leg so that he’d almost trip or stumble. How 
anyone could comfortably wear a sword, he had no idea. When they 
reached The Vineskin, they continued straight ahead, where the street 
changed its name to Boulder Street, toward the far corner of the city. 

The buildings were shorter, made of rough segments of mortared 
shale or crumbled granite from the carved sides of the wall that formed 
a protective border around the city. He could just make out the wall and 
gates that rose halfway up the gap at the end of the street, a tower on 
one side. A few pebbles shifted loosely in their cemented joins as they 
got farther from the Commission Quarter, and the paint peeled away 
from the shutters of most of the houses set off in their blocks a bit away 
from the main road with soot-stained chimneys. 



 

"A bit dreary here, hate to see it when it rains," Leif said, picking up 
the pace as the tower gate grew closer. "No chance at honeyed oats 
either." 

"It's not as common as you think," Fryn started to say, but stopped 
as she tugged on one of his idly moving wings, "but then it just might be 
worth holding out for." 

He followed her pointed arm to the south where a market square 
was filled with carts and booths set up for the afternoon, fae from the 
surrounding regions and local farms proclaimed their wares with 
woven-grass hats and green and gold clothes. "See I knew they'd have 
honeyed oats..." Leif swept over in one flight, landing before a small cart 
with a charcoal-grill, smoke rising from its iron grates, arrayed with the 
sweet-smelling combination of honey and cooked wheat grains 
divorced from their husks all pierced together by a hardwood stick. 

Fryn leaned over his shoulder since he blocked access to the grill, 
and smiled. "But it's still not oats." 

"At this point I'm not about to complain," he said waving to the fae 
with the gold linen apron who stood waiting patiently behind the grill, 
"two please." 

The fae tipped his hare-wool cap and pulled two skewers from the 
heat, drizzled them with a honeycomb, and wrapped the ends in a shell 
of fibrous paper. "That'll be two mint," he said, holding the treats in one 
hand, and presenting an empty palm with the other. 

Leif dropped the two desired coins into his hand and passed one of 
the skewers to Fryn. "Now, I know what you're thinking, 'can it really be 
that good?' But I stake my reputation on it..." 

"I have had these before," she interrupted, taking a delicate bite 
from the first steaming wheat-berry, nearly the full size of her mouth. 
She covered her mouth with her hand, steam rising as she breathed out. 
"Am I allowed to use my frost to cool it down?" 

"I thought you knew how to eat it," Leif shook his head, "the burn 
on the roof of your mouth because of your haste is a necessary part of 
the experience; it serves to the remind you to be more patient." 

She shrugged and they left the square, hoping that a stroll would 
give them a better idea of what there was in town, and where and how 
they could find the thief before anyone else—and before Trel could get 
them to sign onto some sort of partnership. For only two-thousand mint, 
it really didn’t make sense to split it four ways. 
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Looking down at the city shouldn't have been an exciting thing; he 

had flown much higher than this, and he was certain that even if he were 
in the canopy of the Fassen Vine he wouldn't come close to his record—
but still, standing on solid, constructed ground that overlooked the city 
and the grasslands to the south, with a clear view of the river far off to 
the northwest, just felt more significant. His wings danced 
unconsciously to a forgotten rhyme as he reached over toward Fryn's 
hand, wondering if she'd welcome some kind of advance. 

She stepped forward and gripped the granite battlements under 
her snow-white fingers, staring at the matching edge of white on the 
northern horizon: the only hint of the Ice Wastes that went up to the 
pole. His hand closed on empty air and he swallowed a sigh, adjusting 
the fit of his scarf. Its tan, hare-down wool warmed his chin and mouth, 
as a faint mist coalesced around his partner's wings, neck, and 
shoulders. The pendant she'd received from Ieffin glowed in the cold 
light of the only-just-set sun.  

