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1 - Pleasantly
Stirred




Felix was worried. He was trying to act as
if he wasn’t, but it was a difficult task when the subject of his
worry was hobbling about the room like nothing was amiss. He flexed
his fingers anxiously as he watched Merric pace unevenly across the
floor in an equally worried frenzy. But while Felix was worried for
Merric’s health, Merric was worried over the whereabouts of their
companions, the companions who should have been in the neighboring
room, but were, for the time being, leaving the knocks on their
door unanswered.

“If he’s left—” Merric fretted, grimacing as
he turned on his bad leg. He’d left his newly acquired cane leaning
against the bed, and Felix’s eyes darted to it. He wondered if it
was his place to suggest Merric make use of it. If he planned on
burning a path in the rug from the friction of his frantic feet, he
could at least use the cane and avoid putting more stress on his
injury.

“All we know is that they aren’t in their
room,” Felix said, in what he considered to be his most calming
tone. He had several tones for fulfilling several purposes, a habit
picked up from a life of dealing with drunken tavern patrons. “They
could be taking a walk together. Or perhaps they are in their room
and are otherwise occupied.” He smiled at the thought. Vivid and
Scorch had been dancing around one another the entire time he had
been traveling with them, and he wasn’t surprised when they’d
finally appeared to have consummated their feelings earlier that
morning. Merric had been happy to leave them alone, when their
faces were flushed and their laces were messily tied, but now the
hour was late, Vivid and Scorch had missed lunch and dinner, and
the guardian apprentice limping around the room was thin on
patience and well wishes.

“Scorch has to return with us tomorrow,”
Merric carried on, wincing past the obvious pain it caused him to
move around so heatedly. “He can’t just disappear into the night.”
He turned on his heel and his face paled to a sickly white.

Felix leapt from his huddle on the bed and
was at his side in seconds, wrapping an arm around his waist. “Will
you sit down? You can agonize just as well while you’re
sitting.”

“I’m fine,” Merric grumbled, but he let
Felix lead him to the bed anyway. He even let Felix prop his leg up
onto the mattress and push him back into the pillows. Nestled and
finally off his feet, he sighed. “He should come back to the guild
with me.” His voice was softer now that he wasn’t walking, but the
aggravated edge to it remained. “He saved the queen’s life, and he
should be there to be honored for it. It’s where he belongs. It’s
his home.”

Felix positioned himself beside Merric,
brushing a strand of hair from his eyes, an auburn rogue that had
escaped the pushed back styling of its brethren. “Scorch didn’t
save the queen by himself,” he reminded him gently. “I seem to
remember another guardian in that courtyard, fighting in the rain,
looking as fierce as any elemental I’ve ever met.”

Merric frowned at him. “Guardian
apprentice,” he corrected, running a thumb carefully over Felix’s
cheek and resting it on the bruise beneath his eye. “And I remember
a flautist throwing himself into trouble when he should have been
safely at home, out of harm’s way.”

“It’s only a black eye,” Felix said, holding
onto Merric’s wrist and pulling his hand forward to kiss. “I should
have died yesterday and all I have is a black eye. Tell me, do I
look dangerous, like a well-worn adventurer?” He put on his best
scowl, but he knew it was no good—he had practiced it in the
looking glass earlier, to no avail. No matter how much he scrunched
up his eyebrows, his soft curls and slender frame kept him looking
decidedly nonthreatening and far more innocent than he felt.

“You are a fearsome adventurer,” Merric
claimed, scooting closer on the bed. “But I’m never letting you get
hurt again.”

Felix leaned into his touch and closed his
eyes. He was a flautist. He knew how to entertain a tavern, not
wield a sword. There was no elemental power coursing through his
veins. There was nothing miraculous about him at all, no reason why
he should have survived the battle in the courtyard, when he’d been
surrounded by flying rocks and torrential winds and spinning
assassin blades. The fact that he had survived, with little more
than some swelling around his eye, was a fact he was still trying
to process, especially when the man beside him, a guild-trained
fighter, had suffered a far worse injury.

When he opened his eyes, Merric was watching
him with parted lips, his breath fanning warm and rapid against
Felix’s cheek. If they’d not been sharing sleeping space for the
past week, exchanging kisses and embraces, he might have mistaken
the expression as a prelude to passion. But as it was, Felix knew
there was another reason behind Merric’s suddenly ruddy complexion
and labored breathing.

“You’ve been up too much on your leg, I
think,” he assessed, running his fingers down Merric’s chest. They
were clothed lightly, the both of them, in long sleep shirts
provided by Queen Bellamy, and the rich fabric was soft beneath his
touch. He let his hand trace down the crook of Merric’s hip,
dipping into the crease of his bothered leg, then skirting it along
his bare thigh. “How badly does it hurt?”

“Only a little,” Merric lied.

Felix hadn’t seen it happen, but the tale
had been regaled to him the night before, when the physician had
come to tend their injuries. In the midst of the battle with Axum
and his league of elemental assassins, an Air had caught Merric up
in a gale of wind and smashed him into a tree, his leg taking the
brunt of the damage. Upon examination, the physician told him his
ailment would likely sort itself out in time, but that he might
require the use of a cane until it no longer hurt him to walk. He
was young and strong and sure to recover shortly—so the woman had
said—but Felix wasn’t quite as convinced, and he could tell Merric
wasn’t either.

“Where is the salve?” he asked, soothing the
embarrassment of his question by following it with a kiss.

Merric relaxed marginally against the press
of Felix’s lips, but he still gritted his teeth when he answered,
“By the bath.”

Felix kissed him again before rising from
the bed and pattering toward the adjacent room. He found the jar of
numbing salve on the floor beside the large copper tub. When he
re-entered the bedchamber, Merric had graduated to lying flat on
his back, his hands resting on his chest. His bright green eyes
tracked Felix’s approach.

“Would you like to do it or shall I?” Felix
asked, lowering himself onto the mattress and presenting the jar
shyly. For a moment, he thought Merric would refuse the gesture
altogether. When Merric smiled—a small, pained expression—it was a
relief to his heart. All Felix truly wanted was to help.

“Will you do it?” Merric asked, and Felix
knew it took a lot out of him. To need someone else, to let someone
see him in pain, it wasn’t a side of Merric many had been privy to.
A Guardian of the Guild was tough, too skilled to be hurt and too
proud to admit weakness. But Felix had never thought of Merric as
weak, not since the first moment they’d met. Merric had been
standing tall beside the Guild River, offering Scorch his comfort
and camaraderie, and as soon as their eyes had met, Felix knew that
the guildmaster’s son was no typical guardian. Like Scorch, he was
different. Felix had scarcely left his side since that moment, and
was still trying desperately to figure out what it was that made
him stand apart.

“Of course,” Felix answered, already
twisting open the jar. His knowledge of medicinals wasn’t
extensive, but the queen’s physician had explained the given salve
would help alleviate Merric’s pain, and that’s all he needed to
know. Since seeing Merric limping toward him in the courtyard,
soaking wet and splattered with blood, he had been trying to erase
the pain written on his handsome features. If rubbing his bare,
muscular legs would help lessen any of his discomfort, Felix was
only too eager to assist.

Merric inhaled roughly at the first dollop
of cool salve on his skin. “It’s cold,” he complained, squirming
beneath Felix’s hands.

“Give it a moment.” He began working his
fingers gently down Merric’s thigh and around to his hip, where the
worst of the pain seemed to radiate. “You shouldn’t neglect your
cane,” he hushed as he rubbed deep, methodical circles into the
meat of Merric’s thigh. Whether it was his place or not, he had to
say it. “Your leg might get worse if you don’t use it.”

“I don’t need it,” Merric replied, as
predicted. “I’m not a cripple.”

Felix massaged the salve further down his
thigh, until Merric seized up beneath him, a cry of pain making
Felix unhand him at once, startled. “I’m sorry!” he gasped.

Merric’s breaths were ragged, but he forced
a smile onto his face. “I’m okay. It’s okay.”

Felix shook his head, tried to push the
salve into Merric’s hand. “Maybe you should do it instead. I’m no
good at this. I’m hurting you.”

“No, really. I want you to do it,” Merric
insisted, his eyes seeking Felix’s. “I like the way you touch
me.”

As he was apt to do, Felix blushed, but when
Merric pulled him down, he didn’t resist. Merric kissed him, a firm
and assuring brush of lips that had Felix willing to try again. He
sat up and dug more salve from the jar, trying not to smile too
hard. When he put his hands back on Merric’s leg, it was with
nervous tenderness, but there were no more shouts of pain from the
man beneath him. Whether he was holding it in or the salve was
finally beginning to work, Felix couldn’t tell.

“He should really come back to the guild
with me,” Merric began again after a minute of silence.

Felix looked up from his handful of leg with
an amused snort. “Don’t worry so much about Scorch. He has to
follow his own path.”

“He’s not following a path, he’s following
an assassin. A short assassin with a bad attitude, no less.”

“He’s following his heart,” Felix said. He
ran his fingertips from the top of Merric’s thigh to his knee,
eliciting a shiver. “We should all be so bold.”

Merric pushed himself up from the pillows
and took the jar from Felix’s hand, setting it aside. “You’ll come
with me, won’t you?”

It was strange. Felix had only known Merric
for a short time, but they already clung together, knowing it would
hurt to separate. He wondered, studying the earnest curve of
Merric’s mouth and the faintly upturned slope of his nose, if the
sensation knocking around his stomach might be love. In the stories
he sang, in the melodies he played, love was always a colossal,
impossible to ignore feeling that beat insanity into its victims’
heads and poured purpose into their every action. It was the
catalyst for all his favorite tales, and it was always identifiable
and obvious to the heroes and heroines. But stories, Felix well
knew, were exaggerations. People didn’t want to hear about everyday
truths, they wanted to escape into lives better than their own. So
didn’t it make sense for love to be the same? Looking at Merric,
being near him, it made him feel warm, but he was never impassioned
by it. Merric made him happy, but never deliriously so. His kisses
stirred him pleasantly, but they didn’t make him wild with need.
Maybe the simple truth was that people didn’t ever feel wildly for
one another. Maybe they only felt pleasantly stirred and that was
all. Maybe what he was feeling was love, and he was just too naïve
and dreamy-headed to realize it for what it was.

“Felix?”

Felix blinked away his spell of
introspection and tried to focus. “Y-you want me to come back to
the guild with you? Are you sure?”

“Your village is right down the road
anyway,” Merric said, taking Felix’s hands in his. “Come back with
me. I want you there.”

“But what would I do?” asked Felix. “The
guild is no place for a flautist. I’d be in the way.”

“Nonsense. You can play your flute for all
the miserable apprentices.”

“Aren’t you a miserable apprentice?”

“Hopefully not for much longer,” Merric
laughed, and the smile on his face was so genuine, so missed, that
Felix couldn’t resist returning it. “Please say you’ll join me.” He
sank his fingers into Felix’s thick curls. “I don’t want to say
goodbye to you yet.”

He brought their lips together in another
kiss, one hand secured in Felix’s hair and the other falling gently
to his knee. Felix let himself be coaxed to his back, his legs
parting and making room for Merric to lie between.

“Come home with me,” Merric whispered
against his mouth, and between the comfort of his weight and the
sweet trail of his words, his hands, his eyes, Felix found he
couldn’t think of a good enough reason to say no.

The next morning, Felix stood with his head
bowed as Queen Bellamy placed a sword in Merric’s hands.

“For your service and bravery, I gift you a
sword of the Royal Sentinel.”

The weapon was shiny and expertly crafted,
with a rose-gold hilt and the queen’s sigil emblazoned on the grip.
Merric couldn’t bow properly, not with his wounded leg, but he
nodded deeply, and Felix felt a sting of pride. Though technically
still an apprentice, and technically not acting under an official
guardianship, Merric had acted bravely. He had shielded Felix’s
body with his own and battled with rabid elementals to protect the
queen. It had been like a dream, like a song, and Felix had started
composing a melody in his head the instant Merric had pulled him
from beneath the pile of bodies. He was still working on it now,
even as the Queen of Viridor continued her praiseful litany.

He studied Queen Bellamy discreetly, through
the tumble of hair falling over his forehead, wondering if it would
be too pedestrian to refer to her eyes as “honeyed” in a song, or
if he should reach for a loftier likeness. Visions of honeycombs
and autumn moons and soft sunrises were swimming in his head until
the inspiration for his poetry abruptly turned her attention away
from the courageous guardian apprentice and looked toward him
instead.

The wistful melody in his head stopped
playing and he lowered his eyes from the queen’s honeyed gaze—yes,
honeyed was really the best descriptor—and waited for her fleeting
interest in him to pass. Surely, her eyes were only resting on him
on their way to something far more deserving of her attention. The
potted plant behind him, for example.

“Felix, for your service and bravery, I gift
you this.”

He heard her words, but didn’t understand.
When Axum had attacked the palace, Felix had hidden behind Merric,
and then he’d concealed himself beneath a pile of dead assassins to
keep safe until the danger passed. Afterward, he had helped a
limping Merric reach the carriages, but that had been the beginning
and end of his heroics.

Standing before Queen Bellamy now made him
feel like a fraud. His eye was blackened from an elemental’s elbow,
but he had not fought, he had not served, and he had not been
brave. He had been a crutch for Merric until the physician had
supplied him with a proper cane. He was a flautist who would
compose a song of the battle, but would keep himself solidly out of
the story. He didn’t belong there. He’d done nothing to earn a
single line of lyric, let alone a gift from the queen.

But she smiled at him and laid her hand on
his arm until he unclenched his fist, and then she placed in his
open palm a flute. It was silver and covered in a delicate design
of razor-thin budding vines, winding up its body and blooming into
a moonflower on the curved lip plate. The instrument was slim and
light in his hands, and his fingers closed around it
covetously.

“You will pardon me for thinking this more
suitable for you than a sword,” said the queen.

Felix sucked in a shuddering breath. “It’s
the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on, Your Majesty.
Th-thank you.” He could feel Merric’s approving presence beside him
and wished he could tear his eyes away from the flute to smile at
him. He smiled at the flute instead. It was shiny enough that he
could vaguely see his own reflection smiling back.

“It is a special instrument, or so I am
told,” continued the queen. “Old and true, made by my bloodline’s
musicians of days long gone. I can think of no one better fitted
for being its new owner than you. Accept it and remember my
thanks.”

The most precious of gifts, and he cradled
it in his hands only because he had surrounded himself with brave
friends. But as undeserving as he might have felt, he could never
have refused it. Already, he was too attached to its pattern of
vines and the way it warmed in his hands, and the sensuous curve of
its silver plate, where he longed to place his lips and blow.

“I will treasure it always, Your Majesty,”
he answered breathlessly, bowing low to the ground.

“So formal,” someone scoffed from the
doorway, and Felix cocked his head at the familiar rasp. A woman
was leaning in the frame of the queen’s chamber door, her leathers
as black as the eye patch angled across her face.

He rose awkwardly from his bow as the queen
crossed the room to the newcomer’s side. Merric caught his eye,
looking dubious. Despite traveling with her for weeks and fighting
at her side, Merric wasn’t the biggest fan of Audrey. It wasn’t
because she was an elemental—Merric held no prejudices in that
regard, in stark opposition to the majority of Viridorians—but
because she was an assassin. Or used to be, in any case. As of
yesterday, she’d declared that she wouldn’t be returning to the
Assassins’ Hollow, but staying in the Royal Quarter to assist Queen
Bellamy with the opening of the elemental school. Judging by the
sturdy frown on Merric’s face, Felix assumed such a turn was not
enough to impress him, nor make him trust her. Felix, contrarily,
thought Audrey was amazing.

“No sign of them anywhere,” Audrey said with
a smirk, answering the unvoiced question on the queen’s lips. “But
there is a single horse missing from the stables. And your hidden
stash of guild-brewed whiskey is gone.”

With the formalities of the gift-giving
ceremony obviously at an end, Merric slipped his arm around Felix’s
waist. He’d left his cane propped against the wall, not wanting to
stand before the queen with its aid, but it was clear he now needed
the extra support, and Felix was happy to take some of his
weight.

“They just left?” Merric asked, the
perplexity plain in his voice.

Felix was considerably less surprised by the
vanishing of Scorch and his assassin. They hadn’t looked like two
men keen on sticking around for social niceties the last time he’d
seen them. Felix was glad of it, for their sake. In his mind, they
deserved the respite, but Merric had different opinions.

“He’s making a big mistake. He won’t be
welcomed back into the fold of the Guardians’ Guild by running away
from it,” he complained.

The queen looked similarly stricken. “Scorch
and Vivid were to remain in the Royal Quarter to teach.” She shot
an accusatory glance at Audrey. “You told me you spoke with
them.”

Audrey looked over at Felix, and he guessed
that they, at least, were of a similar mind. “They promised
nothing. Only that they would think about it,” she said.

“A guardian’s place is at the Guardians’
Guild,” Merric grumped, “not gallivanting through the countryside
with assassins.”

“Who is to teach elementals once the school
is in order?” asked the queen.

Audrey coughed pointedly. “I will still be
here to help. And I do know other elementals.”

“More assassins, I’ll bet,” Merric
snarked.

“More assassins, yes,” replied Audrey
coolly. “But others, as well. I’ve a brother who would help teach,
for the right price.”

“A brother of yours? I’m sure he’s an
upstanding citizen,” Merric returned.

Queen Bellamy pinched the bridge of her nose
and sighed. “I suppose we have time to discuss it.” She turned to
Felix and Merric with a wary grin. “It’s unfortunate that neither
of you are elementals, or I would entreat upon your aid.”

“It is regrettable, Your Majesty,” answered
Merric. “But the guild looks forward to serving you in the future,
in whatever way we can. And that includes protection for your
school, when it is needed.”

“It will surely be needed,” the queen
agreed, “especially in the coming months, while the world adjusts.”
Before her life had been threatened, elementals had been persecuted
for decades. Until Scorch had convinced Queen Bellamy to destroy
the decrees, it had been legal to kill them, encouraged even, a
barbaric act practiced with regularity across the country. Felix
had thought that was a particularly morbid irony after discovering
the queen herself was an elemental. Of course, that was a
secret—and probably why he was being gifted such a wondrous
flute.

The queen and Merric continued exchanging
solemn words on the advances to be made, and Felix just nodded
along, for he knew it was not his help the queen sought. Unless she
was desperate for a flautist, chances were slim they would ever
meet again. He smoothed his thumb along the mouth hole of the flute
and wondered dreamily what it must be like to have the power of an
elemental under one’s skin. Like so many things, it would never be
for him to experience. He would write about it, and play songs
about it, and that would have to be enough.

“You are welcome to remain here until the
palace is rebuilt,” Queen Bellamy offered for the third time that
day. “You may stay as long as you like.”

“We appreciate it, Your Majesty,” Merric
answered. “But we must be heading back today. The guildmaster will
need to know what happened, and we’ve already dallied too
long.”

Felix nodded in agreement, but the sharp
look Audrey fixed him with made his mouth go dry. “What is it?” he
asked her, self-consciousness making his voice weak.

“Are you returning to the guild, too?” she
asked, and he could tell by her tone that she disapproved. For what
reason, he wasn’t sure.

“Merric has invited me,” he answered,
remembering the discussion in their room the night before, the
blankets kicked off the bed and their knees touching. Merric had
kissed the palm of his hand. “And I have accepted his
invitation.”

Merric squeezed his waist, rousing the
butterflies in his stomach. He was handsome, so very handsome, and
for some reason, he wanted Felix, had been eyeing him with
adoration since they’d met. As an entertainer of taverns, Felix had
received his fair share of looks in the past, but they were mostly
looks of lust or amusement or boredom. No one had ever looked at
him the way Merric did. Adoringly. He was naught but a flautist
with a humble income and minimal prospects. If a handsome guardian
apprentice wanted to take him home, who was he to resist?

Audrey left the queen’s side to walk up to
Felix and roughly ruffle his hair. Most everything about her was
rough, even her sparsely distributed affections. “Take care, little
one. It’s a long way home.”

“We’ll be fine,” Merric said, and the
confidence in his voice made Felix smile. “Queen Bellamy has been
kind enough to outfit our carriage with a royal guard.” He nodded
appreciatively toward the queen.

“It’s my pleasure,” she said. “Try not to
render any of them unconscious though, would you?”

Felix blushed guiltily. It had been his
plan, after all, before the attack on the palace, to knock out the
guards and wear their armor in order to free Scorch and Merric from
the dungeon. “Y-you have my word, Your Majesty.”

“And you have my eternal thanks,” she said.
“And this, as well, before I forget.” She pulled from the pocket of
her trousers two velvet pouches. Felix flinched as she threw one
his way, fumbling and dropping it to the floor. He could hear
Audrey’s snigger as he bent over quickly to retrieve it, and then
the clanging of coins as Merric caught the second pouch without
issue.

The weight of the pouch was heavy. Too
heavy. “There’s no need for this, Your Majesty,” he began, holding
the velvet uncomfortably in one hand while his other clutched
possessively around the flute. “I already feel quite
compensated.”

Merric seemed with him on the matter of
payment, making no move to tie the pouch to his belt. “Yes, Felix
is right,” he agreed. “The guild cannot accept this. As a mere
apprentice, it would be dishonest. Our quest to save you was an
unofficial guardianship, Your Majesty.”

“Then do not accept it on behalf of the
guild,” Queen Bellamy told him, waving her hand casually at their
refusal. “Accept it on behalf of yourself, to whom I have gifted
it.”

Felix made to protest once more, but he was
shut down by a forceful gleam of honey eyes. He placed the pouch in
his trouser pocket—the trousers also given to him by the queen—and
said no more of it until twenty minutes later, when he and Merric
were walking toward the carriage awaiting them.

“I’ve never had so much coin in my life,” he
confessed. “Am I walking funny? I feel like my gait is off from all
the weight.”

“I have no complaints about the way you
walk,” Merric assured him. “Besides, I believe I’m the one with the
funny gait.” He waved his cane halfheartedly between them as they
stopped outside the carriage.

Felix turned to him, offering his most
reassuring smile. “Your leg will heal.” He dropped his gaze to
Merric’s legs, lean and strong, even though he kept one foot barely
touching the ground as they stood. It had started hurting him again
terribly in the middle of the night, and Felix had needed to call
for more salve to ease the pain. It made his stomach ache to see
Merric hurt, but he tried to keep reminding himself that it could
have been far worse, for both of them.

“I know,” Merric said, “but I dislike the
idea of staggering back through the Guild Walls with a cane.”

“If you like, I can try and carry you
instead.”

Merric laughed, and his eyes lit up, as
green and bright as dew-tipped grass. Felix would write about those
eyes, and his auburn hair, and his flawless skin, the small moles
that smattered the planes of his cheeks, when the time allowed. The
melody in his head was waiting for its chance to be put to paper,
and the new flute was tucked safely in his satchel beside his old.
Felix thrummed to play it. Later, he would, when he could give it
the care it deserved, and bumps in the road weren’t jostling him in
his seat.

“I think being carried back to the guild
would be even worse than limping,” Merric said, extending his
hand.

“I don’t know,” Felix pondered as he
accepted the hand and stepped into the carriage. “It would make for
a dramatic entrance.”

Merric grimaced as he pulled himself onto
the seat. He rubbed at his leg, teeth clenched. “Don’t make
promises you can’t keep. I might need to be carried, and then what
will you do?”

“I promise to carry you to the best of my
abilities, if needed,” Felix swore, smoothing the hair from
Merric’s eyes and planting a kiss on the corner of his mouth. “And
I will try my very best not to drop you. But I think I probably
might.”

“You wouldn’t,” Merric whispered, cupping
Felix’s cheek and kissing him.

“I’m used to carrying around a flute, not a
grown man. But I’d give it my best.”

Felix felt the carriage shake as the two
royal guards climbed up beside the driver. It was midday, the sky
was blue, he had a handsome guardian tucked against his side, and a
royal escort home. He rested his head on Merric’s shoulder and
thanked the Gods for making him so lucky.


 


 


 


2 - Wolf Run

 


 Felix was no
stranger to travel. When Rex, the tradesman of his small,
guild-adjacent village, journeyed out to trade and sell, Felix
would often accompany him, playing for the taverns of the villages
they frequented on their route. Sometimes it was for coin, but
sometimes the tavern owners had no money to spare, and on those
occasions, he was happy to perform for free. Rex would roll his
eyes every time he bounced back to the wagon with a smiling face
and empty coin purse, but it never bothered Felix. What did bother
him, what rattled his bones and sloshed his stomach, was the
rickety rocking of Rex’s old wagon that shook at every bump and dip
of the road. So, no, he was no stranger to travel. What he was
unaccustomed to, however, was the smooth ride of a royal
carriage.

He had ridden in one a few days prior, from
the devastated palace in the Royal Quarter to the countryside’s
secondary residence, but he’d been wet, dirty, and high on
adrenaline at the time, and he’d barely noticed how evenly the
wheels rolled down the road or how soft the cushions were against
his sore body. Now, well rested from days of rare luxury, he found
himself appreciating the fact that he was riding in a royal
carriage, and that, when he closed his eyes, he could hardly tell
they were moving at all.

“You look happy.”

He cracked an eyelid. Merric was watching
him with a curious smile. They had been traveling for a few hours,
by Felix’s estimation, and the sun streaming through the carriage
windows was making him drowsy. He yawned and stretched, mindful not
to knock into Merric, who had carefully extended his wounded leg to
rest on the opposing bench of seat cushions.

“I’m tired.”

“If you were more awake, would you be less
happy?” Merric asked, reaching out to wind a curl around his
finger. He liked playing with Felix’s curls.

“I’ll let you know when I wake up.”

Merric made a show of rolling his shoulders
in invitation for him to rest his head, but as Felix leaned in, the
carriage came to a sudden stop, jolting him forward. He braced his
hands on the opposite bench and Merric moved at once, snaking a
hand around Felix’s chest and pulling him back to his side.

“Are you alright?” he asked. When Felix
nodded, he stuck his head out the carriage window. “Everything okay
out there?” he shouted. “What happened?”

Felix looked out his own window worriedly,
but saw nothing but rows and rows of evergreens dusted with snow.
He couldn’t see the road ahead of them, but he could hear the
disgruntled whinny of the horses. It was a moment later when one of
the royal guards poked his head through Merric’s window. “Sorry
about the stop. There’s a downed tree in the road. Gave us a bit of
a start.”

“A downed tree? Can we go around?” Merric
asked.

The guard shrugged apologetically. “The
forest is too dense this far out to pull the carriage through.
We’ll have to move it. It’s not too big. We should be able to make
a path within the half hour.”

“I’ll assist you,” said Merric.

Felix touched his hand. “But your leg.”

Merric looked prepared to argue, but the
guard backed away from the window before he could, murmuring
something about having it “all under control” and “not to worry”.
Darkness flashed in Merric’s eyes and Felix had to look away, not
liking what he saw.

“I can help move a tree,” Merric insisted,
but even as he made to lift from his seat, he winced in pain. “For
the love of the Gods,” he hissed.

“There’s no shame in being wounded,” Felix
reminded him. “I, on the other hand, am of perfect health and can
no more move a tree than carry you. Shameful, indeed.” That earned
him a weak laugh. “I suppose I could sing them a jaunty tune while
they worked,” he continued. “A workman’s ditty to inspire their
efforts.”

“They would be distracted by your beautiful
voice and never get the tree moved. We’d be here forever.” Merric
took Felix’s hand and gave it a light squeeze. “I may not be much
help, but I can lend them my sword to chop branches and ease the
weight of their work.” He opened the carriage door and ambled to
the ground with the help of his cane. Felix could see determination
warring with pain on his face, and it inspired him to move as well,
but Merric stopped him with a touch on his shoulder and a shake of
his head.

“It’s cold, Felix,” he said sweetly. “You
should stay here and keep warm. I don’t want you to get sick.”

“I can’t sit here with everyone else
working,” Felix exclaimed. “Let me help.”

Merric sighed and his breath became a white
cloud in the wintry air. “You said you were tired. Close your eyes
for a bit, and by the time you wake, we’ll be back on our way.”

He’d known there was a protective streak in
Merric, a deep need to care for those weaker than himself, but
Felix hadn’t yet decided if he liked it directed his way. He knew
he wasn’t strong, or particularly brave, and he didn’t know how to
fight or move trees out of roads, but it didn’t mean he enjoyed
being coddled. Sometimes it was nice, like when Merric had been
spreading soothing ointment over his black eye, but he didn’t
appreciate being told to nap because he was too delicate to be in
the cold air.

“I think I—”

A whooshing noise whizzed between the small
space that separated Felix and Merric, and a second later, one of
the guards howled in pain. He stumbled into Felix’s line of vision
with an arrow pierced through his shoulder, straight through his
bronze armor.

Felix gasped, his hands clapping over his
mouth, and Merric shoved him back into the carriage, slamming the
door and pulling closed the frilly window curtain.

“Merric!” he shouted, clamoring to his knees
from where he’d fallen between the seats. He hurried back to the
window, ripping the curtain open and trying to catch another
glimpse of the wounded guard. “What’s happening?”

“Stay down!” Merric ordered, as he
brandished the sword he’d only been given a few hours before. He
staggered unevenly in front of the carriage door, his cane
forgotten in the snow.

Felix crouched down between the seats, heart
racing. The guard who had been shot was still wailing, but above
the sound of his distress, a word could be heard that froze the
blood in his veins: “Bandits!”

“Bandits?” he repeated to himself, sticking
his head back out the window to see.

“Stay down!” Merric repeated angrily, but
Felix was already craning his head to look around the front of the
carriage. He’d sung countless songs about bandits, but he’d never
seen one, never in all his traveling with Rex, even though the
forests were rumored to be filled with them. Rex had encountered
them a few times, but never when Felix was with him. There was a
nonsensical part of him that had always felt jealous of the
tradesman’s encounters, and even now, as his heart pounded with
terror, it felt impossibly cruel that he could be so close to one
of his stories and not see it for himself.

He searched the road excitedly, but saw
nothing but the bleeding guard lowered to his knees. The second
guard, the carriage driver, and Merric all stood with their swords
out, their royal emblems flashing in the bright sun. To Felix’s
eyes, there were no bandits to be seen. He felt a twinge of
disappointment and sank back into the carriage cushions.

“I thought I saw movement in the trees
ahead,” the arrow-stricken guard heaved, and Felix breathed a sigh
of relief. Clearly, the wound wasn’t so serious that the man
couldn’t speak.

“I don’t see anything,” the other guard said
as each man continued to survey their surroundings.

Outside his window, Merric kept his sword at
the ready, and the melody Felix had been composing earlier returned
to him, playing loudly in his head. How brave he looked, and
handsome. Merric didn’t look like an apprentice; he looked like a
guardian, all brute strength and courage.

Felix sighed, admiring the way Merric’s dark
auburn hair glimmered in the sun like rubies, lost in the sight.
There was no sound, no sign of approach. He was constructing a
verse about Merric’s broad shoulders, and wondering if it would be
overkill to dedicate an entire verse to them, when a large hand
covered his mouth and he was wrenched out through the open
window.

Felix kicked, his feet hitting the roof of
the carriage, and Merric spun around, briefly meeting his huge,
horrified eyes as he was pulled away. Merric stood stunned for a
moment, his breath hanging heavy in the air, and then he sprang
into action.

“Felix!” Merric raced around the back of the
carriage, but strong arms were already dragging him backwards into
the tree line.

Felix struggled, his arms flailing, his legs
kicking wildly, but whoever held him was holding him tight. He
could see Merric coming for him, and the second guard, even the
driver. They would catch the man dragging him away; he knew it. He
knew it up until the moment more arrows zoomed past his head. One
struck the second guard in the arm, and one hit Merric in his bad
leg, sending him falling forward, gasping.

Felix’s screaming was muffled by a hand, but
he could see the people moving forward with their bows drawn, the
lower halves of their faces obscured by black bandanas. Bandits.
One approached Merric, aiming an arrow at his head, even as he
tried to stagger to his feet. Felix bucked his head back, smashing
into the nose of the bandit holding him. He heard a string of curse
words in his ear before he was dropped. He scrambled forward in the
snow.

Beyond Merric, he spotted the second guard
being taken down, his sword knocked uselessly from his hand. The
first guard was lying face first on the road now, a bandit leaning
over him, his fingers pressed to his neck.

The bandit with an arrow pointed at Merric
was saying something, but Felix couldn’t hear past the blood
pounding in his ears. He crawled towards them and his hand reached
out, grabbing the bandit’s ankle with the intention of yanking him
off balance. But before he could tighten his grip, he was hauled to
his feet. He turned, punching blindly and hitting nothing, and then
an arm closed around his neck and started to squeeze.

He could still see Merric, could see his
mouth moving, shaping his name. He could see him surging to his
feet and stabbing his sword at the man with the arrow. He could see
Merric fighting until his vision started to dim. His hands battered
weakly at his assailant’s crushing forearm as his air was cut off.
He felt himself sag in the bandit’s arms and his eyes shut.

When he opened them again, he was being
swung over someone’s shoulder. And then he couldn’t see Merric
anymore. “Merric!” he screamed, coughing, his throat tender. He
tried to twist his body, tried to catch a glimpse of him, but all
he could see was red in the snow where the bandit carrying him was
dripping blood from his nose. A second later, he heard the loosing
of an arrow and a grunt. He heard a body falling. “Merric!
Merric!”

There was no answer, just the harsh
breathing of the bandit who carried him as he began to run.

 


***

 


It was worse than being in Rex’s wagon,
being carried over his abductor’s shoulder. His head pulsed with
pressure from being upside down, and his stomach ached from the
unforgiving shoulder pressing into his guts, knocking around his
insides as they kept a steady jog through the trees.

After several minutes of running, they
reached a clearing, where saddled horses were tethered to the
trees, nudging their noses into the snow in search of grass. Felix
was thrown over the back of one of the animals, stomach down, and
the bandit swung up behind him. He barely had time to breathe
before they were off again, several sets of hooves joining them in
their canter. He bounced miserably with every step, and only the
hand of the bandit pressing into his back kept him on the
horse.

His vision was better than it had been
upside down over a shoulder, and when he turned his head he could
see more horses, and more bandits sitting astride them. They all
wore black bandanas over their faces and thick furs around their
shoulders. The clothes beneath looked like random scraps of leather
and fur and cloth stitched together. He could see no swords at
their belts, only bows strapped to their backs. There were five of
them that Felix could see—including the one currently sharing a
horse with him—and one of them had shot Merric. His eyes blurred
with unshed tears as he tried his best to stay calm. If Merric was
still alive, he would come for him.

If he was still alive.

Felix had an awful feeling in his chest, a
pang in his heart that made him doubt the likelihood of a rescue
from Merric, or anything from Merric ever again. He let his mind
drift blankly while the horse bounced his body carelessly about,
seeing red snow every time he closed his eyes.

The horses came to a stop about an hour
later, but it felt like ages to Felix. The bandit jumped from the
saddle and lifted him from the horse like he weighed nothing at
all. He collapsed as soon as his feet hit the ground, his head
swimming and his vision blackening around the edges. The voices
surrounding him sounded far away.

“Careful, Princeling, you’ll make a mess of
yourself.”

“Don’t want to muss the lace collar.”

“You want to look nice for King.”

He was lifted and held up between two burly
men, who began dragging him forward, his feet barely scraping the
ground. With great effort, he blinked away the dizziness, and a
horde of covered faces came into focus, walking with him as he was
dragged into what appeared to be a camp. It was large, filled with
rows of tents and several fire pits. He was even swept past a
clothesline, where underclothes and furs were hanging by wooden
pins.

“Where are you taking me?” he asked
groggily, because he wasn’t so sure his captors were bandits
anymore. In the songs, bandit camps were monstrous places, with
prisoners crying in cages and heads on spikes. Not a single one had
mentioned anything about laundry.

“Why, to see King, of course,” replied one
of the men holding him up. Felix turned his head to look at his
face. All he could really see were his eyes, as the rest of his
features were covered, but the eyes were plenty interesting on
their own, smudged in a black coal, and reminding him of the folk
who sometimes visited taverns with low-cut bodices and purses to
fill.

“King?” Felix repeated, sure he’d
misunderstood. “Viridor has no king.”

The gathering of people—now a small
crowd—all began to laugh. The man at Felix’s side shook his head in
amusement. “Not talking about a King of Viridor, Princeling. I’m
talking about the bandit king.”

“Wha—”

He squawked in surprise as he was thrown to
the ground at the center of camp, and the bandits roared with
laughter, making his head ache even worse. He stood slowly—still
lacking proper balance due to his inversion of the last hour—and
looked up at the dais before him. Sitting in a chair, draped in
black furs, was a man, and when he held up his hand, the bandits’
laughter tapered into silence.

“What is this?” the man asked, not moving
from his seat. He stared down at Felix with an air of disinterest,
but Felix could not say he did the same, because the man before him
required his full attention. His hair was as black as the fur pelts
he wore across his shoulders, and his scrape of heavy stubble
highlighted the sharpness of his cheekbones. His mouth fell into a
frown as he continued to study him, but Felix was more afraid of
his eyes than his sour expression. They were enthralling, a
bizarrely entrancing hazel, outlined with charcoal smudging, same
as the others.

Felix quivered before his glare. He’d never
heard of a bandit king, had no idea what the title meant, but if
any man could be the King of Bandits, this was the one.

He spoke again. “Is someone going to tell me
why this boy is in my camp or am I meant to guess?”

“He’s a nobleman, King,” boasted the man
who’d hauled him through the forest. “Had a royal guard taking him
from the queen’s country palace.”

That was enough to knock the shock from
Felix’s throat. “What? I’m not a nobleman!” he shouted.

The bandit king lifted his eyebrows; they
were thick, serious, and clearly prone to furrowing. “He says he’s
not a nobleman,” he said, sounding none too amused.

“He was traveling in a royal carriage,”
continued the bandit. “He had two royal guards and a personal
bodyguard, all armed with the queen’s emblem. He’s either a little
princeling or a nobleman’s son. Look at his clothes.”

“I’m not!” Felix protested, tugging at the
lacy fringe of his shirtsleeves. “I’m a flautist! I’m just a
flautist!”

“Oh yeah?” asked the bandit. “What kind of
flautist carries this kind of coin around in his pockets, eh?”
Without warning, he dug his hand into Felix’s trousers to fish out
the velvet pouch, and Felix yelped, swatting at his arm and trying
to wriggle away. A moment later, the bandit presented the pouch and
tossed it toward the king.

The king poured the coin onto his palm, and
gold spilled over his hand and into his lap. He continued to stare
intensely at Felix.

“I know you said to focus on the goods and
not try for a hostage, but it was the perfect opportunity,” the
bandit rattled on. “We can ransom him!”

“You can’t!” Felix cried out. It seemed no
one was listening to him, despite the rising shrillness of his
voice. “I’m not a princeling or a nobleman’s son. I’m no one’s son
at all! I’m a flautist and nothing more. There’s no coin to be made
off me. I swear it!”

The bandits laughed again, but the king
silenced them quickly with a single look. When he spoke, his voice
was unexpectedly soft, but no less terrifying. “Very well,” he
said. “If there is no coin to be made, we have no use of you, do
we?”

Felix felt a rush of relief sweep through
him. “You mean you’ll let me go?”

The king looked at him, tilting his head in
bemusement. “No. If you’re not a noble, there’s no reason to keep
you alive.”

The camp remained silent, not even the
bandits making a peep. Felix backed up, staggering on trembling
legs, and knocked into a hard body behind him. He gasped and
shuffled back forward, but there was nowhere to run. He spun around
helplessly, surrounded, until the king spoke again.

“A flautist, you said?” he asked.

“I don’t see a flute, King!” one of the
bandits yelled from the crowd.

“I don’t see one either,” the king agreed,
looking expectantly at Felix.

“I have two flutes in my satchel,” Felix
said, reaching into the bag and grasping the first flute he felt in
his hand. He pulled it out, silver flashing in his palm. “This one
is worth a lot of coin,” he began desperately. “You could sell it.
I’ll give it to you, please, but don’t kill me.”

The bandit king seemed to think it over as
he returned the spilled coin to the velvet pouch. When he had the
strings tied up again, he shoved it in his pocket and returned a
cold stare to Felix, steepling his hands beneath his chin.

“Play me a song, Flautist,” he ordered. “If
I like what I hear, you can live.”

“What?” Felix tucked a curl behind his ear,
sure he had heard wrong.

“Play me a song,” the bandit king repeated
slowly. “If I like it, I won’t kill you. Or are you one of those
rare flautists who don’t know how to play their instrument?”

“I can play it,” he huffed defensively.

A few of the bandits laughed again and the
king’s mouth quirked up into a maddening smirk. “Can you? Let’s
see.”

Felix lifted the flute to his mouth and
closed his eyes. He’d often wondered what his favorite melody was,
which song—if he had to choose—he would pick to play, if he could
only ever play one for the rest of his life. He could never decide.
It was impossible. And no more could he choose his favorite now,
even with his life—very literally—in his hands. So he didn’t try to
reach for his favorite tune. Instead, he tried to think of the
hardest piece he knew, the most complicated, one that would prove
to the smug-faced bandit king that he was not only a flautist, but
the best flautist he would ever be lucky enough to hear. There was
a tune called “Wolf Run” that came to mind, and he began to play
it.

He kept his eyes shut as he pursed his lips
and let his fingers dance across the keys. When the queen had
gifted him the flute, he’d never imagined the first time he’d play
it would be for a crowd of bloodthirsty villains, but somehow his
company did little to decrease his pleasure in playing. The flute’s
voice was high and clear and pure, the weight of it just right as
he weaved a melody into the air of the bandit camp. “Wolf Run” was
a fast-paced tavern song, meant for the height of the evening, when
all the patrons were drunk and everyone wanted to dance and stomp
their feet. Felix had long ago mastered its quick key changes, and
knew exactly how his fingers looked as they tapped note after note
with perfect precision.

As he let the song move him by instinct, he
concentrated on prayer, for all the good it would do. Don’t let
this be my last song, he pleaded. Let me live, let me live, let me
live.

No one could accuse his life of being
extraordinary. His eighteen years of story was shamefully
threadbare. He’d been born in a little village a day’s walk from
the guild. So little, in fact, that it didn’t even have a proper
name, and besides his occasional travels with Rex, he’d never
ventured far from it. His father was a wandering vagabond who’d
wandered off one day and never wandered back. His mother had died
when he was nine, leaving him an orphan, but the villagers were
kindly, and he’d been given a job waiting tables at the local inn.
On the day of his thirteenth birthday, a caravan of musicians had
traveled through on their way to the Royal Quarter, and after their
departure, he’d discovered a flute in the stable. Unable to resist,
he’d picked it up, and held on to it while he waited for someone to
return and claim it. When no one did, he taught himself how to
play. It came naturally to him; he was praised for his talent. The
innkeeper let him perform for tips, always making enough to get by,
but never more than that. Most nights, he slept in a barn—arguably
more comfortable than it sounded—and wrote songs from stories he’d
heard from travelers. That had been his life, plain and humble,
until he’d met Scorch. Now that things were finally getting
interesting, he had no intention of being snuffed out by
bandits.

He played the final section of “Wolf Run”,
pouring himself into it, wishing, hoping it was good enough to keep
his life. After the last ringing note echoed through the camp, he
finally opened his eyes.

The bandit king was leaning forward in his
makeshift throne, his expression one of uncertainty. Felix looked
around at the rest of the bandits and found a mixture of surprise
and amusement in their eyes. Well, he was glad they found his
predicament amusing, because he certainly didn’t. He waited a few
more moments for the king to speak, but when he was met with more
intolerable silence, he pressed. “D-did you like it, Your Majesty?”
he asked, flinching when the bandits laughed at the presumed
moniker.

The bandit king just stared at him
unhappily.

“I can p-play you something else, if you
prefer something slower,” Felix went on, fiddling with the flute in
his shaky hands. “I sing, as well, if you’d like me to sing you a
song.”

Finally, after more awkward staring, the
king shifted back in his seat with a smirk. “That won’t be
necessary.”

Felix put the flute back in his satchel and
tried to keep the tremor from his voice. “Are you going to kill
me?” he asked.

Terrible silence, and then, “No.”

His entire body buzzed with relief, and he
smiled brightly at the bandit king. “Oh, thank you. Thank you. So I
can go?”

“No,” the king answered, standing up from
his chair. He looked like a giant up on the dais, but when he
jumped off the edge and came to stand in front of Felix, he was
only a few inches taller. Felix cowered a bit in the shadow of him,
but found he couldn’t take his eyes away from his face now that it
was so close. The man had flecks of icy blue in the hazel irises of
his eyes, and his mouth curved once more into a frown, making Felix
wonder if that was the natural shape his lips formed.

“No?” he asked, taking a step back and
knocking into another bandit. He surged forward in his haste to
move away and nearly knocked into the king’s chest. “Y-you can have
my flute to sell, like I said.”

There was a wave of snickers, and the king’s
mouth lifted into another smirk. “What use is a flute without a
flautist?”

Felix’s eyes widened as he made the
connection. “Oh no!” he exclaimed. “Please don’t sell me. Please.”
Before he could stop himself, his fingers were burrowing into the
thick furs of the man’s pelt and tightening there. He knew what
happened to people sold to the Circle, and he would never survive
it. “Please. You can’t.” For a second, the king’s eyes widened in
surprise, but the moment passed quickly, and then he was holding
Felix’s wrists and prying him off his furs.

“I’m not going to sell you,” he said,
releasing Felix’s wrists, a tinge of disgust in his voice.

“You’re not?” Felix sniffed.

“No,” answered the king, those strange eyes
narrowing. “I’m going to keep you.”


 


 


 


3 - The Generosity of a
King




The camp of bandits yelled their concurrence
and began removing their black bandanas, revealing their faces.
Felix doubted that was a good sign.

“K-keep me?” he asked, hugging his arms
protectively around his middle and trying not to faint. “What does
that mean?”

The bandit king cocked an eyebrow at him.
“It means I liked your playing, Flautist.” He motioned to a bandit
beside him, a woman with spring-tight ginger curls and as much dirt
on her face as charcoal smudged around her eyes—that is to say, a
lot. “Selon,” he said, “escort my new flautist to my tent and see
him readied.” His eyes flitted over the collar of Felix’s shirt.
“The winter woods are no place for lace.”

“My pleasure, King,” answered Selon,
grabbing Felix by the elbow and dragging him away without another
word.

He went with her silently, for what could he
possibly say? No, thank you. I prefer the first option of death? He
was alive and had the chance to stay alive, and once the shock of
the last hour and a half wore off, he would be thankful.
Possibly.

As Selon shoved him forward through the
parting crowd of bandits, he scolded himself for playing the flute
too well. He should not have gone with “Wolf Run” and been such a
show off. He should have played something simpler. Enough to
impress, but not enough to beguile. He had never managed to beguile
anyone in his life, and now he was being herded towards a tent to
be readied in whatever way a bandit king’s flautist was
readied.

The king’s tent rested toward the back of
the camp, no larger than the others they’d passed, and when Selon
nudged him through the flaps, there was nothing kingly about its
interior. It was small, for starters, and scarcely filled. There
was enough room for him to stand, and it was wide enough for a
pallet of fur blankets on the ground, but with two people inside,
it was already cramped. Selon began rummaging through a crate that
was pushed up against the back corner, and, after a moment, she
pulled out a heap of clothing and threw it to Felix. He caught the
clothes, clutching them awkwardly to his chest and not knowing what
to do next.

“Go on,” she urged him impatiently. “Shed
your princeling gear and put that on.”

“I’m not a princeling,” Felix reminded her
as he poked at the heavily worn leather on top of the bundle.

“Then you won’t mind not dressing like one,
right?”

Felix didn’t mind changing. He just minded
doing it in front of the woman bandit, who was leering at him with
an expectedness he didn’t much care for. “Would you turn around,
please?” he asked.

She doubled over with laughter, going so far
as to actually slap her knee, but then she gave a little sniffle
and turned her back to him. “Modesty will do you no favors all the
way out here,” she told him. Her red curls bounced as she continued
to laugh, and Felix spared a moment to glare at her back and
compare the shade of her hair to rust on an old bucket, before
giving his attention to the clothes.

He slipped out of the attire Queen Bellamy
had given him and quickly slipped into what obviously belonged to
the king. The breeches were soft and worn, but they would never
have stayed fixed on his hips without their accompanying sash,
which he tied in a sturdy knot around his waist. Next, he rolled on
thick, woolen socks that stopped at his knees, and then he stepped
back into the queen’s delicate slippers. Apparently, Selon did not
think it likely he would be a good match for the king’s spare
boots. The shirt he pulled over his head had him practically
swimming in mismatching pieces of fabric, but he tucked it into the
breeches as best he could and tried to settle the garment so it
wouldn’t hang off his shoulders. Clearly, the bandit king had an
ample supply of muscles hidden beneath his furs, a poor match to
Felix’s own spindly form. The last addition was a fur pelt of his
own, one that slipped over his head like a poncho and settled over
his torso, all the way to below his sash. It covered his arms, but
didn’t impede his movement, so he would have no trouble lifting his
flute.

With his new attire donned, he cleared his
throat, and Selon turned back around, chortling when she saw him in
the too-big clothes. He blushed and looked at the ground.