I want to ask her, or just try, but why, oh why can't I? Leif stepped 
up beside her, admiring the crimson remnants of the sun to the west, a 
color so like the details that pulsed through the veins and patterns on 
his wings. It seemed so much easier before, to tease, to play, to joke... 
But who'm I kidding anymore? 

He felt a slight tickle at the nape of his neck, a tingling rush of sparks 
from the soles of his feet to the top of his head, aligning his parted blond 
hairs with the sky. The sensation faded, and the clouds grew closer from 
behind, the tingling falling deeper, slowly to his gut, and to the sword. A 
dim burst of light flashed against the stones from the unheard lightning 
of the end-of-summer storm. 

"I wonder what Master Yarl would think of this," he mused. 
Fryn's wings pricked up like the ears of a hare, "I can hardly 

comment when I have no idea to what you are referring." 



He smiled. "Really? But your response was just what I wanted... for 
you to ask me about it." 

She cocked her head sideways, a lingering crumb from her earlier 
treat sticking to her cheek. "Clever as you are, there're always 
unintended consequences when you speak," she yawned, "you wanted 
me to ask what it was about, and I did, but now I'm getting tired and 
disinterested." 

"I meant, simply, that my sparks are divided between my liver and 
my sword," he replied, "and it is hardly polite to tell someone that you're 
bored." 

She laughed, and recoiled as he picked off the crumb stuck by honey 
to her slightly reddened cheek. "That's not my fault," she argued, "the 
blame is all yours." 

Yes, that is what I wanted. He chuckled and turned to face the east, 
and his smile faded as a young fae in a brown cloak landed silently on 
the stones before the stairs. Fryn hadn't seen him yet, so Leif tapped her 
shoulder with his wing, and waited for the fae to approach. The next 
tower over, a waxed tarp dome, opened as a telescope rotated in its 
berth to face the sky, astronomers rushing to get a reading before the 
storm. 

Fryn nearly took his hand as she turned around, or at least, it 
seemed she did, but then she noticed their company, and to Leif's 
disappointment, she held her own hands together behind her back. 

"I was told to bear a message for the Viper and the Lich," the fae 
explained. He presented an envelope sealed with green wax pressed 
with an ornate 'M' and nodded dutifully as Leif accepted it. 

They shared a look, both with raised eyebrows, and when they 
looked back at the messenger, he was gone without even a gust of wind. 

"I suppose we should visit the meister for a drink before we turn in 
for the night," Leif ventured, carelessly breaking the seal and slipping 
out the single postcard-sheet of stationary. "Information has been 
found," he read aloud. 

Fryn nodded. "Perhaps you're right, but all the same, I had wanted 
to catch a glimpse through the glass." She pulled the edges of her jacket, 
draped over her shoulders, sleeves unused, and tightened its fit. "I'm 
sure we have time enough for a peek." 

He trotted after her resignedly, wondering when and why she'd 
suddenly become interested in Gaersyn Astronomy. "I'm sure we have 



 

little to worry about, last I knew the moon blocked 'The Vine' and would 
continue to do so for the next month." 

She returned a gratuitous single laugh. "Of course it will, since it is 
that month." Fryn found the door to the observatory in a cobbled arch, 
and pulled with all her strength, then, she tried again with her wings 
beating, straining to pull it open. 

Leif pinched one of her lower wings in a firm, yet gentle grip, and 
pulled her away from the door. As she began to complain that he could 
have damaged her wing, he pushed on the door and it swung open 
easily. 

"...I would have figured that out," she stammered, looking torn 
between the embarrassment of pulling on the door and that of him 
tugging on her lower wing. 

He took hold of her sleeve as she'd been waving her hands about in 
confusion, and pulled her through the door. "I'd rather take a look 
before the rain comes, it'll make it much easier to get back." 

She pulled her hand free and walked over to one of three fae who 
were gathered around the eyepiece of the telescope, which had 
elongated within its series of brass tubes to stretch far out over the 
battlements, angling up toward the darkening sky through a slit in the 
dome. "They'll let me look really quick." 

"Miss," one of the three astronomers asked, turning to prevent Fryn 
from drawing closer with one arm outstretched, "is there something you 
need?" 

Fryn frowned. "I had hoped I could take a look through the 
telescope." 

The fee who'd blocked her pursed her lips, and fiddled with the 
notepad in her gray single-buttoned waistcoat. "With the storm soon to 
arrive, there is a limited window for us to take our readings, I am afraid 
the telescope is unavailable to the public." 

Leif stepped up beside Fryn and absently ran a hand through his 
hair. "Even just a peek while you record your findings between 
glances?" He added a warm smile for good measure. 

The fee couldn't have been much older or younger than them, and 
she looked away shyly. "Well… if it's that quick, perhaps." 

"We'd be grateful if you would," Fryn pressed, not even noticing 
him. 



Leif watched as an elderly fae in a green felt coat and spectacles 
leaned back from the eye-piece of the telescope, and Fryn flitted over, 
and put her eye to the glass, wondering when and why she'd suddenly 
become interested in the stars. "What do you see?" he asked. 

Her wings fluttered and twitched for a few seconds, and she 
mumbled something about the lesser moons. "...more rocky than 
expected..." 

He sighed, sharing a look with the fee in the gray coat, and 
shrugged. "Why do you need to take readings?" 

The old fae in the green coat looked up sharply. "I wouldn't think 
I'd hear that question from someone native to the Aelaete," he said, 
"Isn't it common practice there as well?" 

Leif politely stifled a yawn. "I knew they did it, but at my school I 
had little time to learn about the superstitions of the astronomers, just 
what is common knowledge." 

A twinkle appeared in the old fae's eye as he blinked. "It's best to 
be careful what you describe as superstition; most wouldn't believe in 
that sword you have there." He pointed at the black edge of the blade 
that shone from the top of the sheath, since it’s latch had somehow 
gotten loose in their flight up the tower. 

Leif pulled out the sword a little bit further and looked at it. The 
existence of one superstition doesn't prove another, he thought. The 
surface currents shifted a little, as he added softly in a wry tone of voice. 
"The stars give bad advice." 

Fryn still stared through the telescope, and the gray-coated young 
fee gently pulled on her arm to try to separate her from it, her wings 
twitching impatiently. 

He almost shook his head, watching her playing with her coat-tails 
with her free hand. 

I'm not Arta, the Lancer, that I could be her guardian, he thought, 
smiling outwardly as Fryn was finally pulled away from the telescope, 
and returned to his side as the old superstitious fae returned to his 
prognostications. 

"I suppose we should head back into town," Fryn said, turning on 
her heel and opening the door. The first raindrop splashed against the 
stones, scattering the loose layer of dust that had accumulated over the 
last few days of summer. "Well, that's nice," she shook her head 
sarcastically. 



 

Her behavior was a little odd. Maybe there was something about 
what the astronomer said. "We're just going to have to brave it. Do you 
have an umbrella?" 

She bit her lip in thought as she faced him. "I don't, but I could make 
one." She closed her eyes and held her hands in front of her chest, 
forming a cloud of mist and fog into a ball of ice the size of her head. She 
stretched it out into an arm-length rod with an oblong sphere at one 
end, which she squished and pulled out into a slight-angled conical 
sheet. A layer of frost went up her arm, with little tendrils frozen on their 
way up her neck. Fryn stepped outside, and the first raindrop splashed 
off her white-blue crystal umbrella, and she stretched out her opposite 
hand toward him with a smile. 

"We can't have a repeat of what happened last time," she said, 
"We'd better hurry before it gets any worse." 

Leif linked arms, ducking his head under the cover of the umbrella, 
and let his wings droop like hers, both for protection and to avoid 
brushing against hers. It felt almost like when they'd first gone to see 
the Pine-Martin, or when they'd pretended to be on a date to spy on 
Mythrim... But now their only reason was the rain... 