“You look ridiculous,” she laughed, reaching
forward and tugging at his elbow. “Let’s show King.”

He had no choice but to stumble after her as
she hauled him from the tent, and he jumped when half the camp
started clapping and hollering. Too afraid to meet any of their
eyes, he followed Selon, keeping his focus on her rust-bucket
curls, until she’d led him to a bigger tent in the middle of
camp.

She didn’t announce herself, just entered,
dragging Felix along with a grip so hard it pinched his skin. The
king, who was bent over a map spread over a tree stump table,
looked up when they came in, along with several other bandits, one
of whom was the man Felix had head-butted. Now that his bandana was
off, his swollen nose with dried blood around the nostrils was
evident, and Felix was glad for it. He would have been gladder if
not for the lump on the back of his own head, proof of their
collision.

The king was frowning again, and Felix
couldn’t decide if he preferred to be frowned at or smirked at.
Both expressions were daunting, and he would have liked for the man
to keep his eyes to himself, but that didn’t seem like it would be
happening any time soon. The king straightened up from his lean
over the map and looked at Felix with purpose, like he was
searching for something specific. If it was Felix’s dignity, he’d
need to look harder. For the moment, he was running on pure shock
and an unhealthy dose of fear.

“Where’s your flute?” the king asked
suddenly, and Felix realized he’d been looking for his satchel,
which was now hidden beneath animal skin.

He hastened to dig it out, presenting it
with open hands. “Here, Your … Highness?”

A few snickers sounded from everyone but the
king, who snapped, “Don’t call me that.”

Felix bowed his head, completely ignorant as
to the correct protocol for interacting with bandit kings. “I’m
sorry. I don’t know how to address you. Do you prefer King? Just
King?” The other bandits had addressed him as such, and he hoped he
wasn’t crossing a line by saying it, as well. But the swollen-nosed
bandit cackled at the name, and the king’s frown evolved into a
much scarier grimace that had his fierce eyebrows bashing violently
together on his forehead.

“Torsten,” the king said, so sharply it
sounded like a curse.

Felix nodded, despite his lingering
confusion. “King Torsten?” he asked, and he swore he could almost
hear the man grinding his teeth.

“Not King,” he snapped. “Just Torsten. But
seeing as I’ve attained you as my flautist and not my scribe, you
should have little need to address me at all. Just do as I say,
when I say.”

Felix’s breath caught in his throat. He
didn’t like the sound of that.

“For example, right now, I’d like for you to
play something while I confer with my friends. Something light,
Flautist. Do you understand?”

“I understand, Torsten.” Felix spat out the
words before he could filter them into something more polite. When
the bandit king’s mouth opened—whether to chide him or order his
execution—Felix lifted the flute to his lips and started playing
before he could speak.

The bandits all watched him for the first
few moments of his playing—something simple and unobtrusively
melodic this time—before returning their attention to the map
splayed on the table. Felix stepped back until he hit the tent
wall. He played in the corner, trying to make himself invisible,
becoming his music and nothing more.

The king—Torsten—and the others quickly fell
into their work, whatever it was, while Felix kept up a melody,
calm and smooth without being tiring. He was the background mood,
and the mood was casual studiousness. When several minutes had
passed and no one had looked twice at him or asked him to change
songs, Felix was able to relax a bit and let his mind and ears
wander to his inattentive audience.

Torsten was pointing to the map, eyes
squinted, and the others were huddled around him. “They’ll be using
this contact point here,” he said, “until they’ve rebuilt the
palace.” He looked up at the swollen-nosed man. “There weren’t at
least a few goods in the carriage, Jossy?”

“Didn’t get a good look, myself, if I’m
being honest,” Jossy answered, his voice stuffy from his bloody
nose. “I was the grabber.”

Torsten glanced at Felix, and then returned
his eyes to the map. “Harold?”

A man with wispy hair and a thin mustache
gave the king a shrug. “From the looks of it, the only goods the
guards were looking after was the princeling. I had a look inside
the carriage and under the driver’s seat after I took care of the
guards, but I didn’t find anything of interest.”

Felix stumbled over the next note, and all
the bandits looked at him. He felt his face reddening as he quickly
corrected the melody, and a few moments later, the attention was
off him again. But now he was too disturbed to eavesdrop. The one
named Harold was the bandit who’d approached Merric when he was on
his knees in the snow, trying to get up again. He was the one with
the nocked bow, aiming an arrow at Merric’s head.

He took care of the guards. Felix knew what
that meant.

It meant Merric was dead.

And no one was coming for him.

Tears streamed down his cheeks, but he
didn’t dare stop playing. The only reason he was alive was to
entertain the bandit king, and he doubted crying was the
entertainment the man sought.

Ten minutes later, his tears had dried and
the meeting was over, the bandits dispersing and leaving the tent.
When it was only Torsten and Felix, the king rolled up the table
map, stuck it carefully into the pocket of his trousers, and strode
for the exit. As he passed Felix, he paused.

“Follow me, Flautist.” He walked out of the
tent, and Felix followed directly, still blowing away sadly at the
flute. After a moment, Torsten spun around and delivered him
another frown. “You can stop playing now,” he said.

Felix put the flute back in his satchel and
began stretching out his arms and rolling his sore wrists as he
followed the bandit king towards his tent. Exhausted though he was,
adrenaline began to pump through his body anew as he fretted over
what exactly being “kept” by a bandit entailed. The songs he knew
speculated a wide array of possible tortures, half of which
pertained to the location of the bandit’s bed. But when they
reached the tent, Torsten entered without pause, and before Felix
could walk in behind him, he re-emerged. He held a bowl in his
hands and handed it over.

“Fetch yourself supper. There’s stew cooking
on the fire over there. Eat quickly and then find me.”

Felix nodded, and then bowed, because he
wasn’t sure what else to do, and then he scurried off towards the
cook fire. It was the largest of the fire pits in the camp, and a
young man who didn’t look much older than himself was stirring a
pot of delicious smelling stew. Upon Felix’s approach, he paid him
a fleeting glance over his shoulder and motioned for him to come
closer. He had long hair that he wore in a braid, and thick
spectacles, and when Felix came close enough, he ladled a heaping
helping of stew into his bowl that looked like pheasant, potatoes,
and leeks.

“Thank you,” Felix said, holding the
steaming bowl up to his face and inhaling.

“Take a seat before you drop,” the cook
instructed, going back to stirring the pot.

As that sounded like a wonderful idea, Felix
settled on a rock beside the fire and dug in. He was worn down and
starving and the food was the best thing he’d ever tasted.

“Slow down,” the cook warned. “You’ll make
yourself sick.”

Felix took the advice, but wondered why it
was that even bandits thought he was incapable of taking care of
himself. He remembered Merric in the carriage, only a few hours
ago, afraid of him catching a cold. The thought of him made his
chest tighten painfully.

“Please don’t cry into your food,” moaned
the cook. “It’ll mess with my seasoning.”

Felix wiped his eyes. “It’s seasoned
perfectly,” he said with a teary smile. “I don’t think I’ve ever
had a better stew.”

The cook turned from his pot to stare at
Felix. “You’re really not a royal, are you?”

Felix shook his head. “I’m not a royal. I’m
not anyone special at all.”

“There must be something special about you,
or King wouldn’t have let you stay.”

Let him stay? As if it was a privilege?
“Lucky me.”

“He’s not so bad, you know.”

“Says the bandit,” glowered Felix.

“Says Dot.” The cook saluted him with his
spoon.

Felix took another bite of his food,
thinking. He swallowed. “Felix,” he offered at last.

“Felix the Flautist,” Dot repeated
doubtfully. “Sounds like a story.”

Felix consented to a nod as he chased a
potato around with his spoon. “Not a very good one.”

When he finished his supper, Dot took his
bowl and pointed him in the direction of Torsten. Felix found him
beside his tent, sharpening arrowheads. He didn’t speak, just stood
there quietly, watching. Torsten didn’t frown or smirk while he
busied himself with the arrows. His face was smooth and relaxed as
he worked. Only when Felix shuffled his feet and adjusted his
weight nervously did he look up.

“You’ve been crying,” he accused gruffly,
setting his work aside and standing.

“Yes,” Felix snuffled, rubbing at his eyes.
“My friend is dead and I’ve been kidnapped by bandits.”

The king took a step forward and Felix
scampered back. “You’ll play during dinner tonight, and you will
not cry. No one likes a weepy flautist. It’s depressing.”

“Gods forbid I put anyone in a b-bad mood,”
Felix replied, surprised by his own defiance.

The king seemed surprised by it, too.
“You’ve a sharp tongue on you. Aren’t you afraid I’ll kill you for
your insolence?”

“A little,” Felix admitted, sounding far,
far braver than he felt. “But what use is a flute without a
flautist?” He was acting brash and not at all like himself, but the
day’s culmination of tragedy and horror was pushing him to not
care, and something about the bandit king’s face made him want to
lash out. Merric was lying dead in the snow miles away. The least
Felix could do was speak an angry word or two to the man who’d
orchestrated his death.

The king ignored his words, perhaps not
knowing what to do with them, and instead looked past Felix’s head,
his eyes fixed beyond his halo of curls. “You may sit while we
dine, but you’ll stay where I can see you.”

Felix took a deep breath. “I prefer to stand
while I play, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Have it your way,” Torsten said.

Have it his way? Felix bit his tongue to
keep from responding. Perhaps he had spent too much time with
Scorch, for he was suddenly feeling a dire need to run his mouth
like a fool. A part of him—a larger part than he knew he had inside
himself—wanted to see how far he could push at Torsten, but the
greater, more sensible part of him knew the man was an unknown
quantity. There was no telling whether or not he would push him too
far and end up getting himself killed by the end of the day, after
one too many sharp-tongued comments. And even with Merric dead,
Felix wasn’t suicidal. He had no intention of dying in a bandit
camp, no more than he had any intention of remaining to be the
bandit king’s personal flautist. He would find a way to escape, but
it wouldn’t be through making the man before him more aware of his
rebelliousness than necessary. So he smothered the urge to tell
Torsten exactly which way he would like to have it, and gave him a
bow, low to the ground, the same as he paid the queen.

Torsten scoffed, but Felix didn’t know him
well enough to determine whether it was with amusement or disgust.
Judging by his accompanying scowl, he assumed the latter.

“Happy tunes for dinner, Flautist,” Torsten
said as he walked past, brushing against Felix’s shoulder as he
went.

Felix responded with a tiny scoff of his
own, straightened the fur around his shoulders, and pulled the
flute from his satchel. He chose the queen’s flute again, the
single silver lining of his dark day.

The bandits were loud as they dined. They
drank ale from a cask—no doubt acquired through dubious means—and
rapped their spoons against their bowls in salute of Dot before
they began to eat. There was no order to their seating arrangement.
Rather, they all came together in a vague circle around the cook
fire, their leader sitting casually amongst them instead of atop
his dais. Felix remained where he could be seen by Torsten, moving
around as he played, walking the perimeter of their dining
circle.

He gave the man what he had requested, a
happy atmosphere, playing tavern songs with fast, bright pacing.
The bandits seemed to approve, though he didn’t know how they
usually acted when there was no music to accompany their dinner.
When he passed behind Torsten on his journey around the circle, he
watched the man turn his head to keep him in sight. Their eyes met
and held for too long before Felix looked away. He tried to ignore
him for the rest of dinner, but he was positive he was being
watched closely by startling hazel eyes.

The reality struck him anew, as dinner was
winding down, that the king most likely kept him for reasons beyond
his skill with the flute, and that those reasons may be forced upon
him sooner rather than later. When Torsten held up his hand and
narrowed his eyes at him, Felix took it as his cue to stop playing.
He lowered the instrument from his mouth and bit his lip, breathing
too hard and feeling sick.

He watched in silence as the bandits handed
off their empty bowls to Dot, some tugging playfully on the cook’s
braid, others clapping his shoulder, and then they all began to
disperse to different sections of the camp, many disappearing into
tents. Night had fallen as they ate, and though the hour could not
have been terribly late, Felix supposed even bandits occasionally
needed an early night. And that would have been fine if not for the
way Torsten was stalking towards him as if he was some kind of
prey.

“With me,” he ordered as he walked, and
Felix shivered, but did as he was told.

They walked directly to Torsten’s tent. The
king disappeared inside for a moment before popping back out and
thrusting a straw-stuffed pillow in Felix’s face, as well as a
blanket. He was still fumbling with them when Torsten dropped
unexpectedly to his knees and clasped a metal cuff around his
ankle.

“W-what are you doing?” he asked, trying to
squirm away.

Torsten wrapped his hand around Felix’s calf
to still him, tightening the cuff with his other hand. It was
attached to a short chain, and he fastened the other side around
one of his iron tent pegs, securing it with a lock.

“You’ll sleep here,” the king announced,
tugging at the chain a few times, and when he was satisfied with
its integrity, he stood. After seeing the look on Felix’s face, his
smirk returned. “Surely a flautist is no stranger to sleeping on
the ground.”

It was true. Felix had slept on the ground
plenty of times, and in winter, too. But never in chains and never
so far from a fire. He almost mentioned that, before he remembered
how lucky he should feel that the king was not forcing him into his
bed. Sleeping outside, on the ground, with nothing but a straw
pillow was the better choice between those options, and so Felix
nodded weakly and tried to smile gratefully.

“This is only a precaution, Flautist,”
Torsten continued, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Even if
you managed to free yourself, there are always several of us on
watch, and believe me when I say they will be watching you.”

Felix nodded as he looked down to study the
chain. He didn’t know how to pick locks. His best bet would be
pulling the peg from the ground, which would make the king’s tent
collapse and definitely wake him, not to mention that he would
never get so far as to wrench a peg from the ground and not have
the bandits patrolling catch him in his mischief. No, he had no
illusions of being able to escape that night.

“Thank you for this,” he said, giving the
straw-stuffed square of cloth a squeeze. He was used to sleeping on
straw, and he supposed it was better than nothing.

“You’re welcome,” the bandit king responded
stiffly. “I’ll be waking early, but you won’t need to get up as
soon as I do. By breakfast is fine. I’d like a song then.”

“Of course,” Felix said with another bow,
this one faintly mocking, as he was tired and scared and he
couldn’t help himself from the meager pleasure. “You have the
generosity of a king.”

Torsten must not have liked that, because he
turned away abruptly and stormed through the tent flaps. It was too
bad he didn’t have a door to slam and hardwood to stomp his feet
upon, or it would have been a lovely exit. Felix curled up on the
ground outside the tent, pushing the chain out of his way and
setting his head on the pillow. The cuff was heavy and would
quickly become uncomfortable, but there was nothing he could do
about that. Besides, it was the chill of the night that made him
the most uneasy. He was thankful for the thick fur and pulled it as
tightly around his shoulders as he could, trying to bury his nose
into its warmth. He looked longingly at the fires spread across
camp, all of them too far away to provide him any comfort.

Inside the tent, he could hear Torsten
shuffling around as he prepared for bed. He thought he might have
heard a bit of humming, but then it stopped and was replaced by a
heavy sigh as the king settled into his pallet of warm furs. The
night before, he had been wrapped up in Merric’s arms in a
luxurious bed. Now, he was shivering and scared, his teeth already
clattering together from the cold. He wondered if he would freeze
to death. It would be an unsatisfying end to a lackluster story. So
really, it would be quite fitting.
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 He slept fitfully,
as was to be expected after the day he’d had. Dreams of Merric
plagued him. He thought of the soft kisses they’d exchanged in the
carriage, and the ruby gleam of his hair when he’d stood guard,
trying to protect him, always trying to protect him. He saw Merric
staggering on his bad leg, trying to run, trying to catch the
bandit that held Felix kicking in his arms. He saw the moment the
arrow shot through his thigh, the surprise in his eyes—the eyes
he’d yet to write songs about—and he saw the pain twist his mouth
as he’d fallen forward. He heard the zip of an arrow and a grunt as
a body hit the ground.

So uncomfortably did he sleep, he found
himself waking up at the smallest of sounds. He was freezing,
curled into himself, his hands like ice where he burrowed them
between his thighs for warmth. It was a miserable night, Felix was
miserable, so when the king emerged from the tent at dawn, when the
winter air was misty and the sky above the trees was still a wash
of periwinkle and pink, Felix opened his eyes. He watched Torsten
take his first deep breath of the morning, and a blossom of white
vapor clung to the air upon his exhale. A shiver wracked Felix’s
body, and he hid his nose in the fur pelt, which was now nearly as
cold as the ground, with bits of snowflakes layering its soft tips.
He couldn’t lie there another second; he had to get his blood
moving.

Torsten glanced down as Felix sat up, the
chain around his ankle creaking from the frost that had formed
along its surface. “Go back to sleep,” he said, and it was almost
an order, but not quite.

Felix shook his head and raised himself to
his feet, shaking from the cold. “I-I’m not tired,” he insisted. He
was tired—exhausted, really—but he’d rather be moving around and
warming his bones by the fire than trying to go back to sleep in
his freezing state. He stared into the king’s eyes, too cold and
worn to look away.

Torsten was frowning again, but he shortly
bent to one knee and removed the cuff from Felix’s ankle. Felix
tried not to groan from the warmth that blossomed where the king’s
hand wrapped around his calf, steadying him.

When he’d gathered up the chain and tossed
it back within the confines of his tent, he tipped his head at
Felix. “Come, Flautist,” he demanded.

They walked to the center of the camp,
toward the cook fire, where Dot was already busying himself over
the same pot as last night, accompanied by several frying pans. The
smell of bacon made Felix’s mouth water. Dot smiled at him as they
approached, but grimaced when he saw Torsten. “Up too early again,
King,” he groused. “When are you going to learn there’s nothing
that can be done before the camp’s pulled up their underclothes for
the day?”

“Your underclothes are on,” Torsten replied
humorlessly, accepting the mug of tea he was handed.

“So they are. Can’t be cooking bacon without
underclothes. Learned that one the hard way, didn’t I?”

“The bacon had never tasted so good,” said
the king, and Felix’s eyes widened, because that was definitely a
joking tone, and wasn’t this an inappropriate conversation to be
having with one’s king, even if said king was the King of
Bandits?

“It tastes good this morning, too,” Dot
continued, “if you’ll stop frowning long enough to try some.”

Torsten shrugged and took a sip of his tea.
“See that my flautist eats first. There’s something I need to look
over, and then I’ll eat. I promise.”

Dot tutted in annoyance and Torsten walked
off without another word. Seconds later, a strip of thick-cut bacon
was placed in Felix’s hands, piping hot. He juggled it between his
palms, blowing on it until it cooled.

“You heard King. Eat up.” Dot pushed his
spectacles up on his nose, the lenses steamed from the heat from
the pot.

Felix did as instructed, his eyes fluttering
shut at the taste of something hot. When he’d finished one piece,
Dot threw him a second, a third, and then booted him away from the
cook fire. “Get out of here, quick, before I give it all to
you.”

While the food had filled Felix’s stomach,
it had done nothing to warm him, and as he walked through the
bandit camp—only now beginning to bustle with the wakening of more
bandits—his shivers persisted, worse than ever. Not knowing what
else to do, he searched for Torsten. Oddly enough, he was in the
very first place Felix thought to look, the tent beside the dais in
the center of camp.

Inside, he was hunched over another map,
holding a candle in his hand and squinting down at the little
symbols that marked the main roads of southern Viridor. His mug was
set at the edge of the parchment, keeping the map from curling
inward. The tea was untouched, steam spiraling up into the chilly
air, seemingly forgotten.

Felix positioned himself discreetly in the
corner of the tent, as he had the day before, not wishing to
disrupt the intense map-staring, but barely a minute went by before
Torsten broke the silence. “Play me a song, Flautist,” he said, his
eyes not straying from the table.

Felix reached into his satchel and removed
his flute. It was as cold as ice in his hands, but he lifted it up
regardless and tried to think of a suitable tune for early morning
map reading. He settled on a slow, thoughtful piece that he never
played on tavern nights. He’d found that the horses in the barn
quite liked it, though, when he’d played it for them during quiet
moments.

He wetted his lips and began, but his
fingers were too stiff to keep with the rhythm of the music. He
faltered, his hands shaking, and the flute fell to the ground.
Naturally, that’s when Torsten finally looked up. He studied Felix
doubtfully, like he was a crinkly map with illegible markings.

“S-sorry,” Felix mumbled, bending down to
fetch the flute. He was blushing, could see the flute shaking in
his hands as he lifted it to his mouth. Would the bandit kill him
if he couldn’t hold it long enough to play? He pursed his lips,
readying himself to try again. A heartbeat later, Torsten was
around the table and taking the flute from his grasp. Felix
shuddered as his fingers were enclosed between two large, warm
hands. “What are you doing?” he asked, eyes widening at the sight
of Torsten’s hands closed over his own.

“You’re ice cold,” Torsten said in an
accusatory tone, his forehead creased with confusion and more than
a little anger. He rubbed at Felix’s hands and brought them up to
his mouth to blow a puff of hot air.

Felix shook his head and tried to pull back
his hands, embarrassed. He should have taken better care to warm
them by Dot’s fire. “I’m fine,” he said, distracted by the damp
heat of Torsten’s breath on his skin.

Torsten was reluctant to let him go, but
when Felix gave another tug, he acquiesced, giving back his hands
and looking thoroughly distraught. “Why are you so cold?” he
asked.

Felix stared at him in disbelief. Did he
really not know? Had he really not realized? “I slept outside,” he
answered shakily, feeling as if he could cry. “I was far away from
the fire and had but a single blanket. It’s winter.”

The bandit king looked venomous, and Felix
wondered if he remembered that he was the one who sentenced him to
sleeping outside all night. Was he insane, perhaps? Or lacking an
efficient memory? More importantly, why did he, beneath all the
horrible glowering, look guilty?

After Felix was subject to an inordinate
amount of glaring, Torsten grabbed his mug of tea, ignoring the way
it made his map roll up, and put it in Felix’s hands. “Come with
me,” he said, leading him from the tent by the elbow. He promptly
set him down beside the nearest fire, the one closest to the dais,
and then he stormed off, muttering something to himself that Felix
couldn’t make out. He returned a minute later with his arms full of
fur blankets that Felix recognized from the pallet in his tent.
Without hesitance, he draped one over Felix’s lap and wrapped
another around his arms, all the while scowling, as if it was
Felix’s fault he was too frozen to play his flute.

“Drink that while it’s still hot,” he
ordered, gesturing to the mug.

“Drink your tea?” Felix asked, in the throes
of befuddlement.

“That’s what I said,” Torsten snapped, and
then he stomped off without another word.

Felix sat beside the fire, bundled up in the
bandit king’s blankets, drinking the bandit king’s tea, his hands
beginning to tingle with warmth. He sipped the tea. It was
peppermint, and still hot enough to burn his tongue, but the heat
felt divine as it slid down his throat. He remained there for a
long time, slowly defrosting, while everyone else continued to wake
up for the new day. Selon gave him a curious look when she passed
by, and the one named Jossy—whom Felix had given the bloody
nose—laughed and patted him on the head. He didn’t like that,
shrank away from the touch, but other than that, no one bothered
him. Not even Torsten, when he finally reappeared from wherever he
had disappeared to, walking right past him and vanishing back into
the large tent. A few other bandits followed him inside: Harold,
Jossy, and three more whose names he’d not yet learned.

When his tea was finished, he decided to get
up, pleased to find that his limbs had stopped shaking and his
fingers were no longer numb. He gathered up the king’s blankets and
walked them back to his tent, laying them down on the pallet and
trying to make it look nice, like it hadn’t been disturbed. Then he
returned his mug to Dot, who slyly passed him another piece of
bacon. Felix chewed on it slowly as he made his way back through
the camp, but he came to a standstill outside the large tent.
Torsten was inside, probably squinting at another map, and he
didn’t want to be disruptive. He hesitated.

“Flautist!” Torsten suddenly yelled, and
Felix hurried through the flaps.

Upon his entry, Torsten looked up from the
tree stump table. There was no longer a map unfurled upon its
surface, but a scroll of some kind, full of an inky scrawl.
Surrounding him were his bandits, some looking over his shoulder
and some seated on the ground, sharpening arrowheads from a large
pile.

“Come here,” Torsten ordered, and Felix
hastened around the table to his side. His inhale was loud,
bordering on a gasp, when Torsten took his hands. He prodded at his
fingers and palms, his lips curved in a frown. Only when he was
satisfied that Felix’s hands were warm enough did he pull the flute
from the back of his trousers and return it.

“Play me something,” he demanded, and Felix
nodded, stepping back into the tent corner. He flexed his hands,
brought the flute to his lips, and returned to playing the song
heard by none before but sleepy horses.