Walking down the stairs took a lot longer than flying up, but they 
were free of water because of the slight grade that channeled the run-
off to the outside edge; a pleasant sound, gurgling with the spinning and 
white-foamed first rain of the harvest. Fog settled over the city, encased 
in the towering boulder walls, clinging to the base and canopy of the 
Fassen Vine and, Leif thought, it might actually be a better city than he'd 
first expected. 

"I imagine by now most everyone in Sendra has moved to the 
southern banks of the river," he said, glad to feel her arm so tightly 
linked with his. 

She smiled. "It seems awfully ineffective, having to move that 
much." 

"On the contrary," he replied, stepping in a shallow puddle that had 
formed in one of the worn stairs, "with winter housing already 
prepared, it is very convenient." 

Fryn nodded absently, as if remembering some of her own 
childhood. "Before I moved to the Rain District, I used to play with 
Harissa and Jaeson, always wanting to be the guard, and never the 
thief..." She chuckled. "They loved playing that part..." 



"How old were you when you moved?" he asked as they stepped off 
the last stair and onto Tower Street, and looked out toward the far-off 
five-way, unable to see further than fifty wing-spans or so since the fog 
was so thick. 

She looked down at the damp toes of her boots with a sad smile. "I 
was eight." 

"I was nine, when I joined my school," he said, "Why did you decide 
to become a Hunter of the Commission?" He glanced at the hardened 
awnings along the eaves of the street, yellow ones for the florist, green 
for the bookstore. 

She looked up at him, biting her lip in thought, almost conflicted as 
she considered her answer. "I didn't want to at first. No, I wanted to join 
the Guard; but when I became a Bloodcrafter, I realized that I would 
never be welcome there.” 

He couldn't tell how much further it was to meet with the Earl's 
Five-way, but they had walked a good distance, and it had grown quite 
dark. Warm golden light streamed from the lampposts spaced along the 
curb, shaped like delicate stalks with twisted stems, and glowing 
starlamps at the tops. There weren't very many artificers in Aelaete, but 
their art seemed more than prevalent in Froreholt, and Gaersheim. "I 
can't imagine why..." he said, eyeing a thinning section of the frozen 
umbrella over his head. 

She laughed softly, and they walked on in silence. The street were 
mostly clear, except for a few mail-runners beating a hasty retreat, or a 
hare-drawn wagon drawing a load covered by a tarp. Everyone seemed 
to have been ready for a quiet night indoors, which he supposed, was 
exactly what they meant to do. At the Five-way they followed 
Shadowvine Way down toward the Vineskin. They passed the looming 
walls and hedges of the low-lords’ estates that graced the sloping hill 
around the foot of the Vine, with their invisible, private estates and Leif 
wondered just what sort of faeries they were. Were they self-important 
yet harmless? Were they subtle, intelligent, and dangerous? Or were 
they simply faeries with slightly more money and larger houses than 
their neighbors? Leif shook his head, and hauled the heavy bound door 
to the Vineskin once more, as Fryn released his arm and tossed the 
umbrella into the street. It scattered into a myriad of fragments, and 
melted away under the patter of the rain, and she stepped inside. 

It was much noisier than it had been in the morning, but it made 
sense, after dark, in the rain, and fog, that it should fill up with fae 
looking to avoid the weather. Fryn frowned as they were blocked from 



 

entering into the common hall by a velvet rope hitched between brass 
rings between the host's booth and the wall covered in hats and coats. 
The smell of burnt honey and butter drifted out from the kitchen with 
the slurred ramblings of too-many patrons stuffed into the 
insufficiently-large space. 

It wasn't Germaine who greeted them, but a busty tavern fee in a 
white blouse and a dark green apron who appeared behind the booth 
with a wide smile and a loud 'hello.' 