When he had finished, and was taking a
breath while he thought of another song to play, Torsten waved a
hand at him. “Take tea, Flautist,” he said, not looking up.

“But I just had tea,” Felix reminded
him.

“I know.” Torsten’s eyes darted up,
narrowing dangerously. “Take tea,” he repeated.

Felix lingered a moment longer, but when no
one said anything else to him, just continued to mutter and point
to different sections of the scroll, he bowed out of the tent. He
heard a few chuckles as the flaps shut behind him, but put them out
of his mind. If the bandits found him humorous, that was good. He
was being kept alive for their entertainment, wasn’t he? Let them
laugh. Felix had been the recipient of laughter his whole life.

Dot’s eyebrows rose when he returned to the
cook fire, but he filled a mug of tea quietly and passed it over
with a smile. Felix accepted it with an appreciative nod and
returned to sit beside the fire closest to the tent, in case he was
called back inside. Occasionally, he heard raised voices from
within, but for the better part of twenty minutes, it was
relatively peaceful.

When the bandits finally emerged, Torsten
followed out last, still rolling up the parchment between his
hands. “I’ll have music with my breakfast, Flautist,” he said as he
passed, and Felix jumped up to follow him across the camp.

While the bandit king ate, Felix played
another melody, one he had only worked on in his head. It was a
simple tune, but strong. As he played it, he remembered pale skin
and a smattering of moles, red hair falling over green eyes.

When Torsten finished eating, he turned to
Felix. “You’ll stay with Dot until I return.”

Felix didn’t ask where he was going, because
he didn’t care, nor did he think he would get a response, so he
just nodded and put his flute away. He watched as Torsten grabbed
his bow and quiver from within his tent, and then mounted one of
the horses harnessed at the edge of camp. Jossy, Harold, and a few
others slinked after him, and together they disappeared into the
trees.

Felix let out a sigh when they were gone and
turned to Dot. “Where are they going?” he asked, because maybe he
was a little curious. But only a little.

Dot tossed his thick braid over his
shoulder. “Where else would a group of bandits go?” he asked, a
spark of mischief visible behind the thick lenses of his
spectacles. “It’s time for another raid. Especially since the only
thing we got out of the last one was you.”

Felix’s heart picked up its pace. “A raid?”
For some reason, he’d foolishly imagined that Torsten would spend
the whole day looking at maps, grumbling, and listening to music
while he force-fed Felix tea. “What happens during a usual raid?”
he asked, because, although he was horrified by the idea, it was
also an excellent opportunity to learn more about the nature of
bandits, and if Felix was to be writing a tale about his ordeal, he
wanted as many details as possible.

Dot looked at him suspiciously as he wiped
down his stew pot. “Do I look like I could tell you? I’m the
cook.”

Felix agreed that Dot looked less like a
bandit than the others, but he was still living in a bandit camp
and exchanging pleasantries with the bandit king. “You’ve never
been on a raid?”

“I have,” Dot sighed. “We all have. But it’s
been a long time.”

“Then tell me what happened on one of the
raids you went on before,” Felix implored.

“Aren’t you a curious creature?” said a
woman’s voice from behind him.

Felix spun around to find Selon approaching
the cook fire with an empty mug. She laughed at the surprised look
on his face and gave Dot a nudge with her elbow. “If you want to
know so badly, why don’t you ask King?” she asked with a wide
smile.

“I’m not even supposed to address him,”
Felix pointed out. “I doubt he would approve of me asking him
questions.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said, running her
hand down the length of Dot’s braid and giving it a tug. “It’s been
a long time since he’s had a flautist. Keep playing him those sweet
songs and see what happens.”

“Stop pulling my hair, pest,” Dot spat. “I
have work to do.”

Selon sighed and dropped his braid. “I’m
bored. I wanted to go on the raid today.”

“You’re on restriction.”

She rolled her eyes. They were smudged again
in an outline of charcoal. Torsten’s had been smudged, as well. The
only bandit Felix had seen without the smudges was Dot, and he
assumed it had something to do with not getting his spectacles
grimy.

“Last time was an accident and King knows
it,” Selon griped.

“King knows it, and when he takes your
restriction off, you’ll know it better.”

“Ugh.” Selon pulled on Dot’s hair one last
time and glared at Felix before she walked away.

When she was out of earshot, Felix spoke.
“She’s on restriction? For what?”

Dot scrubbed at the bottom of a pot. “If you
break one of King’s rules, you go on restriction.”

Felix hummed thoughtfully. He hadn’t thought
bandits had rules, and he definitely hadn’t thought there were
punishments for breaking them. “Is that why you’re the cook? Are
you on restriction, too?”

“No,” Dot chuckled. “I’m just better with a
frying pan than a bow and arrow.”

Torsten was gone most of the day, during
which time Felix helped Dot prepare both lunch and dinner.
Apparently, cooking for a camp full of bandits was an all-day
chore, and one that Dot seemed both annoyed and thrilled to be
doing. He made Felix chop up carrots and peel onions, and when he
was finished with that, Dot had him rekindle the fire for the
cooking pot. By the end of the day, when the sun had fallen and
supper was about to be served, Felix was sweating in his heavy
layer of fur. He removed his thick pelt and set it on a rock behind
him. He pushed the curls from his eyes and started helping Dot
ladle soup into bowls for a lineup of hungry bandits. When the last
of them had been served—Dot and himself—Torsten and the others
returned to camp.

Felix busied himself with his soup, glancing
over at Torsten only to check whether or not he was covered in the
blood of innocents. He didn’t seem to be, and neither did his
companions, but Felix was still suspicious.

After their horses had been seen after,
Torsten stalked towards the cook fire with a disarming smile on his
face, and Felix nearly spilled soup all over himself at the sight
of it.

“Haven’t seen a smile like that since the
grain barrels last month,” Dot said, fixing another bowl of soup
and passing it to the king.

Torsten accepted it, still smiling, and when
his eyes landed briefly on Felix, instead of fading away, it
appeared to grow sharper. His teeth were a bothersome white, but
his two front teeth were slightly more prominent than the rest,
enough to keep his smile from being inhumanly perfect. Felix looked
down into his soup, where it was safer.

“Everyone,” Torsten announced, walking his
soup bowl out to the middle of the dining circle. His bandits
answered with knocking spoons and whistles. “We were right about
the routes.” Cheers rang out. “We arrived just in time and were
able to stop the delivery.” More cheers. “Tomorrow, the Royal
Quarter will be short two wagons, and we will be rich with fresh
fruit.”

Felix looked over at Dot in confusion.
“Fruit bandits?” he asked uncertainly. Dot ignored him in order to
bang his ladle on the pot.

“Where’s the haul, King?” someone yelled
out.

“It was too much to carry back all in one
night,” Torsten replied, his smile holding firm. It made the
corners of his eyes crinkle. “Tomorrow, I’ll send a team out to
collect the crates. But for now,” he reached into his pocket and
withdrew an apple, tossing it to the inquiring bandit, “we brought
back enough for dessert. Jossy!”

Jossy, whose black bandana was slung around
his neck and whose swollen nose had gone down considerably over the
course of the day, stepped into the light of the fire, dragging a
burlap sack behind him. He opened it up and started throwing out
shiny green apples, caught happily by cheery-faced bandits. It was
the strangest sight Felix had ever seen. Well, not the strangest—he
had recently witnessed an elemental battle—but it was definitely
weird. He had expected Torsten to return with blood smears and
treasure chests, maybe the heads of his victims to use as
decorations, but instead he was passing out fruit.

He started when someone touched his
shoulder. When he turned around, Torsten was standing there,
holding out an apple in one hand and Felix’s fur pelt in the other.
He didn’t speak, but his stern furrow of eyebrows was all the
communication necessary. Felix put the pelt back over his shoulders
and accepted the apple, careful not to let their fingers touch.
They’d touched enough for one day already.

“Would you like a song?” he asked, trying
not to look too forlornly at the last of his soup, which wouldn’t
stay hot forever.

Torsten considered him a moment. “Not now,”
he decided. “Eat your dinner.”

Felix nodded, taking up his soup and sitting
beside Dot, next to the serving pot.

“Today was a success,” Torsten said, his
voice raised for everyone to hear, “and tomorrow will be for
celebrating.”

The bandits whooped and hollered, and
Torsten found a place to sit between Selon and Harold, smiling even
as he made his way through his bowl of soup. For a king, he didn’t
appear to be much removed from his subjects. Though he had a dais
on which to sit above the rest, Felix had only seen him occupy its
chair a single time, and he was beginning to wonder if that was
solely for the benefit of intimidating a new prisoner. Queen
Bellamy kept herself at a distance from her subjects, or so Felix
had come to surmise from his scant time with her, but then, her
behavior could hardly be compared to the nature of a bandit king,
an idea that still boggled Felix’s mind. How was a bandit king
appointed? Was there a yearly summit, wherein the handsomest bandit
with the prettiest eyes and best facial hair was voted in as ruler
of all bandits? Was it an honor passed down through blood? Torsten,
beneath the charcoal and furs, did have a finely shaped brow,
almost as if it was meant for a crown to rest upon. So why did the
King of Bandits wear no crown? Surely they could have stolen one by
now. Or made one out of sticks.

Felix was lost in thought, done with his
dinner and mindlessly crunching on his apple, when the crownless
king appeared at his side. “You’ll sleep in my tent tonight,
Flautist,” he said, handing his empty bowl back to Dot. “Are you
finished yet?”

Felix nearly choked on his bite of apple.
“I’m eating my apple,” he answered blankly, staring up at Torsten’s
smirking face. Had his stubble gotten thicker during the last half
hour or was it his imagination?

“Come to my tent when you’re done,” Torsten
said, and then, more loudly, “Rest up tonight, my friends!
Tomorrow, we’ve important work to do, and a reason to celebrate.”
Applause followed him all the way to his tent, and so did Felix’s
eyes.

He clutched the apple, his appetite gone.
Torsten wanted him in his tent. To spend the night. He thought he
might be sick. It had been a fear since first being dragged into
the bandit camp. One did not spend their life singing songs of
ravaging bandits and not gain a fear of being savagely ravaged

He lingered by the cook fire as long as he
could, munching mechanically through his apple, swallowing down
bites through the thickness growing in his throat. His options were
depressingly limited. He could try to run, with a camp full of
bandits present to chase him down. He could go to Torsten’s tent
and try to kill him, gouge his eyes out or do something else
equally horrible that Audrey would approve of, but at which he
would most likely fail. Or he could go to Torsten and let the man
do what he liked, hope that he would be kind enough to not do him
much damage, and then bide his time until he could escape.

In the stories, sometimes the fearless
captive slit their own throat rather than lie with the evil bandit,
but to Felix, that was the worst option. The last thing he wanted
was to die, and so, when his apple started to turn brown, he tossed
it into the fire and stood. There were a few snickers and catcalls
as he made his way towards Torsten’s tent, but he refused to
acknowledge them.

He pushed thoughts of Merric out of his mind
as he collected himself outside the tent. Merric would never have
been caught in such a situation. He was too noble, too good to
allow such a violation. He would have been the maiden that slit her
throat. But Merric was dead, and Felix wasn’t, and he was
determined to stay that way. With a bracing breath, he entered the
tent.

Torsten was already prepared for sleep, his
boots removed and the pelt around his shoulders strewn across the
crate beside the pallet. He was settling on his pile of blanket,
and looked up at Felix with tired eyes, eyes he’d not revealed to
the bandits outside. His smile was gone, as well, and all that
remained of him was exhaustion.

“Flautist,” he greeted, rubbing a hand
across his eyes. “Remove your shoes and pelt.”

Felix inhaled, panic stinging his lungs, but
he made himself slip out of the fur. He stepped out of his shoes
and set them out of the way, against the tent wall, beside
Torsten’s. His shoes were so dainty compared to the bandit king’s,
whose boots were tattered and covered in a coat of dried mud.

“And your satchel.”

Felix paused, his hand on the strap of his
bag. “D-don’t you want me to play you a song first?” he asked, but
Torsten shook his head.

“Take your satchel off and come here.”

Trembling with nerves, hot apprehension
building in the pit of his stomach, Felix removed his satchel and
set it beside his shoes. He approached Torsten slowly. The bed of
fur blankets was wide enough for two, but just barely. He hovered
for several uncomfortable seconds, but at the questioning rise of
Torsten’s eyebrows, he sank to his knees.

Torsten was lying on his back, his arms
folded behind his head. He looked away when Felix joined him,
leaving him to flounder awkwardly on his knees, half on the pallet,
and half on the cold ground.

“You sing,” Torsten said, after a stretch of
pained silence. At least, it was pained for Felix. Torsten looked
numb to all the emotions of the universe, all his joy from the
apples driven away.

“I do,” Felix answered slowly, his fingers
winding into the soft furs beneath him.

Torsten exhaled heavily, staring at the roof
of the tent, as if something of interest was hidden there. Felix
had never before seen him without the plush black pelt he wore
constantly around his shoulders, and now his eyes were forced to
snag over the details of the body he hadn’t yet seen: slim waist,
broad chest, muscular arms that bulged beneath the stitches of his
patchwork shirt.

“Sing me a song, Flautist,” Torsten
ordered.

Felix cleared his throat, sincerely
disturbed by the intimacy of sitting on a bed of furs with a bandit
king, preparing to sing him what amounted to a lullaby. Was it a
build-up to something more? Did Torsten have a peculiar, special
interest in being sung to by kidnapped flautists? Gods, was this
some sort of musical foreplay?

When Felix did not follow his instructions
right away, too preoccupied with his flurry of worries to comply,
Torsten glanced over at him, his frown deepening. “Is there a
problem?”

“N-no,” Felix stammered, shifting on the
pallet and wringing his hands in his lap. “Did you have anything
specific in mind? That you’d like for me to sing?”

Torsten sighed with an edge of
long-suffering annoyance, as if they had the same conversation
every night before bed. “A song for sleeping.” He said it with an
obnoxious lilt, like it was obvious, like his flautist of little
more than a day should know exactly the song he wanted.

Felix felt himself sharpen, felt the anger
he’d only ever felt around this particular bandit boil in his
chest, surge up his throat, and leap from his tongue. “Pardon me,”
he said, “but do you mean a song for sleeping or a song for
sleeping with you? I don’t understand.”

A pause, and then, “Excuse me?”

“You’ve kept me as your prisoner, haven’t
you? And now you’ve brought me to your bed,” Felix continued
bitterly, his heart in his throat. “I can only presume I’m here in
your tent to get you to sleep by getting you off. Be plain with me,
please.”

Torsten sat up at once, his face twisted in
disgust. Now that he wasn’t lying down, Felix felt they were
entirely too close to one another. He tried to scoot back on his
knees, but Torsten caught him by the elbow. His grip was tight.
“Let me be plain with you, then,” he rumbled. “I’m tired. I’d like
to hear you sing, and then I’d like to go to sleep. You will share
half of my bed, because you’re no use to me frozen solid, but you
will keep your hands to yourself.” He released him and sank back
into the pallet. “Do you understand me, Flautist?”

Felix swallowed hard, relief swamping his
nerves. Torsten didn’t want to sleep with him, at least not for
now. “I understand,” he answered, nodding enthusiastically.

“Good,” Torsten said. “Now, please, a song,
for sleep and sleep alone.”

With his worries temporarily assuaged, Felix
was able to think up a song with which to lull Torsten into sleep.
He knew many—too many, perhaps—but in the end, he settled for a
classic. In a soft voice, with a tone meant for calming horses and
comforting guardian apprentices with injured legs, he began to
sing.

Torsten never let his eyes close for long,
but Felix could feel the tension leaving him slowly as he sang. He
could see it disappearing, the tight line of his shoulders relaxing
and the firm frown of his lips gentling. After the final chorus,
when the song was over and the silence was deafening, he rolled to
his side, his back to Felix.

“Blow out the candle and lie down,” he said,
his voice soft and sleepy.

Felix leaned over to blow out the tiny flame
that rested on the bedside crate, and then it was dark within the
tent. He could see the glow of the fires still burning outside, but
it was hardly enough light for him to properly judge where he was
going. Torsten grunted unhappily when he climbed back onto the fur
blankets and shoved an elbow into a mysterious body part.

“I’m sorry!” Felix yelped, hesitating to lie
down, afraid he might poke the man again and be sentenced to death,
or made to sleep outside on the ground again. He didn’t know if
he’d survive another night in the cold.

Torsten scooted over more, and then he
lifted up a blanket. Felix stared at the offering in confusion,
until Torsten gave the blanket a shake and ordered, “Get warm.”

“Okay. Thanks,” Felix responded hurriedly,
slipping under the blanket and lying down, trying to keep from
touching his volatile bed partner. Gods, it was wonderfully hot
under the blankets. Torsten was as warm as a Fire. “Are you … not
going to chain me up?”

“I don’t want cold metal in my bed,” Torsten
answered wearily. “Don’t make tonight’s patrol tell me you tried to
run away in the morning, Flautist. I promise you won’t make it far
in these woods.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Felix assured him
as he burrowed deeper under the fur blankets. He was warm and
comfortable, and terrified of the man resting barely an inch away
from him.

But he wasn’t lying. He had no intention of
trying to escape that night. Tomorrow night, however, was a
completely different matter.


 


 


 


5 - Shallow
Wounds




Before the sun had risen, Felix opened his
eyes. Torsten was already up. He watched silently as the bandit
fastened his pelt around his shoulders and slipped on his boots.
There were freshly applied smudges around his eyes, black and
thick. Torsten glanced down at him as he pulled his black bandana
up to cover his mouth and nose. “I’ll be gone today, but don’t
think for a moment you’re not being watched by every bandit in this
camp,” he said, and then, without another word, he left.

Felix woke again, later in the morning, to
the smell of crackling meat wafting into the tent. He was
comfortable enough that it took him several minutes to muster the
will to move, but he found the strength eventually, stepping into
his shoes, slipping on his pelt, and heading outside. He followed
the tantalizing smell to the cook fire, where Dot was passing out
breakfast. It seemed Felix was the last in the camp to rise.

“Long night?” Selon asked, appearing at his
side. She was wearing her black bandana in her hair, pushing the
rusty spirals from her face. “Did King keep you up?”

“Still on restriction?” Felix responded,
cutting her the only way he knew how. Looking around the camp, he
saw that Harold had not been chosen for Torsten’s mission either,
but Jossy was gone, along with a handful of other bandits whose
names he didn’t know.

Dot hit Selon with his stirring spoon. “You
have chores,” he scolded. “King will be mad if he gets back and
they’re not done.”

Selon glared at the cook, and then gave his
braid a pull. Dot hit her again with the spoon, so she turned her
attention back to Felix. “You let me know if you ever want to swap
chores,” she said with a laugh. “I reckon yours are far more
enjoyable than mine.”

Felix watched her saunter off across camp,
glaring at her back until a plate was placed in his hands and his
attention was thusly diverted. Several bandits stared at him while
he attempted to eat inconspicuously, and he could only imagine what
they were thinking. Everyone had seen him go into Torsten’s tent
the night before, and everyone had watched him stumble back out of
it. He would have drawn the same conclusions as Selon, were he a
nosy bandit. It was fortunate, at least, that Torsten himself was
already gone from the camp, sparing Felix another set of curious
eyes that watched his every move.

Unfortunately, it quickly became evident
that, with Torsten gone, Felix was doomed to boredom. Dot allowed
him to hang around like he had the day before, let him clean out
the used bowls and help prep for supper, but without being summoned
to play his flute on a regular basis, he was restless. He wondered
why none of the other bandits were requesting his talent, and
decided that perhaps Torsten was the only one allowed to ask him to
perform. Whatever the reason, he resented it. He was good at a very
few things, and though he tried his best to assist Dot, handling
knives and peeling potatoes were not among his brag-worthy
skills.

Only when he overheard a few bandits talking
about the evening’s festivities did he remember there was to be a
celebration of some kind that night to honor the success of
yesterday’s raid. Torsten and the others would be returning soon,
bearing crates of fresh fruit, and he began to wonder what a
celebration among bandits might entail. They had been tame enough
so far, but a celebration would doubtlessly bring out their feral
side, and he disliked the notion of a camp full of drunken
miscreants, especially when he was stuck acting as their
entertainment.

It was shortly after supper was prepared
that Torsten and the others showed up, but they carried no loot
with them. In fact, they appeared to be completely empty handed.
Felix braced himself for the dark moods that would accompany their
failure, but the bandit king surprised him by smiling as he walked
past. Felix watched as he made his way to the dais and leapt onto
it with a brilliant laugh.

“It’s done!” he announced to the gathering
swell of bandits.

Felix crinkled his nose as a roar of happy
yelling erupted through the camp. He leaned over to Dot. “Where is
the fruit?”

Dot looked at him askance. “Don’t you worry.
King took the haul where it needed to go.”

“Sold to the highest bidder, I suppose,”
Felix said, shaking his head.

Dot let out a gusty laugh. “Spot on.”

A few minutes later, when Torsten had
finished speaking to his people, he hopped down from the dais and
cut a path through the bandits, stopping when he reached Felix’s
shoulder. The day had worn well on his features, his eyes popping
beneath the smudge of his charcoal, and the scruff of his chin
finally full enough to be called a beard.

For a moment, as Torsten stood before him,
Felix thought the man had a wish to speak with him, but after only
a brief glance, he addressed Dot instead. “How many casks do we
have?” he asked.

“Five,” answered Dot. “How many should I
open?”

Torsten frowned, his thick brows furrowing
as he calculated. “Two, I think.”

“Two?” asked Dot, sounding surprised.

“Two,” Torsten confirmed, his smirk swiftly
returning. “It’s been a good day.” He slapped Dot on the back.
“Let’s open those now, and then we’ll dine.”

Dot nodded and handed Felix his stirring
spoon. “Don’t let it burn,” he warned, and then he was rushing away
from the cook fire and heading for the supply tent.

Felix stood frozen with the spoon until he
realized he was dripping broth all over the king’s boots, and then
he shoved the spoon back into the cooking pot and began stirring
hastily. He expected Torsten to walk away now that Dot was gone,
but he remained, and he was staring. Felix coughed
uncomfortably.

“Do you drink, Flautist?” Torsten asked,
after a discomfiting dose of more staring.

Felix looked up at him uncertainly.
“Sorry?”

“Do you like whiskey?” Torsten
clarified.

Felix could feel his mouth gaping and made
an effort to seal his lips together as he nodded. Only a small nod,
for he did not partake often. “My home is near the Guardians’
Guild,” he revealed when Torsten kept looking at him expectantly.
“I’ve indulged in a modest amount of guild-brewed whiskey.”

Torsten was smirking again. “Then you can
have a cup tonight. We have guild-brew by the cask.”

“I never drink when I’m working,” Felix said
quickly, face flushing. “And I’ve no wish to drink stolen goods.
But thank you.” He forced himself to meet Torsten’s eyes, to be
brave enough, just once, to look his captor in the eye and refuse
him, because he didn’t know when next he would be able. But when he
searched for eye contact, Torsten looked away.

“If you prefer to abstain, it’s no bother of
mine,” he said gruffly. “Hurry up and eat before Dot brings out the
casks. I’ll want music tonight, fit for celebrating.”

He left Felix and joined Jossy’s side
instead, on the other side of the fire, and Felix tried to smooth
the surprise from his face. Was it custom to offer one’s captive
flautist a drink? He didn’t think so, and yet Torsten had. He’d
even sounded disappointed when Felix refused. With a well-earned
sigh, he shook his head and opted not to think about it. There were
far more pressing matters at hand.

As the bandits commenced with their
merriment, Felix was taken aback, but not in the way he’d
predicted. In the stories, celebrations amongst thieves and outlaws
consisted of wild dancing by fires, sexually assaulting helpless
prisoners, and brawls fueled by too much drink. But the narrative
unfolding around Felix as the night wore on was drastically
different. Dot rolled out two casks of guild-brewed whiskey as
directed, but they were relatively small, and after each bandit had
enjoyed two rounds of the amber substance, they moved on to
supping, their laughter filling the air. No prisoners other than
himself were available to ravage, no one seemed to give a thought
to ravaging him, and no one was stinking-drunk or starting brawls.
In fact, everyone seemed to be on their best behavior.

As he played, he wandered around the circle
of subdued revelry, mystified by the absence of debauchery. As he
passed by Torsten, who was standing, he was stopped by a hand on
his shoulder. “Do you not like the song?” Felix asked. “I can play
something else.”

“Step up,” Torsten ordered. When Felix did
nothing but stare at him in confusion, he sighed and extended his
hand. “Step up to the dais,” he explained. “You’re used to a stage,
yes?”

Felix glanced at the wooden dais behind
Torsten and nodded. “Yes.”

“Up you go, then.” He took Felix’s hand, and
helped him up. Felix scrambled a bit for his footing as he
clambered onto the wooden stage, but once he was up, the bandits
cheered for him, and it was all he could do not to bow.

He was readying himself for a new tune fit
for a bandit stage, when Torsten stilled him with a firm hand
around his ankle. Felix looked down at him, swallowing nervously.
“What?”

“Take a break first, if you need one,”
Torsten said.

Felix shook his foot out of Torsten’s hold
and realigned his mouth with his flute. “I’m alright,” he insisted.
He cast off the odd sensation in his stomach, tried to ignore the
warm tingling left by the touch of Torsten’s hand, and promptly
began to play.

Torsten watched him carefully for the first
few verses before Jossy hollered for his attention, and then he
walked off to join his friends. Felix continued to play, enjoying
the false sense of security that his slightly elevated position
granted. He could see the party of bandits all at once and no
longer needed to keep looking over his shoulder for danger. He
watched Torsten as he wove through his camp of followers, the
leaping flame of the fire making the shadows of his black pelt more
ominous than ever. The stalking, strong figure was hard to look
away from, and Felix’s cheeks reddened in the darkness.

He was embarrassed. He was angry. And the
longer he performed, the more embarrassed and angry he became. He
was being put on display by the villain who had caused the death of
his friend, yet he couldn’t keep his eyes off him. The hour was
fast approaching when he would again be required to share the
villain’s bed, basking in the heat that emanated from his warm,
muscular body. The self-betrayal burned, made his eyes sting, and
he could hardly bear the thought of any of this continuing for
another night. The laughter ringing in his ears sounded mocking and
cruel, and he yearned to stop it.

He blew his aggression into his flute,
frantic for a way to escape. In the flickering firelight, he glared
daggers at the bandit king, and Jossy and Selon and Harold and all
the other fur-clad barbarians, with their charcoaled eyes and black
bandanas and bows with arrows that had pierced Merric through his
leg, and then, most probably, through his skull. He played and
played, watching them, wishing they’d fall into a heavy slumber,
like in the stories he had heard of sleeping giants and their
clever captives who’d escaped on tiptoe.

Sleep, he thought desperately, his fingers
dancing over the silver flute, up the carved vines. Close your eyes
and sleep. Just sleep.

Selon fell over, and the other bandits
laughed. Felix would have grinned if his mouth had been free, but
he had to settle for watching with interest. When she didn’t get up
right away, he assumed she was too drunk. When Dot made no move to
help her, despite being very near where she lay, Felix thought he
was just being lazy and unkind. But as the entire camp became quiet
and still, his heart began to race. He kept playing as, one by one,
the bandits slumped to the ground. He sought out Torsten’s face
amidst the bevy of drowsy bandits, and found him just below,
staring up at him with heavy eyes. He was seated by the fire, his
back leaning against a stump, and he was wearing his customary
frown, though it was growing more and more lax with every note of
Felix’s flute.

He continued to play, afraid to stop,
meeting Torsten’s eyes until they finally closed. And then it was
just Felix, standing on the dais, playing his flute to a horde of
slumbering bandits. He quieted his tune, hesitant to stop
completely, and jumped down from the wooden platform. He landed
softly and kept his breathing even, his notes controlled. Ever so
slowly, he crept around the ring of bandits, searching for signs of
a joke, fully expecting someone to grab his leg as he passed and a
roar of laughter to engulf him, teasing the little flautist who
thought he could get away so easily. But no one grabbed him, no one
opened their eyes, no one even moved, except for the telltale
twitches of sleep, the random snore, and the methodical rise and
fall of deep, unconscious breaths.

Completing his circle, he stopped to look
again at Torsten, his hands sweating, afraid, but the bandit king
did not stir. He was asleep. They were all asleep. He allowed his
pace to quicken, a melody still playing softly on his flute. He
tore his eyes from the camp and looked ahead at the tree line. The
evergreens were thick and dusted with snow, the night beyond them
dark and inviting, and Felix decided, with a burst of adrenaline,
to run for it. He shoved his flute into his satchel and broke into
a sprint. He bolted through the clothesline of hanging laundry,
continued through the silent camp until he passed Torsten’s tent,
and then he was out of the clearing and in the concealment of the
woods.

 


***

 


As a flautist, Felix never needed to learn
the basics of surviving in the wild. He knew how to duck
projectiles when he was onstage and handle himself in a crowd of
mean drunks. He knew how to make his voice carry in a noisy inn. He
knew how to make a few coins stretch, how to keep his belly full
when pay was meager. But he didn’t know how to navigate a forest at
night. He was, indeed, shamefully inept with directions on the best
and sunniest of days.

When the bandits brought him to their camp,
he had been upside down on a horse, and in shock to boot. He
thought he might still be in shock, but though he was now right
side up, he still had no clue as to which direction the main road
lay. And for the moment, that didn’t even matter. All that mattered
was putting as much distance between himself and the bandits as he
could. He was sure he’d reach the road eventually.

So he ran. He ran, and he thought about the
flute in his satchel, bouncing around beneath his fur pelt. He
thought of the queen’s smile when she’d handed it to him. She’d
said it was an heirloom. Had she known more about it? Was there
more to know? Or was Felix so deep in the horrors of his own story
that he was imagining the extraordinary when it was nothing more
than coincidence and luck? Yes, he had been wishing for the bandits
to fall asleep as he’d played, but the flute couldn’t possibly be a
catalyst for his wishes. It had been pure circumstance. They’d been
drinking. Not very much, but all the same. It was thanks to a
moment of chance and nothing more that Felix was currently
stumbling through the dark, free of his captors. The instrument at
his side was no more deserving of thanks than the bandit king. It
was only a strange stroke of luck.

Though directionless, he felt as if his
anxiety took him far, but there was no way to be certain. The woods
were so dense he could hardly see the night sky, and when he did
find clear gaps where the heavens were visible through the
treetops, he could find no moon by which to gauge the time. But one
thing was certain. The adrenaline was finally beginning to clear
from his system, and now that it was clearing, other senses were
making a rampant return.

He felt the cold first. His lungs burned
with every sharp intake of winter air, and the tip of his nose was
numb from exposure. He cupped his hands over his face and exhaled,
trying to defrost. Had he not been so hasty to run, he might have
enjoyed the foresight of nabbing more furs from Torsten’s crate,
more baggy shirts, and a thicker pair of trousers, to help him
sustain body heat in the frigid night. Not even running at a
constant clip had done much to warm him. Rather, it had left his
lungs feeling frozen and his lips chapped from ragged, heaving
breaths.

The ache in his legs and feet he felt next.
The slippers the queen had gifted him, though comfortable and soft,
had little to no padding, and his feet could feel every sharp twig
and unforgiving pebble on the forest floor as they jutted into his
tender skin. His thighs burned from exertion.

But the cold and the pain were both expected
consequences of an impromptu escape from a bandit camp, and neither
bothered him nearly as much as the third thing he was noticing as
his pace slowed and he became more aware of his surroundings. The
third thing, the thing that was suddenly all too noticeable, was
the howling.

He noticed it first as an echo, as something
far away, but then, a few minutes later, he heard it again, much
closer. Too close.

“Oh, Gods,” he whispered, forcing his aching
limbs forward. He remembered the song he’d played for Torsten upon
his arrival, which was, coincidentally, about a pack of wolves
tracking down their prey, and he did not appreciate the irony.
Another howl burst through the trees, extremely close now. “No, no,
no.”

The leaves rustled at his back. He yelped
and scampered forward. His blind run through the woods was rapidly
feeling less adventurous and brave and more idiotic and suicidal.
If he had to hold his arms out in front of him to avoid blinding
himself on a pointy tree branch, how was he meant to outrun a pack
of wolves? And he was wearing a fur pelt, too! What if it was wolf
fur? They’d catch him wearing one of their own and show him no
mercy!

He tried to pick up his speed and was
assaulted by a root rudely sticking out of the earth, like it had
been grown for the sole purpose of stifling his escape. He crashed
to the snowy ground with a brutal thump, his ankle bending
unnaturally as he fell. A cry of pain tore from his throat at the
twisting of his foot, but he pulled himself back up with sheer
force of will, just as another howl cut through the night, loud and
hungry.

The snap of a branch breaking sounded a few
yards away and Felix, struck with panic, stopped trying to run. He
couldn’t outrun wolves, even if it was daytime and he was freshly
rested. But what he could do was climb. Not well, of course. Felix
couldn’t climb well on a good day, and on a dark night with a bad
ankle, his attempt at climbing would be pathetic. But he didn’t
want to be the prey taken down by a pack of wolves because he’d
decided to run through the woods with no clue where he was going.
He didn’t want to be the character in the song that made people
roll their eyes and clap when he was finally eaten.

So he threw himself at the nearest tree, its
trunk thick with limbs and sappy needles, and started to climb, a
difficult task with only one functioning foot. He heard a rumble
behind him that could only be the sound of a wolf’s hungry stomach,
and he let out a sob, trying to hurry up the ladder of branches
with a searing ankle and frozen fingers. He’d hardly won himself
three feet of height when a brand of heat clenched around his waist
and yanked.

He screamed, kicking out at the wolf with
its jaw wrapped around his middle. His hands fastened tightly
around the branches, scraping the smooth skin of his palms as he
was wrenched back, but he couldn’t maintain his grip, not against
the strength of the wolf trying to tear him down. After a final,
fatal tug, his hands slipped free from their holds and he fell back
into an eclipse of warmth.

He felt fur against his fingertips as he
bucked wildly, trying to escape the grasp of the wolf before he was
torn apart. It took an embarrassingly long time—at least ten
seconds—before he realized that the wolf attacking him wasn’t
actually a wolf, and that he wasn’t being attacked so much as he
was being carried, bridal style.

Forcing himself to breathe and calm, he
focused his eyes. Above him, all around him, was the bandit king.
Better than a wolf. Worlds better than a wolf. He laughed, and it
had the ring of hysteria to it. And then he heard another howl and
his body jerked, his fingers digging into Torsten’s thick fur pelt.
He felt the manic desire to try to climb the bandit to escape
danger and ended up nestling closer against his chest and tucking
his face into his neck for warmth. Over the king’s shoulder, he
could see sets of eyes glowing from the shadows.

“Wolves,” he whispered, certain that Torsten
didn’t know they were in danger, that if he knew, he wouldn’t be
strolling so casually.

But Torsten didn’t pick up his speed at the
declaration of the obvious, and his arms didn’t tense where they
held Felix steadily against his body. He did sigh, however, an
exasperated sigh, and when Felix reluctantly unburied his face from
the man’s neck, he saw anger evident in the grim line of his mouth
and the deep furrow of his eyebrows. When another wolf howled and
Felix flailed violently in his arms, Torsten tightened his
hold.

“The wolves won’t hurt you, Flautist,” he
said. “We’ve shared these woods for years.”

“They were chasing me!” Felix sputtered. He
caught another flash of glowing eyes in the darkness and lowered
his voice. “They’re still following us.”

“I was chasing you,” Torsten said. “The
wolves were helping me catch you faster.”

“They were helping you?” That didn’t sound
possible, but there they were, walking freely past several sets of
glowing yellow eyes, and they weren’t being eaten—yet. His fingers
fisted the black fur of Torsten’s pelt, his body overwhelmed with a
sudden burst of energy now that he wasn’t fleeing for his life.
“That doesn’t make any sense,” he said. Wolves were dangerous. They
were supposed to hunt and feast on helpless flautists, not assist
in search and rescue missions.

“You don’t have to understand it for it to
be true,” Torsten quipped.

Felix squirmed in his arms, trying to make
space between himself and the muscular bundle of arrogance holding
him. “Will you put me down now?”

“No,” Torsten replied tersely.

“No?”

“For several reasons.”

“Several reasons?”

“Your ankle, for starters,” Torsten
answered. “Isn’t it injured?"

“I can walk on my own,” Felix argued, even
as his ankle throbbed, aching with every pulse through his
foot.

Torsten ignored him and continued. “Also,
you might try to run again.”

“But you just said my ankle was injured,”
Felix argued. “How could I run?”

“You couldn’t,” Torsten agreed. “But you
could try to hobble away and make your ankle even worse.”

Felix sagged in Torsten’s arms, his legs
dangling helplessly.

“And you’re cold. Too cold,” Torsten added,
sounding unfairly cross. Felix was the one who should be cross. It
was his escape plan that had just been ruined. “You need my body
heat.”

The words put a bad taste in Felix’s mouth.
“I don’t need your body heat. I don’t need anything from you. I’d
rather you leave me to the wolves.” That was a lie.

“These woods are dangerous,” Torsten said,
angling his body so they could slip through a thick grouping of
trees.

“Yes, I’ve noticed,” Felix mumbled. “It’s
full of wolves and you.”

Torsten just shook his head. “There are far
worse threats in these parts.”

“Like what?” asked Felix, curiosity spiking
now that he was regaining feeling in his hands.

“Nothing you need to worry about now,”
Torsten declared.

There was something about the surreal nature
of the moment, being carried to the questionable safety of a bandit
camp that made Felix bold. “I’ve no need to worry?” he asked,
letting his increasingly useful tone of feistiness coat his words.
“Are you suggesting I should feel safe with you?”

Torsten grunted.

“I’m sorry, but you do realize you’re a
bandit, yes? My friend is dead because of you, and I’m a prisoner
because of you. I don’t feel safe, because I’m not. I won’t feel
safe until I’m a thousand miles away from you.” The familiar
pinprick of tears dotted the corners of his eyes, and he hid his
face in the fur of Torsten’s pelt.

“How did you get away?” Torsten’s voice
lacked any sympathy, and Felix felt very strange using his chest as
a pillow. “Tell me.”

He lifted his head and glared up at Torsten,
who was looking straight ahead, his eyes squinting in the darkness.
Oddly, he didn’t feel compelled to lie. It must have been the
strangeness of the woods again, and the unusual sensation deep in
his belly, urging him to tell the truth. “You fell asleep. All of
you.”

It was dark, but Felix was pretty sure
Torsten rolled his eyes. “I figured that much when I woke up. What
did you do? Did you slip something into the food? You helped Dot
prepare dinner, didn’t you?”

“No, I didn’t slip anything into your food,”
Felix said, more unwarranted honesty bubbling up from the depths.
“But I would have, if I’d had the means.”

That made Torsten look down at him. His eyes
didn’t reflect in the darkness like the wolves, but Felix could
still imagine them shining, weirdly bright and hazel, outlined in
charcoal. “Are you sure you’re just a flautist?”

Felix kicked out a leg aimlessly, feeling
jittery beneath Torsten’s gaze. “I’m not a nobleman.”

“I know you’re not. That much is obvious,”
Torsten snarked, and Felix didn’t appreciate the dry delivery.

“I’m not someone with a head for slipping
sleeping potions into stews either,” he said. “Unfortunately.”

They were both silent after that, Torsten
concentrating on winding his way back through the woods and Felix
busy thinking about the flute in his satchel. Instruments that made
bandits sleep, and then a pack of tattletale wolves. He hardly knew
which was cause for more concern.

They made it back to camp much faster than
he’d anticipated. When he saw the lights of the campfire through
the trees, he lifted his head from Torsten’s shoulder. “That can’t
be right,” he said. “We haven’t been walking long enough. I ran
farther than that!”

“Ran in circles,” Torsten mumbled as he
broke through the trees, and the noises of the camp returned to
Felix’s ears.

He blinked at the brightness of the fires as
the jabbering bandits encircled Torsten. They were all awake now,
asking him for details of what happened and whether his flautist
was harmed. Torsten tutted them off and carried Felix straight to
his tent, where he promptly set him down on the pallet and started
rummaging through his clothes crate.

“Take off your clothes,” he ordered, his
back turned as he searched.

“What?” Felix asked, pulling a blanket up to
his chest. “No.”

Torsten glanced over his shoulder with a
frown. “Your clothes are wet from falling in the snow. Strip down.
Now.”

Felix looked down at himself. It was true
that he was wet from his fall in the woods. The snow had soaked the
front of his pelt, and his breeches were damp. But he didn’t want
to take his clothes off in Torsten’s tent. Not in front of him.
There was no way.

When Torsten turned back around, he held a
fresh bundle of clothes in his arms and a stern expression on his
face. “Get undressed.”

Felix shook his head defiantly and pulled
more of the blanket around himself. “No.”

Torsten let out an aggravated grunt before
he rushed forward and dropped to his knees. Felix tried to scamper
back, to get away, but large hands grabbed him before he could
fling himself to freedom, ripping off his pelt. “Keep still,”
Torsten ordered, taking hold of Felix’s shirt and pulling it over
his head.

Felix struggled, bare-chested, as Torsten
pushed him back on the blankets and reached to untie the sash
around his breeches. He had them pulled down in seconds, and Felix
covered his face with his hands.

“Here. Put this on,” Torsten said, and a
fresh, oversized shirt landed on his chest. “Or do you need me to
do that for you, as well?”

“I can dress myself,” Felix spat, sitting up
and hurriedly pulling the shirt on. It was so big that it hung off
one shoulder, but he was glad for it all the same.

Torsten was unexpectedly gentle as he
continued with his mission of easing the wet breeches from around
his twisted ankle. Felix gasped when hot hands folded around his
foot and smoothed up his ankle, rolling down his socks and brushing
over his bare shin. He snuck a glance at Torsten and was surprised
to see no lechery reflected in his eyes, only cold assessment.
Felix was torn between wanting to pull fresh trousers on
immediately and wanting to keep the heat of Torsten’s hands on his
freezing skin forever.

“I need to wrap this,” Torsten decided after
a series of light touches and frowns.

“Can you wrap it after I finish getting
dressed?” Felix asked, eyeing the dry trousers sitting in Torsten’s
lap.

“I’ll be right back.” Torsten stood, tossed
the fresh trousers into Felix’s waiting arms, and left the
tent.

Felix stared at the space where he’d
disappeared through the flaps before shaking his head and finagling
the trousers on over his legs. They were made of soft leather,
meant for someone with thighs twice as big as his own. It was
difficult work pulling them on, especially as Felix’s hands were
scraped bloody from his tree climbing, and by the time he had the
sash retied around his waist, Torsten was re-entering the tent. His
timing was so perfect that Felix had to wonder whether he’d been
waiting outside for him to finish struggling into decency.

Torsten wasted no time returning to his
knees before him, one hand filled with a roll of sturdy
bandages—the nice kind the queen’s physician had used—and his other
hand holding a mug, which he quickly passed over to Felix.

“What is this?” he asked, even though he
knew what it was as soon as it was near enough to smell. He held
the mug carefully in his hands, trying not to make contact with the
scrapes on his palms.

“Guild-brewed whiskey,” Torsten answered,
unwinding the roll of bandages. “I had Dot save you some.”

Felix stared at the amber liquid swishing in
the mug and then stared up at the man kneeling at his feet. “You
saved me some,” he said softly.

“Yes.” Torsten arched an eyebrow and grasped
a firm hand around his hurt ankle, propping it up into his lap.
“Lucky for you. Drink it. It will help with the pain and warm
you.”

Felix sniffed at it suspiciously.

“I didn’t slip anything in it,” Torsten
said, guessing at his hesitation. “Drink.”

“I’ll drink it if I feel like it, not
because you tell me to,” Felix announced, frustrated. “And my name
isn’t Flautist. It’s Felix, since you’ve never bothered to
ask.”

Torsten spent half a second glaring at him
before he started wrapping his ankle. The pressure made him bite
down on a pained curse, and an instant later, he was knocking back
the mug of whiskey. It burned his throat and he coughed into his
fist.

Torsten made no comment, just finished
wrapping. When he was done, he rolled fresh, thick, woolen socks
over Felix’s feet and pulled down the hem of his trousers. “Give me
your hands,” he said, but before Felix could extend them, Torsten
was grabbing his wrists and turning his hands for inspection, palm
sides up.

Felix hissed in discomfort as his scrapes
were nudged with a clean cloth, but Torsten ignored him. He cleaned
the blood away, dabbed a bit of salve onto the shallow wounds, and
wrapped Felix’s hands in a light layer of bandages, all while
managing to stare at him with a look of extreme displeasure. When
he was finished, he startled Felix by pulling off his boots,
collapsing down beside him on the pallet, and rolling to his side
with a groan.

“Get some sleep,” he bossed, his voice
muffled where his face was buried in blankets. “If you try to
hobble away in the night, so be it.”

Felix exhaled fussily, but pulled the
blankets to cover himself all the same. He lay down next to the
bandit king and tried not to notice their feet were touching.

His escape hadn’t been a success by any
means, but at least he wasn’t currently being gnawed on by a pack
of ravenous wolves, and he wasn’t lying in the snow, freezing to
death. He was alive and he was warm—almost too warm. Heat radiated
from the man lying beside him, already breathing steadily in his
sleep, and Felix let his eyes close. He would try to hobble away
tomorrow, but for now, the warmth was too good to resist.


 


 


 


6 - Twisted




Torsten was already gone when Felix woke the
next morning. For the first few bleary moments of consciousness, he
didn’t remember the excitement of the night before, but when he
glimpsed the bandages on his hands, it came tumbling back all at
once, stacking up in his mind: the woods, the wolves, the bandit
king carrying him to camp, stripping off his clothes, wrapping his
ankle.

His injury throbbed as soon as he recalled
its presence, and he lifted up from the pallet with a groan. He was
bending forward to touch a finger to his ankle when his eyes fell
on the discarded satchel lying in the corner. Within the satchel
was the flute, the flute he had played when, one by one, all the
bandits had fallen asleep. The flute he had played while wishing
with all his heart that he would be allowed to live. The flute
Queen Bellamy had claimed was old and special. How special, he
wondered, pushing tendrils of messy curls from his eyes.

He rolled from the bed, aiming to examine
the instrument anew in the light of day, but when he stood, too
much weight on his twisted ankle caused a shooting pain to run up
his leg. He cried out and crumpled to the ground, unbidden tears
making his surroundings blurry.

At the noise, Torsten—who must have been
lingering outside—rushed through the tent flaps, sweeping to the
ground on one knee to peer judgmentally at Felix, his hands finding
his ankle. His scowl was as intense as after he’d plucked him from
the tree the night before. “You need to stay off your injury,
Flautist,” he cautioned, and Felix laughed, for he had only a few
days ago given Merric similar advice. “Are you well?” Torsten
asked, confused by the laughter.

Felix swallowed his bittersweet amusement
and nodded, the pain still shooting through his foot. He wasn’t
well, not in the least. His foot hurt and his heart ached, and his
attempted escape had gone so horribly wrong he’d ended up relieved
when his captor appeared. And it was all very funny, in a dark and
terrible way, but he could hardly explain any of that to Torsten,
especially not when he was looking so sour.

“Here,” Torsten said, picking the satchel
off the ground and handing it over. Then, without preamble, he
lifted Felix bodily from the ground.

“What are you doing?” he squeaked, having no
choice but to wrap an arm around Torsten’s neck in order to hang
on. His other hand clutched the satchel to his chest. In the night,
when Torsten had been carrying him through the woods, Felix had
been numb with cold and adrenaline, and it had been dark, too dark
to be embarrassed. But now, as they stepped from the tent and into
the morning light, the world was too bright to be held in the
bandit king’s arms. Everyone was staring. “Put me down, please,” he
whispered.

“If you hadn’t run away last night and hurt
yourself, I wouldn’t have to carry you,” replied Torsten, ignoring
Felix’s struggle as he walked toward Dot’s cook fire.

Being so close to Torsten in the relentless
stream of sunshine, Felix was becoming better acquainted with the
delicacies of his face than he’d ever wished to be. He could see
every hair in his beard, and the smooth skin of his cheekbones, and
the curve of his ears, which stuck out a bit from his head and
probably should have looked silly, but somehow only added to the
charm of his face as a whole. Felix could see his pores, and the
bob of his Adam’s apple, and it was too much, way too much. He was
about to throw himself madly from his captor’s obscenely fit arms
when Torsten arrived at the cook fire and set him down gingerly on
a stump.

As soon as he was free, Felix wrapped his
arms around himself and tried to will the blush from his cheeks.
Torsten mistakenly took the action as a sign of cold sensitivity,
and being as Felix’s usual pelt—along with the rest of his clothing
from yesterday—was hanging on a clothesline to dry, the king
hurriedly rid himself of his own black pelt and placed it over
Felix’s shoulders. He did it as if it was nothing, but Felix stared
up at him in astonishment.

The fur was warm against his bare skin,
where the oversized shirt had slipped past his shoulder. Worse, the
pelt had a scent to it, and Felix disliked the fact that he could
instantly identify the scent as Torsten. Their proximity had been
too close and too frequent since his arrival in camp, and the fact
that he was draped in Torsten’s scent and wasn’t nauseated by it
was definitely a bad sign. Wasn’t it?