"We're looking for a private table for two," Leif explained, raising 
his voice as he leaned closer. Fryn's wings twitched irritably at his 
proximity to the fee and at the undone top button of her blouse. She took 
his arm again with a sweet smile bordering on cloying and 
protectiveness; but she needn't have worried. Not that he minded of 
course. 

"There's a table on the third floor, overlooking the south side," the 
hostess said, "right this way." She unhooked the far side of the velvet 
rope and waited for them to cross into the common hall before securing 
it again and making her way carefully around a number of slightly 
inebriated customers to the foot of the stairs. 

In the corner by the hearth, half-obscured by the cloud of poorly 
ventilated peat smoke, Leif noticed the three brothers they'd sat with at 
the Harvest Festival, but quickly avoided looking in their direction lest 
he be noticed and forced into a communal evening. Fryn saw them too, 
if her tightened grip on his arm were any indication, and they quickly 
mounted the spiral stair, passed the second level, busy with the sound 
of shuffling cards and the porcelain clack of plaques or tablets, or 
whatever other local games they had, and found that the top floor was 
arrayed with quiet booths. 

Their hostess brought them around the banister of the stair to the 
south side, where a few dormers looked out on the street through a 
series of wingspan windows. Even though only a single couple was 
seated in the dormer to the right of them, they whispered romantically 
over the light of a dimmed starlamp shaped like a candle on a brass 
candelabra—as if concerned their conversation might be overheard. 
Little of any importance, Leif figured, but faeries were inherently shy 
about such things, he thought. 

Fryn guided him into the booth with a view toward the stairs, and 
slid onto the bench beside him. 



The hostess covered a smirk as she tapped the amber bulb of their 
starlamp activating its warm glow, adding, "It's always nice to see a 
couple sitting together like that, doesn't happen often enough I say." 

Leif blushed. "We have often thought the same... if we might start 
with a pitcher of water and a flagon of one of your darker barley ales, 
we would appreciate it." From the corner of his vision he could tell Fryn 
had raised one eyebrow at the suggestion, but didn't comment. 

"I will bring them right up," she replied, "Make yourselves 
comfortable." The hostess flitted off toward the stairs, with her green-
lined wings pulsing with a bit of yellow amusement. 

Fryn relaxed into the burgundy upholstery of the bench and sighed. 
"Barley?" She prompted. 

"When it gets colder like this I find the lighter ales don't suit," he 
said, "and I heard once that the barley in Gaersheim makes for good 
drink." 

She snorted lightly. "Be careful who you believe." 
He nodded. "Sound advice for anyone." Maybe this time she'd 

actually be receptive to some sort of advance, seeing as how she'd held 
his arm... He'd rested his hands clasped together on the table, but 
dropped his left hand to the bench, and finding hers he held it and gave 
it a light squeeze. "But I think my sister knew what she was talking 
about." 

He thought he saw a flush of color on her cheeks, but the air went 
cold as if she'd purposefully drained in order to hide it. "Now now, we're 
partners, no need to be coy," he teased, but before she could reply, the 
hostess appeared at their table with two large ceramic pitchers and four 
stacked brown-glazed mugs. 

"Now it's not a full barley beer," she explained, "but the meister 
recommends this one for you personally." 

Leif filled two of the hand-high cups with the water in the white-
glazed pitcher, which smelled slightly of lemon or mint, or both, as Fryn 
leaned over the table to stare into the depths of the green pitcher. She 
took the other two cups, and filled one as the hostess departed; but she 
stopped when she noticed something inside of the last cup. She pulled 
out a folded piece of stationary, stenciled with faded pink floral lines 
bordering the edges, and read it aloud in a soft husky whisper. 

"I will be along shortly to provide the information you requested. 
The tavern area is busier than usual at the beginning of Harvest, but not 
altogether surprising given the happenings at the Festival. Signed, 'M." 



 

Fryn looked up, and slipped the note into one of her jacket pockets, and 
finished pouring the dark ale. 