He was busy harrumphing the intricacies of
this when a mug of tea was placed in his hands and a bowl of hot
porridge was placed beside him. Torsten looked odd when Felix
glanced up at him, not only because he was without the bulk of his
usual pelt, but because he wasn’t frowning or smirking. Rather, his
mouth was in the middle of doing something Felix had not yet seen
and could barely describe. It was an unsure parting of his lips,
accompanied by a softness to his eyes, which were not at present
lined in charcoal.

“Why are you staring at me?” Torsten asked,
crossing his arms across his chest and shattering the softness that
had found its way to his face.

“Because you’re staring at me,” Felix
countered. Then he lowered his eyes, because yes, he had indeed
been staring, and what was wrong with him? He tried to hide his
face in the pelt, but when his senses were bombarded with the musk
of pine and peppermint, he hid his face in his mug instead, which
was, ironically, also peppermint. He breathed in the steam while
his heart pounded, and waited for Torsten to leave him for
something more interesting.

But he didn’t leave. He took his own tea and
porridge and sat beside Felix to eat it. Felix met Dot’s eyes, and
he must have looked as panicked as he felt, because the cook
coughed a laugh, pushed the spectacles up the bridge of his nose,
and turned back to his pot with an unhelpful shrug. Felix didn’t
know why he’d turned to the cook for assistance in the first place.
Dot was the enemy. He was surrounded by enemies and now he was
breakfasting with the king of them.

He remained absurdly self-conscious as he
ate, scarfing down the meal as quickly as he could. But when he was
done, his attention was free to wander to the man beside him. He
watched Torsten sip at his tea, lick the flavor from his lips, and
shovel a scoop of porridge into his mouth. He watched his jaw work,
and his throat flex as he swallowed. It was maddening, the way he
wrapped his mouth around his spoon and closed his eyes after every
bite. By the time he finally finished eating, Felix released a sigh
of relief, hoping to gain some much needed distance at last.

Torsten stood, handed their used bowls and
mugs to Dot, and Felix waited for him to storm off as he usually
did. Instead, he crushed Felix’s hopes by sweeping him up into his
arms. Felix groaned loudly, voicing his disapproval, and Torsten
sighed in return with equal disdain. He handled Felix’s weight
effortlessly, directing them towards the tent in the center of
camp.

“Jossy, get up,” Torsten told the lone
bandit already inside the tent. He was lounging in a cushioned
chair that had absolutely not been there the day before, the chair
from the dais.

Jossy stood up with a lazy stretch and gave
Torsten a little bow. “Of course, King.” He didn’t look at all
upset, or surprised, to be kicked out of the chair.

And then, shockingly—though perhaps, at that
point, it should not have been—Torsten placed Felix on the cushiony
seat. “Some music, Flautist,” he ordered.

Felix nodded, carding through his satchel
until his hands wrapped around the cool silver of the flute. He
eyed it suspiciously, rolling it in his hands. It certainly looked
like an ordinary flute. Fancy, but ordinary. It didn’t look like
the kind of flute that could lull a camp full of bandits to sleep.
He brought the instrument to his lips. More bandits filed into the
tent as he played, mostly the same group as the previous day, but
now Selon was there, too, her curls bouncing as she sauntered
arrogantly to the table. She smiled when she spotted him, and he
wished he wasn’t the only one sitting; it made him feel silly. But
he felt even sillier wearing the king’s pelt, which every eye took
mark of upon entry. He held back the grimace their knowing glances
incited and continued to play though his humiliation, but not
without a stream of unwelcome thoughts barraging his brain. How
truly kept he must have looked to them, sitting in a plush chair,
draped in the furs of his keeper. He had only been there a few days
and already he was being toted around like Torsten’s prissy
pet.

After Selon had soaked up her fill of
Felix’s blushing face, she cackled and found a spot beside Jossy, a
spot that was, thankfully, across the tent from Felix. When no more
bandits joined them, Torsten pulled his map from the waist of his
trousers and unrolled it over the table, pinning the wily edges
down with rocks. Felix continued his playing, for he had not yet
been asked to stop, but he took care to gentle his volume, falling
into an easy melody, something for the background and of little
distraction.

“With the palace rebuilding, Malcolm’s been
able to make more trades with less fear of detection,” Torsten
began, pointing to a mark on the map that Felix was too far away to
discern. “The good news is, the more attempts he makes, the more
chances we have at intercepting them. Instead of an exchange twice
a month, there have been two in a single week, and we were able to
intercept one of them.” He smoothed his finger along the map—down a
road, Felix suspected—and jabbed at a new spot, straightening his
shoulders and delivering an intense look to his bandits. “The fruit
raid was a success,” he said, and the others nodded their
agreement, “but tomorrow is the end of the week, which means he’ll
be looking to make a trade for coin while the Quarter’s heads are
bowed in prayer. We cannot let that coin pass through our guard
again.” He looked at Felix and held up a hand.

Felix stopped playing and set the flute in
his lap. All eyes were on him, except for Torsten’s, who had turned
his attention elsewhere.

“Selon,” he said, and she tilted her chin to
him. “I want you for the raid tomorrow. I’m taking you off your
restriction.”

“It’s about damn time,” she responded
hotly.

Torsten slammed his fist on the table, and
Felix jumped. So did Selon. “Take me seriously when I say that if
it happens again, I will wash my hands of you.”

She glared at him and he glared right back.
With his shoulders free of the pelt, Felix could see them rising
and falling as he breathed, taut with anger. “We do not kill,” he
stated, voice much calmer than his body language. “Murder is not
our agenda. It is not who we are. Tell me you understand. Say
it.”

“We do not kill,” Selon repeated, sounding
thoroughly chastised.

“What do you mean ‘you don’t kill’?” Felix
heard someone ask, and when Torsten turned sharply to stare at him,
he realized it was his own voice that had presented the question.
He cleared his throat as it suddenly began to constrict. In his
mind’s eye, he could see Merric on his knees in the snow, blood
rushing from the wound in his thigh. He could see Harold
approaching him with his nocked arrow, aiming it at Merric’s head.
“But you killed him,” he said. “You killed Merric.”

“Harold, what is he talking about?” Torsten
asked, moving around the table to stand directly at Felix’s
side.

The bandit named Harold was shaking his head
adamantly. “I don’t know what he’s on about, King. I’ve killed no
one.”

Felix shot up from the chair, ignoring the
burst of pain in his ankle. “Liar!” he shouted, Harold’s figure
blurring as he pointed a shaky finger in his direction. “You shot
him with your arrows! I saw you! You told Torsten you had ‘taken
care’ of the guards! You killed him!”

He knew a hand was hovering by his
arm—Torsten’s hand—waiting to steady him in case he fell, but Felix
didn’t want it. He tried to jerk away, and the extra pressure on
his ankle sent him careening forward with an agonized gasp, but he
didn’t meet the ground face-first. Instead, he found himself saved
by Torsten’s arm, which had wrapped around his waist faster than he
could fall.

“Sit down, Flautist,” Torsten said, pushing
him until he’d settled back in the chair.

“He killed him,” Felix repeated, wiping his
eyes, and Torsten knelt before him.

“He didn’t,” he insisted, and then he
glanced back at Harold, who was still shaking his head. “We don’t
do that.”

“You don’t do that?” Felix asked
incredulously. “You’re bandits! I saw him shoot my friend!”

Without looking away from Felix, Torsten
addressed the others. “Leave us,” he commanded, no leeway in his
voice.

Their audience abandoned them hastily, and
when only Felix and the bandit king were left in the tent, the air
was thick with tension.

“Harold gave me a full report of what
happened to your carriage the day you arrived,” Torsten began,
still kneeling before him. His hands rested on the arms of the
chair, and Felix felt caged in, surrounded. The pelt around his
shoulders was too hot. He was suffocating. “Your guards were
incapacitated, but left alive.”

Felix shook his head, disbelieving.

“We have no interest in murder,” said
Torsten.

Felix inhaled shakily. “He shot an arrow
through Merric’s leg,” he breathed, “and he had another aimed at
his head.”

“Merric?” Torsten’s frown intensified, which
should have been impossible. “Not Merric McClintock.”

His name on Torsten’s lips only made Felix
angrier. “Yes, Merric McClintock, an apprentice of the Guardians’
Guild and son of the guildmaster.”

“What were you doing traveling with the
guildmaster’s son?” Torsten asked, hazel eyes flashing.

“He was my friend,” Felix said, his voice
hitching over the words.

Torsten sat back, then stood. A hand flew to
his chin, where he smoothed his fingers anxiously over his beard.
“Then you are more than a flautist, after all.”

“I’m a flautist and a friend of the
Guardians’ Guild,” Felix answered, irritated. “And you are a bandit
with a taste for changing the subject.” He wished he could stand
and meet Torsten eye to eye, but his ankle was still throbbing.
“Your bandit shot my friend.” He took a deep breath. “Are you
telling me he’s alive?”

Torsten was pacing, and it reminded Felix of
Merric on their final night together, when he’d been walking back
and forth across the floor, fretting over Scorch’s whereabouts. But
when Torsten finally stopped and dropped back to his knees before
Felix, it was nothing like Merric. The way he was looking at
him—they were nothing alike.

“Harold wounded the men in your guard so
they couldn’t follow their trail,” Torsten said. “But no injuries
made were mortal. I can guarantee that your friend was left
alive.”

Felix sat back in the chair, breathless.
“Then Merric is alive? He’s alive? Are you sure?”

“If Merric was one of the guards with your
carriage, then he didn’t die, at least not by the hands of my
men.”

The relief was instantaneous, but Felix
refused to be too easily convinced. “But they left him to bleed out
in the snow,” he pointed out. “Harold told you he’d taken care of
them. I may be young, but I’m not stupid. I know what that
means.”

Torsten’s hands were clenched into fists,
and he dug his knuckles into the meat of his own thigh in
aggravation. “No. You misunderstood,” he said. “Harold is an expert
with the bow. He knows how to kill a man, and he knows how to spare
one. When he said he had taken care of them, I assure you he meant
it quite literally. We don’t kill. He would have seen them bandaged
after he knocked them out.” He didn’t look pleased at having to
relay such assurances. “The last person who broke the rule was
punished, and it hasn’t happened again.”

“Selon?” Felix asked.

“Months ago, she accidentally killed a
guard,” Torsten admitted gruffly. “She’s been restricted from raids
ever since.”

Felix stared at him, his breath coming too
quick. “I don’t understand. What kind of bandits are you?” he
asked.

“Pardon?”

“You’re nothing like the bandits I’ve heard
about in songs and stories. You steal fruit, kidnap flautists, and
shoot guards, only to bandage them up after? It doesn’t make any
sense.”

Torsten’s eyebrows shot up. “Is it so
unusual not to kill?”

“In my experience, yes,” answered Felix. “It
is unusual in life and it is most unusual in bandits.” He was
lightheaded, confused. If Torsten was being truthful and Merric was
alive, why hadn’t he come for him? Why had no one barged into the
bandit camp to rescue him yet? And even more disturbing, why wasn’t
Felix more anxious to be rescued? “He must think I’m dead,” he
whispered. “Or else he would have come for me already.” The words
were for his own ears, but Torsten listened to them grimly.

“Be glad no one has come for you, Flautist,”
he said, finally standing back up. “We take aim to never kill on
raids, but if someone comes into our camp looking for violence, we
will meet them with our arrows.”

“You target goods heading in and out of the
palace. Is that all?” Felix asked. “Do you not raid from the
surrounding villages, as well? I’ve travelled these roads before
and have never been assaulted by your bandits.”

“I don’t need to explain my work to you,”
Torsten snapped. “You’re a flautist. And a friend of the
guild.”

“And what does that mean to you exactly?”
asked Felix brazenly. He shifted forward in his chair, fingers
tight on the armrests. “You made a face when you found out Merric
McClintock was my companion. Why?”

“I didn’t make a face.”

“Yes, you did,” Felix insisted, “and you’re
making it now.”

Torsten sighed. “The Guardians’ Guild is no
friend of mine. And neither are you. That’s enough of this
conversation.”

Felix crossed his arms. “You can’t control
what I say.”

“No,” admitted Torsten, “but I can control
where you are when you say it.” Without pause, he bent low, scooped
Felix into his arms, and stormed out of the tent.

“Hey!” Felix yelled, beating fists of dismay
into Torsten’s annoyingly unyielding chest.

Torsten ignored his display of outrage as
much as he ignored the catcalls and whistles that followed them. He
stomped all the way to the other side of the camp with Felix
squirming in his arms, and when they made it back inside Torsten’s
tent, he set him down—with disturbing gentleness—on the fur
blankets.

“You’ve disrupted an important meeting,” he
declared with a snarl, looking down at Felix. “I’d tell you to stay
here, but I already know you can’t run away.” And with that, he
turned on his heel and left.

Felix fumed, pounding a frustrated fist into
the pile of blankets. His hopes of hobbling out of camp in a rage
were quickly dashed when he couldn’t even climb to his feet without
his eyes watering. Left with no other options, he threw himself
back onto the pallet and glared up at the top of the tent.

So Torsten had claimed his bandits weren’t
killers. That didn’t change anything. So he claimed that Merric and
the other guards were alive. He could have easily been lying, and
Felix was inclined to disbelieve him. Bandits that didn’t kill
didn’t make sense. Bandits were a ruthless band of thieves, not
lovers of fruit and song. They were supposed to be ravaging Felix
and keeping him in a cage suspended over a fiery pit, not making
him tea and toting him around.

Around midday, Dot appeared in the tent with
a portion of lunch and more tea, which Felix begrudgingly consumed.
He came back an hour later with a small cup of guild-brewed whiskey
and a pinch of bitter leaf to chew for his pain. Felix downed the
whiskey and chewed up the leaf angrily—as angrily as one could chew
a leaf—and then he passed out on the pallet in an exhausted,
frustrated heap. He made sure to sprawl his arms and legs out as
much as he could, in case Torsten came looking for a place to
rest.

Eventually, heat woke him. More
specifically, heat on his leg. When he cracked open an eye, Torsten
was sitting at his feet, Felix’s ankle propped up over his knee. He
was undoing his wrappings, one hand gripped firmly around his shin,
holding him in place. Felix fought the urge to snatch back his
accosted body part.

“The guild is a corrupted place,” Torsten
said, unwinding the bandage and not looking up from his work. “Your
connection to it surprised me.”

“Why, when you know nothing about me?” asked
Felix, pushing himself up on his elbows to get a look at Torsten’s
work. His ankle wasn’t as swollen as it had been the night before,
and it still hurt, but not nearly as badly as Felix had expected.
“And the Guardians’ Guild isn’t corrupt. They’re a league of brave
warriors trained to protect the people of Viridor. Which part of
that offends you?”

To his supreme annoyance, Torsten laughed.
“They’re paid to protect,” he said, prodding carefully at Felix’s
ankle. “Protection should be for everyone, not for whoever has the
most coin to spend.”

“Sure, and you’re a bandit because you like
saving people coin,” Felix responded drily.

“Try rolling your foot,” Torsten said,
pointedly ignoring his last comment.

Felix gave it a roll. “It feels better.”

“It looks better,” said Torsten, beginning
to rewrap it. “You heal quickly. Your black eye is gone, too, in
case you were wondering.”

He hadn’t been. Actually, he’d forgotten
about his bruised eye completely. He touched a finger to it now,
and the skin that had been so tender before felt smooth and
painless.

“How did a flautist get a black eye?”
Torsten asked, finishing the wrapping and folding Felix’s
trousers—his trousers—back over his ankle. “I know Jossy didn’t
give it to you. Were you caught in a tavern brawl? Could your
guardian not protect you?”

Felix scooted away from him once his foot
was free, moving as far away as he could in the little space on the
pallet. Torsten took up a lot of room with his presence alone, but
his broad shoulders and general bulk seemed like overkill in the
small tent, and for the second time that day, Felix felt like he
couldn’t breathe properly.

“It’s none of your business how I got it,”
he said, refusing to meet Torsten’s eyes. “And you’re wrong about
the Guardians’ Guild.”

“Your ankle was twisted, not sprained,”
Torsten informed him. “It should be all better by morning. You’re
lucky.”

Felix gaped at the bandit king’s blatant
ignoring of his comments. “Yes, how lucky I am to be stuck here
with you.”

“You would rather be with the guardians, I
suppose,” said Torsten.

“I would absolutely rather be with the
guardians,” Felix agreed.

Torsten stood, smirking. It was refreshing
to see, really, after a full day of frowns. “Were you going to
train with the guardians? Become an apprentice and make the world a
better place for the right price?”

“Please,” Felix scoffed. “I can hardly lift
a sword. I could never be a guardian.”

“But you’re more than a flautist, aren’t
you?”

“Why do you keep saying that?”

The strange softness that had afflicted
Torsten’s face that morning returned as he looked carefully at
Felix. “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?”

Before he could answer that no, he was
certainly nothing more than a flautist with horrible luck, Torsten
ducked through the tent flaps and disappeared again, leaving Felix
to brood. Never in his life had he dedicated so much time to
brooding. He had never before considered himself a brooder. But
there he was, brooding and unable to stop it. He reached for his
satchel, pulled out his flute, and began to play a violent tune
about a guardian who killed an entire band of bandits to save a
prince from their clutches. He slammed his fingers over the keys
and blew the notes out angrily.

When Torsten reappeared a few minutes later
with dinner for them both, Felix kept on playing, glaring at him
over his flute. Torsten set Felix’s plate down and turned to leave,
but then he turned back. After a moment’s hesitation, he sat on the
ground with his food and began to eat while Felix played. He even
had the nerve to look like he was enjoying the entertainment, which
made Felix stop immediately. He threw his flute aside, picked up
his plate, and began to eat. They dined in silence, as they had at
breakfast, and there was a twinge in Felix’s stomach at the
realization. He hoped it was food poisoning.

“Tomorrow, if your ankle is better, I have
plans for you,” Torsten announced once their plates were
cleared.

Felix shrugged, settling down in the
blankets. Torsten handed him over more bitter leaf to chew. “I
don’t dance, if that’s what you’re planning,” he grumbled, shifting
over so Torsten could lie down beside him. Lifting the blanket for
him was an automatic gesture, one that made him flinch regretfully
in the aftermath.

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Torsten said,
slipping off his boots and easing onto his back. “Sing me a song,
Flautist.”

Felix sighed, trying to convey his
irritation in a single huff of breath. “Any requests?”

“No. I’d just like to hear you sing.”

“Fine.” He rolled onto his back, too annoyed
to bother sitting up properly. His leg brushed against Torsten’s
under the blankets. “Here’s one you’ll enjoy.”

He sang a song about the heroic slaughtering
of a bandit. It went into great, gory detail, and he was feeling
quite clever about it until he heard Torsten laughing softly beside
him.


 


 


 


7 - The Disagreeable
Flautist




His first thought upon waking should have
been something along the lines of Merric being alive, and how
wonderful that was. He should have woken from a romantic dream with
pink cheeks and a quickened pulse. He should have dragged himself
across the bandit camp on his twisted ankle and demanded that
Torsten release him so he could return to the man he maybe,
possibly loved.

But when Felix woke, his first thoughts
weren’t of Merric, they were of fruit bandits and black fur and
peppermint. And when he’d rid his mind of those invasive thoughts,
he couldn’t help but focus, instead, on his inappropriate feelings
of relief. He felt relief that Merric was alive—of course he
did—but his greater focus was on relief that Torsten and his men
were not guilty of killing him. In the first blurry minutes of the
morning, Felix was actually happier that Torsten wasn’t a murderer
than he was that Merric had not been murdered, and that was not a
thought he had any interest in thinking.

The spot beside him on the pallet was empty
but still warm, and Torsten’s absence was barely felt before he
came coasting back into the tent, bringing a rush of cold air with
him, as well as a mug of tea. He handed it to Felix and went about
sitting at his feet. Felix shifted, sitting up and balancing the
tea as Torsten lifted the warm blankets off his legs and pulled his
ankle onto his lap.

“How does it feel?” Torsten asked.

Felix just glared at him over the steam of
the tea.

“Give it a roll,” Torsten demanded
impatiently. “Tell me how it feels.”

Hesitantly, Felix flexed his ankle and
rolled the joint. “It’s a bit stiff,” he answered honestly, but
when Torsten still looked at him as though he was due more answers,
he sighed and continued. “It doesn’t really hurt anymore though.
It’s much better.”

The bandit king’s face took on a pleased
expression. He left on Felix’s wrappings and tucked his legs back
under the warmth of the blankets. Then he moved up the pallet and
held out his hands expectantly. Felix grimaced, but put his hands
in Torsten’s. He looked away while his bandages were gingerly
unraveled.

“Your hands are better, too,” Torsten
assessed, forgoing a fresh bandage.

Felix stretched his fingers when he was
released and looked down at the healing scrapes. They had been
bloody and scratched from the tree, but now there were only a few
pink lines cutting across his palms.

“Finish your tea and meet me by Dot,”
Torsten ordered, and he was gone in the next breath, disappearing
through the flaps.

It was only once he’d left that Felix
realized Torsten had not been wearing his usual black pelt. He
couldn’t, because it was still secured over Felix’s shoulders. He’d
slept in it, nuzzled his face into it all night. It was no wonder
he’d woken up with his mind askew. And Torsten, with his usual
attire denied him, had donned the fur given Felix upon his arrival,
the one that had been hanging on the clothesline to dry the day
before.

The casual switch in clothing, with no
obvious intent to switch back, made him uneasy, though he couldn’t
quite place why. He was dressed entirely in Torsten’s clothes
already, besides his shoes, but something about wearing the black
pelt felt different, more personal. It felt particularly heavy on
Felix’s shoulders when he finally finished his tea and hauled
himself off the pallet.

He stepped carefully on his ankle, but was
quick to discover he could put weight on it without pain. He even
managed to reach the cook fire without falling down or crying out
in agony, and that was a blessing, because Torsten watched the
entirety of his journey.

Dot greeted him by thrusting a bowl of
porridge into his hands. Felix sat down to eat and tried to ignore
Torsten’s eyes on him, the eyes ringed in black charcoal, matching
the black bandana tied around his throat. It could only mean one
thing.

“There will be a raid today?” he asked.

Torsten nodded. Apparently, he had already
eaten, probably so he wouldn’t have any distractions while he
stared holes into Felix’s head.

“You said there was coin to be taken, didn’t
you?” Felix asked, remembering the short discussion yesterday
before he’d exploded into his fit. “So the Guardians’ Guild is
corrupt for accepting pay, but your fruit bandits are, what?
Heroes? Because you steal coin instead of working for it
honestly?”

“How does your ankle feel now that you’ve
walked on it?” asked Torsten with a dastardly smile.

Felix was really beginning to be annoyed
with how often his questions were dismissed. He shoveled a heap of
porridge into his mouth and took his time swallowing, not overly
eager to answer any of Torsten’s questions when his own often went
ignored. When he was finished, he slammed his spoon defiantly into
the bowl. “It feels great. I might be up for dancing, after all, to
celebrate you being gone for the day.”

Torsten’s smile evolved into a smirk, and
that wasn’t a good sign. Apprehension coiled in Felix’s stomach,
right before Torsten announced, “You’re coming with us.” He was all
nonchalance, perfectly casual.

Meanwhile, Felix’s heart was puttering to a
slow death in his chest. “Coming with you?” he repeated
carefully.

“That’s right. You’ll join us on the raid
today, Flautist,” Torsten clarified, and Felix felt an aberrant
urge to slap the smugness off his smug bandit face, a far cry from
his usual temperament. But then he remembered it wasn’t clever to
slap bandits, especially the King of Bandits, and so he
concentrated on squeezing his bowl really hard.

“I’m not going to help you raid,” he said.
“You can punish me for being useless, but I’m not going to help you
steal from innocent people.”

Dot turned around to shoot him a surprised
glance, and a few other dining bandits looked amused by his
refusal, but Felix ignored their stares. He stood up, passing his
breakfast bowl to the cook, and made to stomp away, but a hand
grasped his wrist and spun him back around.

“I don’t need you to help,” Torsten said,
holding Felix’s wrist firmly, but not tight enough to hurt. “I need
you to see.”

“See what?”

“What kind of bandits we are.”

Felix entertained the idea of refusing more
ardently, until he considered the possible outcomes of absolute
rejection. There was always the chance that Torsten was a liar,
that they killed people all the time, including Merric, and that
Felix would also be killed once he’d proven his insolence one too
many times. He reminded himself that the only reason he was still
alive was because the bandits were entertained by his flute playing
and general presence. He decided not to further test the patience
that could—and probably would—end at any time.

So when the time came for Torsten and a
select few to mount their horses and ride from camp, Felix was with
them. He even had his own horse, though it was tethered to
Torsten’s and the man watched him religiously as they embarked upon
their journey.

With them was Selon, another woman with lots
of freckles named Marilyn, and Jossy. All of the bandits, Torsten
included, wore their bandanas over their mouths and noses, and
their eyes were smudged in thick black rings. Felix wore no such
decoration, even if he briefly thought the bandana might be nice
for keeping the chill of winter from numbing his nose. He burrowed
into the fur pelt instead, trying not to breathe in the familiar
musk embedded in the fur.

Strapped over the backs of the bandits were
bows and quivers. The sight of them made Felix increasingly
anxious. All he had with him was his satchel with the flutes
inside, the old and the new. He supposed he could use one as a
weapon, if he needed, whether by beating someone over the head with
it or trying to lull an enemy to sleep, preposterous as the idea
was.

As they rode, Felix further pondered the
possibility of his flute being a magical instrument that made
magical things happen, and then he pondered, more thoroughly,
whether his lack of instant dismissal of the idea was a sign he’d
gone mad. Maybe, when he’d been taken by the bandits, he’d received
a vicious knock to the head and was experiencing the consequences
in the way of vivid hallucinations concerning flutes.

He hoped that, were anyone to stumble across
them in the woods, no one would think Felix was with the others. He
hoped he looked like a captive and not another bandit who had
forgotten his bandana and eye makeup at home. Just in case, he wore
his discontent on his face like a uniform, even when Torsten
furrowed his eyebrows at him in disapproval.

They rode their horses at a sensible clop
for the better part of an hour before stopping. Felix had tried his
hardest to take note of their path and pay special attention to
landmarks, but when all the landmarks were identical trees and
snowy patches of ground, he’d given up. He was pretty sure they had
traveled north, so that was something he could keep and use
later.

There was no road in sight yet, and he
glanced around the quiet woods before slipping from his saddle.
They formed a circle, of which Felix was an unwilling part, and an
awful thought crossed his mind.

“Have you taken me out here to kill me?” he
asked, an embarrassing tremor in his throat making his voice sound
small. He could remember a time, not too long ago, when his heart
hadn’t suffered nearly as many harrowing thumps and skipped beats.
He was trying to decide whether he missed that time or was bored by
it when the bandits began laughing. At him. Again.

It was disturbing, being the subject of
laughter for evil bandits, but it was even more disturbing for said
bandits to ignore his question utterly and, having secured the
horses, start creeping through the underbrush. It took Torsten’s
guiding hand on his lower back to get him moving along with them,
and Felix clutched his satchel firmly, ready to reach for his flute
at a moment’s notice.

“Are you going to explain anything or is
this just an exercise in terror and suspense?” he asked, his words
hushed in the snowy white forest. “Why are we leaving the
horses?”

“We can’t have them right by the road,”
Torsten said. “They would be seen and give us away.”

“Oh,” said Felix. He recalled being jostled
over Jossy’s shoulder. They’d needed to run a bit to reach the
horses then, too. He wondered if there would be more running today
and his ankle throbbed sympathetically. “And when we finally reach
the road,” he ventured, “I’m guessing you cut down a tree.”

Torsten cocked an eyebrow. “Not today.
Marilyn?”

The freckly bandit puffed up when it was her
turn to talk. She was quite small, shorter than Felix, with a bob
of blond hair and a scar across the bridge of her nose. “Today
we’re using this.” She pulled a contraption from a large bag, which
looked to Felix like a rope with menacing thorns growing out of
it.

“What does that do?” he asked, his curiosity
rivaling his concern.

“I roll it out over the road, we cover it
up, and when the wagon goes by, it pops the wheel right off.” She
looked proud.

“And then you … raid,” he concluded, both
impressed and disturbed.

“And then we raid,” Selon answered, her grin
wicked.

“By shooting innocent guards with arrows and
stealing all their supplies,” Felix finished.

“They’re not all as innocent as you think.
And we don’t shoot if we can help it,” Torsten said, puffing out
his chest righteously, as if he had any moral ground to stand
on.

“That’s funny,” Felix quipped, “because when
you raided my carriage, you shot one of my guards before you’d even
made your presence known. What was the point of that?”

“That was a distraction, little flautist,”
Jossy laughed, and Felix wanted to give him another nosebleed.
“Once we saw there might be a princeling in the carriage, we
decided we were going in for you and had to get the guards looking
in the other direction.”

“How clever,” Felix spat. “Well done
catching yourself a flautist and shooting three innocent men.”

“Oh, don’t be such a curmudgeon,” Jossy
said, and then, outrageously, he ruffled a hand through the curls
on Felix’s head.

Raw instinct had Felix slipping out from
under that uninvited hand and pushing up close to Torsten, putting
his back against his chest. But when the bandit king looked down at
him in alarm, he darted away with a horrified squeak and quickened
his pace to walk beside Selon instead.

“Don’t ever touch me!” he snapped at Jossy
over his shoulder, his hands flying up to smooth at his curls,
trying to brush off the unwanted touch.

Jossy just shrugged, but as Felix was
turning his head away, he caught a glimpse of Torsten’s hand
shooting out to grip Jossy’s elbow, hauling him close to whisper
something in his ear. Felix didn’t care what was being said, he
only cared that the bandits kept their hands to themselves.

Much too soon, they arrived at the road,
which Felix recognized as the road he’d traveled with Merric,
Scorch, Vivid, and Audrey on their quest to save the queen. It was
the main road that connected the Royal Quarter to western Viridor.
If Felix took that road far enough, he’d wind up back home in his
little village. He wondered how far along it he’d be able to run
before he felt an arrow in his back.

Torsten stood at his side while Marilyn and
Selon worked together to pull the rope of spikes across the road,
Jossy coming behind them to kick snow and dirt over the top. With
the trap set, the group slinked further down the roadside a few
hundred feet.

“How do you know the next wagon coming will
be the one you’re after?” Felix asked Torsten as they all hid
themselves within the covering of trees. They would be able to see
the wagon when it hit the spikes, and by the time the wheel came
off, it would be stopping close to their position.

“Because it always comes at the same time,
on the same day,” he explained.

“You look very sure of yourself.”

“Because I’m sure.” Torsten still had his
bandana pulled over his face, and his eyes popped from the dark
charcoal lining, making his irises unfairly hazel, the dashes of
icy blue prominent in the dappled sunlight.

Felix tried to imagine his own appearance,
and it brought a frown to his face. His cheeks were probably
chapped, his nose pink from the cold, his curls an assaulted mess,
and his eyes big and misty from the constant undercurrent of fear
that had been coursing through him since the moment Jossy snatched
him from the carriage window.

He shivered. “What happens now?”

“We wait,” answered Torsten quietly. “And
you will stay hidden and watch.”

Felix eyed him suspiciously. “You’re not
afraid I’ll scream? Or run out into the road and warn them?”

Torsten shrugged, unworried. “If you do,
they’ll pull their swords, and violence will need doing. Is that
what you want, Flautist?”

Felix looked away and wrapped the pelt
tightly around his shoulders, hating Torsten. “You know it’s
not.”

The bandits let him sulk, their attention
now focused wholly on the road. The tree line was dense enough that
they would be masked from the wagon until it was too late. Felix
wandered a few steps from them, aware he was being watched closely.
He was sure his ankle wouldn’t allow him to run far, but he was
still tempted. Merric would have run for it—or limped, maybe.
Scorch and Vivid would have escaped days ago. And Audrey probably
would have gotten along with the bandits fine and joined up with
them for fun. But Felix? Felix was on a raid with them, with no
rescue in sight. With a burst of hopelessness, he plopped down
beside a skeletal, snow-covered bush.

It was fifteen minutes or so until the echo
of horse hooves sounded, and he shifted forward on his knees to
better peer out at the road. There was a wagon, a big one with a
canvas cover, with two horses leading it. Two royal guards were
seated in front with the driver, and one was in the back, hanging
from the side of the wagon.

The bandits readied themselves. Marilyn and
Jossy’s bows were drawn while Torsten and Selon knelt low in the
shadows, watching. Felix felt a rush of adrenaline as the wagon
came closer and closer to the spikes. He held his breath,
waiting.

The wagon came closer, and then the horses
stepped over the rope and the wagon wheels rolled directly between
the spikes, escaping harm or hindrance. Felix watched as the wagon
carried on, free from damage. To his side, he heard rushed rustling
and saw that Torsten and Selon had nocked their arrows. Felix
hurried quickly to Torsten’s side and whispered harshly, “What are
you doing?”

But Torsten paid him no attention, his eyes
following the wagon as it drew near.

“Torsten, what are you going to do?” he
tried again, but Torsten didn’t answer, and Felix supposed he
didn’t need to. It was obvious what their backup plan was. Jossy
had said it himself. They would shoot at the guards for a
distraction.

And Felix couldn’t let that happen.

He reached into his satchel and grabbed his
flute, and then, after a final, severe glance at Torsten and the
others, he ran into the road, just ahead of the wagon.

He had no idea what he’d intended to happen,
and hadn’t thought more than two seconds about doing it, but once
he was standing in the middle of the road, with the horses neighing
and the wagon coming to an abrupt stop to avoid running over him,
he realized that a flautist suddenly appearing from the woods might
come across to some as terribly suspicious. The guards glared down
at him, their hands already teasing the pommels of their
swords.

“Get out of the road!” one of the guards
seated in the front yelled.

“What’s going on?” yelled the guard from the
back. The driver’s hands were tense on the reins, his eyes darting
nervously to the tree line.

With no reasonable explanation available,
Felix pursed his lips and blew the opening notes of a song into the
mouth hole of his flute. The silver was cold on his lips, but he
was hot from the exertion of his mindlessness. He bowed to the men
on the wagon, letting his hair fall playfully over his
eyes—something he knew previous patrons had enjoyed—and broke into
a brawling song, riding a hunch that the guards would be fans of
the melody. His hunch proved correct, and even as the guards
continued to glare at the flautist in their path, they began
tapping their feet. Once Felix reached the first chorus, the driver
stopped glancing at the trees.

“He’s good,” one of them murmured.

“He’s a peasant,” called the guard from the
back, jumping down from the wagon and stalking his way to Felix,
his fingers flexing over his sword’s grip. “Look at the state of
him. Look at his clothes. He’s up to no good. He just wants our
coin.”

Just stop and listen to me play, Felix
begged inwardly, focusing all his energy into the pleasing
liveliness of his music. The guard approaching stopped abruptly,
blinked a few times, then cocked his head.

“I love this song,” he sighed, dropping his
hands to his sides.

Felix winked at him, his fingers continuing
to fly over the keys. He kept his eyes fixed on his audience, even
as, in his periphery, he saw figures creeping from the woods. Look
at me, look at me, he prayed.

“He’s miraculous.”

“Lovely.”

The guards and driver wore dazed expressions
as they listened to Felix’s song, not paying a single glance to the
back of the wagon, where Torsten and Jossy were now pulling back
the canvas to look inside. Felix kept his performance steadily
flirtatious, a difficult feat when Selon and Marilyn were pointing
arrows at the guards’ backs. They, at least, didn’t look dazed, but
they weren’t entirely unaffected by Felix’s playing either. They
shot him confused glances even as Torsten and Jossy disappeared
from sight inside the wagon. Felix ignored them and continued to
push all his wishes into the strength of the tune. Watch me, watch
only me. Let me be your distraction.

The guards watched him all right, albeit
with increasingly hungry eyes. Felix didn’t know what to do except
keep playing, even as the guard on the ground began approaching him
again, smiling lasciviously. Beyond the leering man, he saw Torsten
and Jossy emerge from the back of the wagon with a large chest held
between them. He wished for them to hurry, and for the guards to
keep their eyes on him just a few moments more. With the expertise
learned from years of performing, Felix batted his lashes
innocently at the guard who now stood before him as he continued to
blow sweet notes into the flute.

“So lovely. Give me your hand,” the guard
said, as the last of a bandana-clad bandits vanished into the
trees.

The guard was tall and thin, his smile
crooked and disconcerting, and a flare of worry brightened within
Felix. But he did as he was told and stopped playing, lowering the
flute in one hand while extending the other.

The guard held onto his wrist and flipped
his hand over. Then he proceeded to place two shiny gold coins in
his palm. “Will this be enough?” he asked, smiling.

It took Felix a moment to speak, bowing his
head as he did. “Enough for what, sir?”

The guard sank his fingers into Felix’s hair
and rubbed at his scalp. It was far too personal a touch, lecherous
in a way Jossy’s hand hadn’t been, and Felix shivered, trying not
to recoil noticeably. “Enough to have you play for me always.
You’re too sweet to give up.”

Felix hadn’t imagined this outcome when he’d
thrown himself onto the road. “Thank you,” he said, before pushing
the coins back toward the guard. “But I already belong to someone.”
As soon as he said it, he wanted desperately to kick himself, but
then the hand was gone from his hair and the guard was leaning down
to whisper in his ear.

“If you change your mind and find yourself
in the Royal Quarter, come to the Queen’s Men Tavern and ask for
Niall.” He refused to take the coins back, closing Felix’s hand
over them. “We’ll see if you can’t earn more than that when we meet
again.” He kissed Felix’s cheek, and, with reluctant steps, began
making his way back to the wagon.

Now that his playing had stopped, the driver
was beginning to fidget nervously again, and one of the guards
beside him gave his head a shake, focused his eyes, and glared down
at Felix. “What are you doing in the road?” he yelled. “Get out of
the way before we run you over!”

Niall swung up onto the back of the wagon,
and Felix backed to the edge of the road. The guards sneered at him
as the horses picked up and the wagon went rumbling past, but Niall
held his gaze with a sleazy smile. Felix stood frozen in place,
watching the wagon continue on until it passed from sight, and then
hands spread over his shoulders and yanked him back into the
trees.

A second later, Torsten’s furious face was
demanding his attention. Felix looked over his furred shoulder at
Jossy, who was shaking his head in amazement, and Selon and
Marilyn, who were snickering at one another.

Torsten rattled Felix’s shoulders and
snapped back his attention. “What was that?” he yelled, voice
booming.

“I-I don’t know,” answered Felix, because he
didn’t know. He honestly had no idea what he had just done, or
why.

“They could have mistaken you for a bandit
and arrested you,” Torsten scathed. “Killed you, if they’d been in
the mood.”

“Oh, they were in the mood.” Selon was
smirking. “Just not for murder.”

At Torsten’s raised eyebrows, Felix shook
his hands off and stepped back to gain some distance. “I didn’t
want you to shoot them for a distraction,” he said, “so I provided
my own.” And in doing so, he’d aided and abetted the theft.
Oops.

“I told you to stay hidden,” Torsten
seethed.

All in all, Felix considered himself a
patient, kind person. He had never been the type for yelling or
purposefully causing harm upon another, whether with words or
weapons, unless strictly necessary. But every soul, peaceful or
otherwise, had its breaking point.

He waved his flute in the air, jabbing it
into Torsten’s chest as his face grew hot. “I didn’t stay hidden
though, did I? So you can either punish me for disobeying, or you
can thank me for saving your stupid raid.” He kicked the chest that
sat on the ground beside them. “Forgive me if I didn’t want to see
you shoot innocent guards, even if you claim they wouldn’t be
killing blows. I lack the heart for needless cruelty, because I’m
not a bloody bandit!”

Torsten had nothing to say to that, so he
just glowered, and Felix tried his best to glower back, though he
knew from practicing that his angriest faces were nothing compared
to the menacing crooks and grooves of the bandit king’s
displeasure.

Around them, the other bandits moved,
collecting their spiky rope and picking the lock on the loot.
Torsten did not look away from Felix until Selon called him,
summoning him to the open chest. Reluctantly, Felix followed. He’d
helped steal the thing after all, may as well have a look at its
contents. He gasped when he saw what was inside.

Within the chest was more silver and gold
than he had ever seen, as if the coin the queen had gifted him had
multiplied a thousand times. It was so much coin, he wondered how
it was that Marilyn and Jossy were able to lift the chest at all,
but up it went after they closed it, held between their hands.

Torsten held onto Felix’s shoulder as they
returned to the horses, as if fearing he might make a run for it.
And he might have, if not for the strange feeling in his gut that
seemed to want to make him go wherever Torsten’s hand led him. No
matter what he’d said to Torsten, the truth was simple. Whether he
had intended to spare the guards being shot or not, Felix had
purposefully assisted his captors in stealing a chest of coin. He
had risked his life and let a guard put his hands on him, all to
make sure the bandits went unnoticed. The day might have been
spared blood because of him, but he had still done a bad thing.
Merric never would have done it. He would have banded together with
the guards and fought the bandits, protected the queen’s cargo.
Maybe it was for the best if Merric believed he was dead.

When they reached the horses, Torsten failed
to release him. Instead, his grip tightened.

“How are you going to get that huge chest
back to camp?” Felix asked, trying to distract himself from the
strong fingers wrapped around his shoulder. “It’s too bulky for the
horses to carry.”

“Thank you, Flautist,” Torsten said shortly.
“I didn’t already know that.” He sighed. “We’re not taking the
chest back to camp. We’re not going back to camp yet at all.
Marilyn, the bags?”

Marilyn went to her horse, petting its mane,
and then pulled a bundle of burlap sacks from the saddlebag. Jossy
opened the chest again and Felix’s eyes were involuntarily drawn to
the luminous shine of its contents.

“We hoped it’d be too much to carry,”
Torsten said, accepting a bag from Marilyn and finally releasing
Felix’s shoulder. “Fill up as much as you can.”

Felix rubbed his shoulder as he watched the
bandits pile heaps of coin into their bags. When they finished, the
chest was still half-full. Torsten nodded at Jossy, who knelt
beside a nearby tree, cleared the snow beneath it, then inserted
his knife and lifted a large square of ground. Felix gasped in
excitement; it couldn’t be helped. Torsten side-eyed his
enthusiasm.

“It’s finally something like the songs,”
Felix explained awkwardly, pointing at the prepared hole Jossy had
revealed. “A secret spot for burying treasure.”

Selon frowned. “I thought that was
pirates.”

Felix nodded. “Pirates, too. Most bad guys
have them, I think.”

Torsten huffed rudely, greatly offended by
being compared to pirates, and then trudged past Felix to help
Jossy lower the chest. Clearly, the bandits had used the same spot
before. Felix wondered if they had buried the rest of the fruit in
the same location.

When the chest was buried to their
satisfaction, the flap of earth returned and the layer of snow
replaced, the bandits returned to their horses, tying the bags of
coin to their saddles. Once mounted on his horse, Felix expected to
be led back towards camp, but Torsten began leading them in the
opposite direction.

“Where are we going?” he asked, feeling
mightily mistrustful, because Torsten’s smirk had returned with a
vengeance.

“I told you I would show you what kind of
bandits we are,” he said, and Felix thought briefly of jabbing him
with his flute again.

They rode through the woods no more than
half an hour before they came upon a clearing, and within it, a
village. Felix’s nerves fell into instant disarray. Was this where
the bandits came to sate their bloodlust and savagery? Was this
when they would finally steal innocent maids to suspend over the
bandit king’s throne in crude cages? He swallowed down a fit of
panic as they trotted into the heart of the modest hamlet.

It was small and sparse and reminded Felix
of his home, except the people roaming outside had dirtier faces
and hungrier eyes. Their clothes were in rags. There was no tavern
among the structures, only little, dilapidated homes. Felix almost
felt grand, seated as he was atop a horse, his shoulders draped in
fur. He leaned toward Torsten, whose horse was beside his own, and
whispered across the divide. “It would be a terrible thing to steal
from these people.”

The smirk on Torsten’s face split into a
surprisingly warm grin. “I agree.”

And then something happened that made Felix
even more confused.

Torsten slid off his horse, raised a bag of
coin above his head, and yelled, “Alex!”

A door swung open and a man stepped out of
one of the houses. He had smudges of dirt on his cheeks, but his
eyes were bright when they landed on Torsten.

“Back again?” he asked. “So soon?” And then
he rushed from his doorstep, laughing heartily and embracing
Torsten like a brother. Torsten returned his laughter and clapped
the man on the back, the bag of coin clinking in his hand.

Soon, more villagers began to gather, and
the rest of the bandits dismounted to greet them. Felix remained in
his saddle, peering down at the shocking exchanges, feeling utterly
lost. He could see no bloodlust, no ravaging, only smiles, and an
awful lot of hugging.

“We didn’t expect to see you here again
until next month, my friend!” Alex exclaimed, remaining close to
Torsten, whom he didn’t appear to fear at all.

“We’ve had a streak of luck,” Torsten
replied. “Meet my flautist.” He crooked his finger at Felix, who
found himself hurrying to dismount from his horse so he could stand
at Torsten’s side. He realized a bit too late, and with a pinch of
frustration, that he might have been too easy to summon.

“How do you do?” Alex asked with a gracious
smile.

Felix smiled back, for it had been a long
time since he was greeted properly, and friend of a bandit or not,
it was only polite. “Hello.”

“He helped commandeer a gift for you today,”
Torsten announced, loudly enough for all those surrounding to hear.
He made a show of handing over the bag of coin to Alex. Selon,
Marilyn, and Jossy handed their bags over to other villagers, as
well. A collective gasp swept through the crowd.

“This is enough for all the nearby villages,
Torsten,” Alex declared, eyes wide as he took in the bag full of
coin. “Do you know what we could do with so much?”

Torsten’s smile was bigger than Felix had
ever seen it, his cheeks dimpling, and his eyes crinkling. “Would
that we could give you more, but I’m afraid it was too much to
carry.”

More laughter followed, and as Felix looked
around, he saw the dirty-faced, too-thin villagers all gazing at
Torsten with undeniable fondness. With a jolt, he realized that
these people must have been the recipients of the fruit, as well.
The bandits were stealing to help hungry villagers. That was
definitely lacking in all the bandit songs Felix had heard.

Alex grabbed his hand, shocking him from his
thoughts, and gave it a hearty shake that lurched Felix forward. It
took a moment to realize he was being pulled into a hug. “Thank
you,” Alex whispered.

Felix was too stunned to reciprocate, but it
was no matter to Alex, who simply pulled away and patted his
shoulder amiably. There was a high probability that Felix was
blushing, a probability that only increased when he noticed Torsten
watching him with that smirk. Instantly annoyed, and keen on
letting Torsten know it, Felix squared up to him. “You can stop
giving me that look,” he said.

Torsten had to lean closer to hear him
amidst the sounds of chattering folk. He looked like he was
formulating an aggravating response, so Felix continued before he
had the chance. “I know what you’re doing,” he went on, trying not
to be stymied by the way Torsten was tilting his head to listen.
“You expect me to be impressed, because you’re a group of bandits
that steal from nobles and give to people in need, but I’m not
impressed, and do you want to know why?”

Torsten’s arched brow implied that he
did.

“Because I am still very much kidnapped by
you, and your friends still very much shot my friend with arrows,
and to me, those aren’t qualities of a good person, no matter how
much fruit and coin you give away. The only thing I’m impressed by
is your endless delusion that you’re somehow morally
righteous.”

Torsten stared at him with parted lips, the
smile gone from his mouth, but not from his eyes. “For a flautist
I’ve ordered to keep quiet,” he said, “you sure have a lot of
opinions.” He delivered Felix a final glance and then turned away,
sparking another conversation with Alex, not bothered in the
slightest.

Felix huffed, crossed his arms around his
middle, and extricated himself from the crowd, finding refuge
beside an old well several yards away from the bustle of villagers
and pompous bandits. He sat on the edge and fumed.

Torsten found him disagreeable; there was no
way around it. Felix wasn’t used to being found disagreeable. His
occupation relied on the general public thinking him sweet and shy
and accommodating. He had opinions, but he was accustomed to
keeping them closely guarded. His reluctant nature had begun to
shed a bit in the company of Merric and the others, but he’d never
acted as contrary in all his life as he did when faced with the
smugness of the bandit king. What to make of that, he was sure he
had no idea.

He watched Torsten mingle with villager
after villager, growing more confused and more frustrated by the
second. Why were the villages surrounding the Royal Quarter so
impoverished? Did Queen Bellamy know people just outside her city
walls were starving? How had it come to this, where these people
must look to bandits for help? And they were helping, Felix
acknowledged resentfully. He knew the bandits must keep some of the
stolen supplies for themselves, since Dot was never without food to
cook, but they’d kept no coin for their own use, and by the sound
of it, there was already a plan to deliver the rest of it the
following morning. It seemed their only goal was to make sure the
coin was given to people in need. The entire affair was causing an
unwelcomed fluttering somewhere deep inside Felix’s chest.