Leif accepted one of the mugs, and took a healthy sip. It was rich 
and creamy, and tasted like hazelnuts and spice. "You know, with how 
long we've been on the road," he said, wiping his mouth with the back 
of his hand, "I haven't once had a chance to wash my clothes." 

She offered a subdued groan. "You do smell like dirt and grass, 
though I can hardly imagine why," she conceded ironically. 

He hadn't had long to examine his clothes after their fight with the 
weasel, but the smear of dirt and green grass, and a little bit of blood had 
dirtied the back of his coat, particularly the coattails. "Well, what is your 
secret?" He asked. 

Fryn shrugged. "What secret?" 
"Well, your clothes are in much better condition, and you don't 

smell dirty at all," he pointed out. 
She glanced away and took a sip from her beer. "I am merely more 

careful than you are." 
"I doubt that," Leif rested his chin on his hand, the one that wasn't 

still occupied holding hers; and he was grateful that she'd seemed to 
forget about it. "You probably use your frost to remove any stain as soon 
as it appears." 

"I..." she closed her mouth and opened it again for a few moments. 
"I actually do that quite often." 

"Well I can't do anything truly convenient with sparks, but I can 
make my hair stand on end," he said, demonstrating with a slight tingle 
that rose from his feet to the top of his head, little arcing shocks running 
between his wings and individual hairs as they stood on end. He felt 
Fryn's hand reflexively tighten as a small shock went through her as 
well. 

"Parlor tricks," she chuckled, "but you'd best stop that before you 
attract a lightening bolt and burn a hole in the restaurant." Her eyes 
flicked out the window, where the light from the street lamps pooled 
and reflected off the rising levels of standing water that scattered and 
splashed under the percussive force of the thickening rain. A low rumble 
reverberated through the ground, the wood of the bench, and the air, as 
a flash of lightening burned a trail in the direction of the south wall, and 
the thunder followed in an instant. 

Leif smiled. "I haven't heard thunder like that in a long time." 



Fryn's hand had gone cold, and her shoulders were bunched and 
tense, as her wings twitched. "I'd prefer it if it weren't so nearby." 

Soft footfalls announced the arrival of their original host, and as 
they looked up, they saw the graying fae in his black suit settle smoothly 
into the bench opposite them with a platter of toasted grains and a few 
small plates to divide them.  

"I trust you enjoyed your tour of the city?" he began, giving a half-
smile as he set a small white porcelain plate before each of them and 
placed a steaming wheat berry on top. "I would also recommend taking 
small bites with the knife and fork," he added, sliding a few utensils 
across the table, "since it is very hot." 

Fryn cut off a bite and popped it in her mouth, chewing slowly with 
a pleasant smile before swallowing and taking a sip of beer. "The 
Boulderwall District is very quaint and charming, and the view from the 
Tower was most impressive." 

"Unfortunately we were unable to tour the Vine-Gardens, or the 
Earl's estate," Leif interrupted, "but altogether it was a most enjoyable 
day." 

The meister nodded as he chewed his own bit of food. "I hope you 
don’t mind if I join you, but we have been very busy of late, and I need 
to take my breaks and sustenance when and where I can." In a lower 
voice he added, "and it does make it more difficult to meet with my 
clients, even if it also grants greater privacy." 

"Do you work with many in the Commission?" Fryn asked softly, 
tilting her head as if it were an errant thought, an absentminded 
question. 

He shook his head. "Doubtless you ask because of my proximity to 
the so-called Commission's Quarter," he said, jerking a thumb to the 
north, "but my establishment has been here for two hundred years. In 
fact, when they started expanding their offices, and building the 
Commission's Gardens, they were a chief competitor of the previous 
owner. At the time, most wanted 'reputable' sources of information... 
but there's always a need for other sources. However, I usually do 
business with other clients, merchants and nobles and politicians, or 
even the common folk." 

Leif hadn't even touched his water, so he poured it back in the 
pitcher and filled it with the nutty beer and set the mug in front of their 
host. "I have been hearing a lot of dissatisfaction surrounding the 



 

Commission lately," he replied, "but I thought it was because most fae 
didn't like having to deal with President Hans' eccentricities." 

The meister smiled and took a long drink. "That, is a very good 
word for it, but the Commission’s executives can hardly complain as 
long as he continues to generate more revenue than did his 
predecessors." He reached into the pocket of his black silk vest and 
retrieved another slip of folded stationary. "I think we may have 
uncovered the identity of the thief—one Lia Karyn—an old enemy of the 
crown. Six years ago she stole a series of documents from the Royal 
Archives in Rosenkraun, and through her machinations brought the 
previous king to an early grave from anxiety and constant threats... 
Some say there was proof of infidelity, embezzlement of his own 
kingdom, or worse... and finally his heart couldn't hold out." He leaned 
closer to the table, eyes flicking down for a moment as he noticed that 
Leif and Fryn were holding hands, and continued, "She was known as 
'The Scissortail", a peerless thief. I wonder if perhaps she wasn't a victim 
of one of the king's fits of infidelity..." 

Fryn frowned. "While that would give plenty of reason to set herself 
against the previous king, I don't understand the theft of the Harvest 
Crown." 

"We could just ask her when we catch her," Leif said, cutting off a 
bite of his toasted wheat with the edge of his fork. 

"This envelope," the meister added, pulling out a yellowish packet 
of paper from his vest, "contains the report that Jessam provided, it 
should include leads on her current, or most likely last known location." 
He set it on the table, finished his beer, and stood. "It has been a 
pleasure, but I must return to my duties, as I can hear the complaints 
from the first floor." 

As he left, Leif nodded to himself, the rowdy group of fae on the first 
level were knocking on their tables, or doing something to call out the 
bartender. 

"I don't like him," Fryn said. 
"I like him, but I don't trust him," Leif replied, squeezing her hand 

once more. "We should probably finish this food before it gets too cold." 
He let go of her hand and used a knife and a fork as usual to cut his wheat 
into bites and then took a pull on his drink. 

She smiled and nodded, holding her hand absently for a second 
before returning to her food. Just when Leif thought he could get used 
to this, their hostess reappeared with a slip of paper detailing their two 



bottles of wine, full course meal, one pitcher of beer, and the honeyed 
wheat appetizer. The check came to 187-mint, but only 17 of that had 
actually been consumed. Leif signed a check to the Hunter Bank across 
the street, and waited for Fryn to stand to let him out. 

Fryn lingered in the bench, drinking slowly from her water glass, so 
Leif placed a hand on her shoulder to get her attention again. She shook 
her head, looked at his hand, flushed, and then swept up the envelope 
and started for the stairs leaving him behind to scramble out of the 
bench after her. Before long they were back on the sidewalk, shielded 
by the overhang of the building as the rain came down on the street in a 
fury. Fryn's wings drooped as she fashioned another umbrella and 
looked shyly in his direction, biting her lip, one hand outstretched. "It 
isn't very far," she said. He chuckled and accepted her arm, and her 
protection once more.  

In the thick fog, the pitch-black starless sky, and the nearly 
impenetrable wall of rain, they could barely make out the lampposts set 
at each of the corners and the dull glow of the windows to the north. Leif 
held her arm more tightly, and and pointed at the sheet that separated 
the eaves of the building from the blanket of rain. "Maybe we should just 
find the thief in the morning?" 

She shook her head, wings brushing his for a moment with a soft 
laugh. "I imagine we have an opportunity, being able to move about in 
this weather, and we should probably use it." With that she pulled him 
into the torrent, and they crossed over to the edge of the Commission 
Quarter. "It'll be easier if we take the Gardens around the tower," she 
said, pointing at the dark shape that rose from the center of the 
triangular district, "and then we'll cut through the offices to the Lodge." 

"So we are going back," he teased, noticing how the planted clover 
drooped sadly over the stone benches in the miniature park around the 
tower. Sconces of amber starlamps marked the entrances to the 
surrounding buildings, but they avoided them, and slipped between two 
large stone-brick offices to the family-lodgings they'd found before. 

As soon as they'd reach the doors, protected by a firm steel awning, 
which rang with the thunderous pounding of the raindrops, Fryn tossed 
aside her umbrella, and dry except for boots and coattails, pushed 
through the door into the lobby. "We are only stopping here for a 
moment to prepare." 

The same receptionist as before nodded in their direction as they 
passed by and climbed the stairs two or three at a time with a wingburst, 
until they'd returned to their suite. They sat in the armchairs in the 



 

morning nook, and Fryn cut open the envelope, careful to avoid 
breaking the seal as Leif had. She extracted two sheets of rough double-
weight paper, and narrowed her eyes. 

"Still pretty much exactly like what the meister relayed to us, the 
Scissortail, the rumors about her theft ten years ago, and, wait... 
information that she was once a member of the Commission? He didn't 
mention that," she said, passing the first sheet over to Leif. He didn't 
bother to read it as she continued, "there's a rough sketch here of an 
area in the South Shade Quarter, looks like a warehouse near Sir Lyma's 
Aviary was the last location she was seen at..." 

There was a knock at the door, and Fryn gave a start, covering her 
mouth with one hand, signaling silence. "Maybe they'll think we're out?" 
She whispered. 

Trel's voice echoed through the door. "I know you're here," she 
declared, "I paid the secretary to tell me." 

Leif shrugged and walked to the door as Fryn hid the papers in her 
jacket. He turned the handle and opened it with a painted smile. "And 
what might we do for you this evening?" 

Yarrow leaned against the opposite wall, and Trel held her hand in 
the air, ready to knock again. "We had thought you'd join us for a game," 
Trel grinned, "I feel like it's been too long." 

Leif could tell that it was really only Trel who wanted to play, since 
Yarrow covered a yawn. "We're rather tired from exploring the city, 
perhaps tomorrow would be better?" 

She made a show of sulking, shooting a mean look over Leif's 
shoulder toward Fryn, who leaned back in her chair lethargically. "Well, 
give a knock on the door if you change your mind."  

Leif nodded politely and closed the door, and smiled when he saw 
how relaxed Fryn had affected to be. "Really, there's little point in 
pretending that much." Her wings stuck out from the gaps in the back of 
the chair, and her closed eyes were angled toward the ceiling with a 
slight tilt to her lips. She had her arms spread out to the sides, and her 
legs stuck out before her. "You look as though you'd run around the city 
five times." 

Her eyes opened, and she turned her head to look at him. "Close 
enough to that..." 

"Come now, don't be like that," he walked over and leaned over her 
with a mischievous smile and a pulse of red to his wingtips. "We still 
have to go back out in the rain." 



She leaned forward, closer to his face, looking away. "I can't exactly 
get up with you in my way." 

"I'm too tired," he said, "maybe we should just wait on it." 
She pushed him back a little. "No, this is our chance; we catch the 

thief, we get our prize, and then we have a holiday." 
He caught her hand and pulled her to her feet, hesitating for a 

second, so close, wanting to hold her, but knowing it wasn’t good timing. 
Letting go, he paced around the low table that had separated their 
chairs. "We're going to need that umbrella again, and it may take some 
searching to find the location... and there's no promise that she'll still be 
there." He held up a hand. "No one will be around to ask any questions 
so I propose..." 

She interrupted, "that we merely take a quick look and then start 
fresh in the morning?" 

"Right!"  He pointed toward the door. "Well then, let's be off." They 
locked the door and stepped outside again, and Fryn resignedly made 
another icy umbrella. 

"I am going to get a lot more elemental practice than I had ever 
intended," she said dryly, and swung the umbrella over her shoulder. 
This time however, it had a much wider brim, and Leif could tell she 
intended to keep a little distance between them. 

 
End of sample 