After many long minutes of cheerful
prattling, Alex extended an invitation for the bandits to stay the
night, but Torsten politely refused. Before parting, they hugged
again, and Alex clasped his hand familiarly over the back of
Torsten’s neck. Felix glared from his spot at the well until
Torsten came to collect him. With a firm hand around his elbow, he
was herded back to the horses. Once they were all astride, the
bandits hollered a final goodbye and began their journey back to
camp.

Felix was positive Torsten was watching him
as much as he was watching the path ahead, but he refused to meet
his eyes. He knew the man wanted him to admit that what they’d done
was decent, and Felix wasn’t ready to admit it yet, at least not
out loud. He bundled deep in his fur pelt and concentrated on
thinking disagreeable thoughts.


 


 


 


8 - Hard and
Unmistakable




It was mid-afternoon when they returned, and
the sun was making the patches of snow around the camp sparkle. The
other bandits cheered at Torsten’s announcement that everything had
gone well, and Felix found their response entirely different now
that he knew what they were cheering about. Fruit deliveries. Sacks
of coin for the poor. He wondered where Torsten had found so many
bandits willing to forgo murder and debauchery for random acts of
kindness.

The part Felix had played in the raid went
unmentioned, for which he was grateful, but he didn’t miss the way
Torsten’s eyes skirted over him as he relayed the events. Selon,
Jossy, and Marilyn kept stealing glances at him, as well, to which
he responded with a pitiful shrug. Either his playing was truly
exceptional, or the flute had reared its magical properties once
again. He didn’t know what to believe, but as long as the others
were unwilling to ask, he was willing to push the matter aside.

Shortly after their arrival, once the horses
were seen to and the bandit populous was satisfied with the
retelling of events, Torsten disappeared into the tent at the
center of camp, Jossy, Marilyn, and Selon following after him.
Felix hung around the cook fire and tried not to think about the
fact that they were most likely discussing him. No one tried to
talk to him, not even Dot. He probably had a look on his face that
deterred conversation. Had he already lost the innocence in his
eyes that used to make people eager to engage him? He’d not seen
his reflection since leaving the queen. What might he look like
after being the captive of bandits for a few days? Did he look like
the sort who helped bandits steal royal coin? Because that’s what
he was now.

He worked a hand through his curls and
decided he must not look entirely bedraggled from his time in the
woods, for the royal guard had certainly enjoyed his aesthetic. Too
much, maybe. He had not enjoyed Niall’s kiss on the cheek, nor the
possessive hand that sank into his hair. But it had gotten Torsten
and the others what they’d wanted, with no harm done to anyone, and
that was what he had wanted. Why he’d wanted it, he still wasn’t
sure. He could practically hear Merric’s voice in his head, gently
reprimanding him for not taking better advantage of the situation
handed him. The opportunities were endless. He could have whispered
in Niall’s ear when he’d approached, told him of the bandits in the
woods, given the guards the upper hand. He could have told them he
was a prisoner and begged for their aid. He could have done those
things. He should have done those things. But at the time, wrapped
up in the moment, the most important thing had been avoiding
violence. They were stupid instincts, not to be lauded, but he
couldn’t deny the thrilling warmth he’d felt when Alex and the
other villagers had clapped and cheered for the coin’s arrival.

“Some music, Flautist,” came Torsten’s voice
from behind him, and Felix whipped around. How long he’d been
standing there, Felix had no idea, but before he could open his
mouth to comment on the discourtesy of lurking, Torsten was already
moving away, his broad shoulders shedding their fur covering and
tossing the pelt on a stump by the fire. It was monstrously unfair
that a man as depraved as Torsten was allowed to look the way he
did, in a way that made Felix fumble with his flute as he pulled it
from his satchel.

In the tales, villains were usually hideous,
their outsides matching the vileness within. It should have been
the same way in real life. But there was Torsten, strutting across
camp, slapping his fellow bandits on the back, playfully shoving
Jossy, looking all the while like the hero of a story, not the
villain. His eyes were too striking, his voice was too pleasant,
his jaw was too square.

No, Felix thought—growing increasingly upset
with the onslaught of revelations—despite his words of condemnation
earlier, Torsten was no storybook villain, not even in action.
Villains did not give their loot away to the poor, and they did not
wrap their cold flautists in furs. They did not keep flautists at
all. If Felix was truly the captive of a villain, he would have
remained in chains after that first night and wouldn’t have been
allowed to roam freely around camp. Felix was possibly the victim
of the tamest captivity in the history of Viridor. But he was still
being held captive, no matter how gentle his captor was, so Torsten
was the villain. Wasn’t he?

He grunted in frustration before lifting his
flute to his mouth, and then all his angst was unfairly interrupted
when, across the camp, Torsten removed his shirt.

Felix’s thoughts screeched to a halt and his
lips froze above his flute. Laughter drifted from across the camp,
where an impromptu sparring match had popped up. Torsten was
roughhousing with Jossy, and apparently that required the removal
of shirts, and okay, fine, that was fine. Felix was totally fine
with that.

Dot’s subtle cough reminded him he was meant
to be playing, not staring at a man whose shoulders were really,
stupidly broad, and whose body, in general, was—well, it was
inappropriate, honestly, for a leader to be so revealed in front of
so many spectators. The man clearly lacked the decency to cover
up.

When Felix returned to playing, he blew a
might too hard into the hole and startled himself into a small
jump. Despite their distance, he locked eyes with Torsten while his
fingers fumbled over the keys. Torsten held his gaze for a moment,
and then, with a curious tilt of his head, that damnable smirk
returned to his face. Felix hated that smirk. He loathed it.
Embarrassed rage fueled him to turn away from the shirtless
sparring and commit more attention to the flute in his hands,
trying to play with more skill than that of a clumsy mountain
bear.

So he played. He played a boisterous tavern
song, one that was usually requested before quick-footed dancing
broke out across the floor on a busy night. The notes soared high
and swift as Felix let himself loose within the music. Emboldened
by the force of his tune, he was able to turn back around and watch
the display across camp through the veil of curls that had fallen
over his eyes.

Merric had always looked pleasing without a
shirt, and he tried to keep that image in his head, hoping it would
somehow replace the one in front of him, which seemed more real and
more enticing than the guardian apprentice had ever been. Felix
gawked at himself, at his own heinous thoughts, because it wasn’t
fair to Merric. Merric was handsome and brave and looked great
without a shirt. He was writing a song for Merric, after all,
because he had hair that sparkled like rubies, and had a comely
midsection, and was a hero.

Torsten was not a hero. He was a bandit. And
he was throwing his head back with laughter, and striking out at
Jossy playfully, and his stomach was flexing, and his eyes were
squinted in amusement, and he was the King of Bandits! It was not
for Felix to find the shape of him pleasing. One should not study
the shape of one’s captor unless to decide the best portion for
stabbing, let alone start comparing it to the shape of one’s
friend, one’s lover, one’s presumably very much alive Merric.

But, Gods, had Torsten been so attractive
when they’d first met? Had Felix been too shocked and upset to
notice? He’d been terrified of him before, and now he was ogling
him. His cheeks heated as his flute trilled, and that’s when
Torsten glanced at him again, not with a smirk this time, but with
one of his soft, unusual looks.

Felix forced himself to keep playing as if
nothing was amiss. He could not let Torsten know that his attention
hampered his ability to play a flute. He matched him, look for
look, stare for stare, despite his mounting desire to shut his eyes
and scream. Eventually, his effort worked, Torsten turned his
attention back to Jossy, and Felix could breathe again. But when he
found himself the subject of Torsten’s steady gaze only a few
moments later, he dropped his eyes and drew the flute away from his
mouth, considering the silver instrument skeptically.

It was an outlandish thought to consider
seriously yet again, that this flute had anything more special
about it than the power to produce music. But he couldn’t help but
wonder, with the way Torsten was openly staring at him, if he could
sense Felix’s shameful thoughts through the music he played. It was
a ludicrous idea, and he laughed at himself for dreaming it up.

When Felix braved another glance, Torsten
was no longer watching him and had turned back to Jossy. They had
stopped fighting and were now speaking to one another, their heads
close together. Felix studied the flute in his hand, and an idea
came to him. In an attempt to thwart his own suspicions of flute
magic, he would purposefully imagine an obscenity while he played.
He pursed his lips and began a new tune. If the flute was somehow
responsible for Torsten’s attentions, and as mischievous as Felix
suspected, it wouldn’t go unnoticed.

He imagined Torsten being much closer to him
than he currently was, shirt off, that soft look still on his face.
He imagined touching his chest, smoothing his hand over the dark
patch of hair, how warm the skin would be beneath his touch. He
imagined himself not needing to stand on his tiptoes to kiss him,
just slightly lifting his head in order to align their mouths. And
then he imagined the press of Torsten’s lips against his, the way
he’d run his hands down Felix’s hips and wrap his arms around his
waist and—

Torsten turned sharply from Jossy and looked
at Felix, eyes narrowing. And then, to Felix’s horror, he began
walking swiftly toward him. Felix gasped, his heart pounding, and
scowled down at his flute. Had his playing truly revealed his
thoughts? It seemed to have made Torsten spare his life. It seemed
to have made the bandits fall asleep. It seemed to have made the
guards ignore the robbery happening right behind them. Could it
actually reveal the imaginings of its player? The queen had said it
was old and special. Could she have really gifted him a magic
flute? Or, more likely, had Felix completely lost his mind?

Moments later, the bandit king was upon him,
that peculiar, soft look on his face, and Felix didn’t know what to
expect. He was blushing madly, as if Torsten had seen precisely
what he’d been imagining. But what if he had? He’d shown nothing
but disgust the first night they’d shared the tent, when Felix had
made mention of being used for talents other than flute playing.
There was no reason to believe he would be anything less than
disgusted now, even if Felix’s own opinion on the subject was
undergoing a rather befuddling shift.

Torsten’s gaze was unbearable, and Felix
cleared his throat awkwardly. It was too much like the fantasy he’d
just indulged. Torsten only needed to step a few inches forward and
he’d be close enough to touch. He could feel his face growing
hotter, could feel a bead of sweat dripping down the back of his
neck, and then Torsten did step closer, his eyebrows lifting in
question.

“Are you unwell?” he asked, speaking at
last. “Is your ankle hurting you?”

Felix couldn’t help the slightly hysterical
laugh that escaped him, for he had completely forgotten about his
ankle. He gave it an experimental twist and found nothing wrong
with it at all, but then again, he could hardly feel anything at
the moment except the harried beating of his heart. “My ankle is
fine,” he answered weakly.

Torsten’s eyebrows lowered to their usual
prowling grounds, but he didn’t look satisfied. For a moment, Felix
thought he was on the verge of speaking again, but then he seemed
to think better of it. He looked down at Felix’s ankle, nodded
stiffly, and strode past him. Felix turned to watch him go. He
ended up beside his sleeping tent, sharpening arrows, but not
before he’d retrieved his previously discarded shirt.

Torsten was bad, Felix reminded himself once
the shirt was in place, hastily putting the trouble-making flute
away. He was a bad, bad man, who had chained him up and made him
sleep outside. He was a bad man who had a few redeeming qualities,
but was still mostly bad, and Felix kept reminding himself of that
fact for the rest of the day. While he helped Dot with dinner, he
focused on how Torsten had threatened to kill him when they’d first
met. While he passed out mugs, he recalled the man’s ominous
camaraderie with the local wolf pack. All bad things. He did an
excellent job of avoiding Torsten until a time well after supper,
when night had fallen and he was henceforth summoned to the tent
for bed.

The bad man requested a simple tune as he
readied himself for sleep, and Felix warily obliged, not terribly
excited to put his mouth on the flute again and risk having his
thoughts betrayed. Pointedly sitting on the ground instead of the
pallet, Felix focused on playing a simple melody, and it was going
splendidly until he saw a shirt land by his feet. He looked up
slowly, and sure enough, Torsten was standing there shirtless. He’d
never taken his shirt off for bed before.

Refusing to fumble with his flute again,
Felix kept playing as smoothly as he could, though now his eyes
were fixed on the muscular cut of Torsten’s abdomen, and the glow
of his skin in the candlelight, and they were awfully close now, in
the confines of such a small tent. If Torsten were to simply reach
out and—

“Flautist.”

Felix pulled the flute away from his lips
and tossed it onto his satchel, as if it were a snake that might
bite. He glared at it accusingly until he could feel Torsten’s eyes
burning into him. With great hesitance, he turned to look at him,
where he now lay on the pallet of furs.

“Blow out the candle and come to bed,”
Torsten said, rolling onto his side and facing away from Felix.

But he was still shirtless, and Felix
couldn’t help but stare at his bare back, at the jut of his
shoulder blades and the hair at the nape of his neck. Of all the
nights they’d slept side by side, why was Torsten only now choosing
to sleep without his shirt on? Could it have been some trick of the
flute again? Had, unbeknownst to him, the flute made Torsten want
to remove articles of his clothing? When Torsten tutted with
impatience, Felix shook the silliness from his head and began to
undress for sleep. Since he was not obscene like Torsten, he kept
his shirt on, removing only the black pelt and shoes, and then he
slipped reluctantly under the blankets, trying to keep to his own
side of the pallet.

“The candle,” Torsten reminded him, and
Felix leaned over to the bedside crate to blow out the flame.

The tent was cast in darkness and Felix
burrowed back on the pallet, pulling the blankets up around his
shoulders. He stretched out his foot and it brushed against
Torsten’s calf. The other man said nothing, but Felix could feel
his blush returning furiously at the contact, his heart beating too
fast. Silently, he cursed the flute lying innocently on his
satchel, for it was surely at fault for his newly boggled mind. He
fought to remember what he’d told Torsten earlier that day, that he
might give fruit and coin away to the needy, but he had still shot
Merric, and Felix was still his captive, and those were not the
actions of a good person, no matter how good he looked without a
shirt.

He made himself close his eyes, trying not
to bask too much in the heat coming from the body beside him
beneath the blankets. He tried to think of Merric, of seeing Merric
again, because Merric was good. Merric was good, and Felix liked
Merric. If Merric had only known Felix was still alive, he would
have rescued him by now. What a good person he was. Merric, Merric,
Merric.



***

 


Felix woke with Torsten’s hand on his
waist.

Sometime in the night, Torsten had shifted
closer and put his hand on his waist. Not only that, but Felix
could feel the heat from Torsten’s thighs on the backs of his legs,
and his breath was rustling the curls at Felix’s neck and making
his skin tingle. But most notably, and entirely impossible to
ignore—try as Felix might—was the heat pressed up against his
backside, hard and unmistakable.

“Oh, Gods,” Felix whispered in alarm. When
caught under the blankets with a bandit’s erection pushing against
one’s ass, was it better to keep completely still and pretend it
wasn’t happening, or wiggle away to a safer portion of the pallet?
Felix opted to wiggle, which turned out to be the absolute wrong
choice, because Torsten’s hand tightened on his hip and pulled
Felix closer. Then there was a groan—possibly from Felix—and a slow
grind of hips—definitely from a still-sleeping Torsten.

Felix stopped trying to wiggle, and gathered
his remaining energy to will away the swell in his own trousers, a
task made increasingly difficult due to the hot puffs of breath on
his neck and the stiffness at his back. Torsten’s hips had stilled,
and his hand had lessened its grip on Felix’s hip, but there was no
way he would try to move again. He sighed softly and tried to relax
into the warmth. It wasn’t how he’d thought he would wake up, but
now that it was happening, it wasn’t so bad. For the first time
since they’d gone to sleep on the same pallet, their bodies had
found one another in the night, and now they were all but entwined.
Something about it felt irreversible.

And it was, up until the moment Torsten
jerked awake and quickly pulled away, grunting as he rolled onto
his other side. Felix tried not to be upset by the sudden lack of
his touch, but his body felt cold now that the heat of Torsten’s
body was gone.

Torsten didn’t linger in the blankets, nor
did he utter a word about snuggling his flautist in the night and
waking up hard. He simply dressed and left the tent, not sparing
Felix a single glance. Honestly, he was glad to be left alone,
where he could hide a little longer. Maybe Torsten didn’t mind
walking out into the camp with a full erection, but Felix wasn’t
quite at that comfort level yet.

He groaned, rolled onto his back, and wished
his problem away, keeping his hands determinedly above the
blankets. He refused to relieve the tight coil in his abdomen
through any means involving touch. Instead, he focused on scolding
himself for his reactionary body. It was the flute’s fault,
somehow. It had caused these new, irritating developments, and he
would not succumb to its mischievous influence. He waited
impatiently for his predicament to pass, and then took his time
pulling on his shoes and pelt. Torsten had taken back his black
pelt and left the other for Felix to wear, which now smelled as
strongly as the other did of the bandit king. Thus, he remained
trapped in the man’s clothes, surrounded by the man’s scent, and
when he stepped from the tent, there the man was—though apparently
no longer hard, thank the Gods—taking a bite of porridge by the
cook fire and looking handsomer than any hero Felix had ever sung
about.

He sputtered an unintelligible greeting to
Dot and accepted his own bowl. Torsten moved over on the log, a
clear invitation, and Felix was powerless against it. It was only
polite to accept the seat offered. The smell of peppermint wafted
through the air and he inhaled it greedily. It was as if he’d woken
with an incurable selfishness inside him, and all he wanted to do
was look his fill and breathe in all the scents. It left a strange
feeling in his stomach, one he could scarcely describe. If he had
to write a song about it, had to put the sensation to words, he
would say it was a feeling both empty and full, both aching and
soothing. He wanted to latch on to the feeling as much as he wanted
to shake it off and never feel it again. He wondered if he was
coming down with something, or if it was merely the effect of
eating breakfast beside Torsten after waking up practically in his
arms. He hoped it was sickness, because he’d eaten next to Merric
many, many times and never once felt such a feeling.

They finished their meal at the same time,
and Torsten took Felix’s bowl. Felix got to his feet, prepared to
follow along and play his blasted flute while Torsten planned the
next raid, but a hand on his shoulder stopped him.

“Not today, Flautist,” Torsten said, and his
voice was gruffer than usual, though the words were not spoken
unkindly.

Felix saw that Torsten held something
crumpled in his hand, a note of some kind. He could make out an
inked scribble, but could tell nothing of the words. Whatever it
was, it was apparent that Torsten wished to be alone with it for
the time being, or at least absent of his flautist. Felix watched
him stride toward the planning tent, summoning Jossy and Harold
along his way. They followed behind with pinched expressions.

Felix was left with Dot and the remaining
bandits eating breakfast, one of whom was Selon. Apparently
frustrated that she’d been overlooked for Torsten’s morning
confidences, she wound her way over to Felix. The charcoal smudge
around her eyes looked fresh, and her hair was springier than
usual. Had Felix any liking for her, he might have complimented
her, told her she looked pretty. Or prettier than usual, anyway.
But he didn’t like her, so he tried to look elsewhere and ignore
her.

Unsurprisingly, Selon refused to be ignored.
“Sleep well?” she asked in a way that alluded to nothing but
vulgarities.

Felix whipped the hair from his eyes with a
nod of his head. “Wonderfully,” he answered, and though he would
have responded the same whether he’d experienced a restful night or
not, the answer was irrefutably true. He had slept wonderfully, and
for a moment there, he’d woken wonderfully, as well.

He felt a phantom flash of heat on his waist
and his cheeks burned. He tried to turn his head away, but Selon
caught the tinge in his complexion and chuckled darkly. He had a
sneaking suspicion that she was about to open her mouth for reasons
beyond the insidiousness of her laughter, and so he moved quickly
to Dot’s side, shamelessly using the cook as a shield.

Dot scoffed at him and then peered over his
spectacles at Selon with contempt. “Why are you torturing the
flautist?” he asked with a point of his spoon. “Didn’t King give
you work to do?”

Selon pouted and tried to tug at Dot’s
braid, but he maneuvered out of her reach and smacked her
outstretched hand with his spoon. “Since when are you his
protector?” she asked, rubbing at the pink mark left on her
hand.

“Since he annoys me less than you,” Dot
said. “Now stop sulking and get started before you slack off too
long and I get wrangled into helping you. I don’t have the time or
the patience.”

Selon kept up her pouting and remained where
she stood, not looking at all interested in tending to her chores.
“I hate having to go to so much trouble,” she whined. “Why should I
have to set up extra tents when we all know they’re going to get
drunk and pass out around the fire anyway?”

“If you’d rather put together a meal enough
for twice as many mouths as usual, with only half a day’s notice,
please, by all means, let’s switch chores,” replied Dot with a
sneer.

Felix looked between the bandits, feeling
his curiosity pique. “What’s going on?” he asked. “Is someone
coming for dinner?”

Selon cackled brusquely and Dot rolled his
eyes at her before turning to Felix. “King received a message
before breakfast from another bandit gang. They’ll be here for
dinner and stay the night. We’re,” he shot Selon a dark look, “less
than excited to be hosting them.”

“More bandits?” Felix asked, instant
apprehension prickling the back of his neck. “Is that a usual
thing, to visit each other? Or is it just because Torsten is the
bandit king?”

Dot, Selon, and every bandit within hearing
distance broke into laughter. There was a chorus of eye wiping and
the slapping of knees while Felix looked around in confusion. “Why
are you laughing? What’s so funny?”

It was Dot who regained his composure first.
He set his stirring spoon down and wiped at his spectacles before
finding the strength to speak without laughing. “Dear Felix, there
is no such thing as a ‘bandit king’. What in the world gave you
that idea?”

Deeply puzzled, Felix pulled his furs more
snugly around his shoulders and breathed in a whiff of peppermint
and pine. “When I was first brought to camp, you lot called him the
King of Bandits,” he insisted, casting his thoughts back to those
first horrifying moments. “And you all call him King!” The bandits
started laughing harder and Felix nearly stomped his foot. “So he’s
not the King of Bandits?”

It was Selon who spoke next. “Bandits don’t
have a king,” she said. “It’s just a nickname.”

“But why is his nickname King?”

“Because he’s our leader,” answered Dot,
waving Selon off again with his spoon.

“That’s not why,” Selon said, dodging Dot’s
swipe. “We call him King because it’s hilarious.”

“I tried to call him King and he got angry,”
complained Felix.

“That’s why it’s hilarious,” Selon continued
wickedly. “He doesn’t like it, because it’s so close to the
truth.”

“Stop cackling, Selon,” Dot ordered. When he
focused back on Felix, the humor had mostly left his face and his
eyes were serious behind his thick lenses. “We do it to torment
him, yes, but it’s good natured torment, I assure you,” he
explained, as if Felix cared whether Torsten was tormented good
naturedly or not. “King is of noble birth, you see, so we find it
quite amusing to anoint him as our King of Bandits.”

“He’s a noble?” Felix asked, painfully aware
of the jump in octave his voice had taken. “Is he from the Royal
Quarter?”

Dot looked a bit reluctant to spill any more
details. Luckily, Selon was made of more ambiguous morals and
loyalties. “He’s the bastard son of the queen’s favorite
councilman,” she revealed. “He’s not just from the Royal Quarter;
he grew up in the palace.”

Felix could hardly believe it. “Then what’s
he doing out here in the woods? Why is he a bandit, stealing from
his own people?”

“Because we’re his family now,” said Selon.
“Not those royal assholes. And he does a lot more good for
Viridor’s people out here than he ever could’ve done in the Royal
Quarter, working for that imbecile of a queen.”

Felix had to admit—quietly and to
himself—that he had not been especially impressed by Queen Bellamy
in the scant time they’d spent together. She was elegant and
beautiful and presented herself with the air of confidence and
regality all royals strove for, but she had also allowed
anti-elemental zealotry to choke Viridor into a world inhospitable
for those who were different. A terrible thing, made even worse by
the discovery that Queen Bellamy herself was an elemental. Even now
that the High Priestess was dead and her followers had scattered,
now that Scorch had forced the queen to destroy the laws against
elementals, and she’d decided—with help from Audrey—to open a
school for elemental training, Felix didn’t fully trust her
competency as a ruler. It seemed as if all her good ideas had come
from others, and that, if left to her own devices, Queen Bellamy
would have let the anti-elemental decrees remain forever. He didn’t
think he would call her an imbecile, but he was reluctant to offer
her praise, all the same.

But he couldn’t explain that to Selon and
Dot, mostly because he didn’t need them thinking he was well
acquainted with the Queen of Viridor. They might think him a royal
again, and then what would they do with him? Torsten didn’t appear
to be a fan of anyone from the Royal Quarter, which was odd, now
that Felix knew that’s where he hailed from. He wondered why he had
left the Quarter in the first place, and how he’d come to lead a
band of bandits.

“Selon, get started on those tents,” a voice
boomed behind him.

Felix spun around with a jolt to find
Torsten there, looking cross. Selon gave him a sharp nod and headed
off at once, with no more hint of complaint. Then Torsten was
stepping into Felix’s space and taking his chin in one hand,
angling his face. “Flautist, hold still.”

“W-what are you d-doing?” Felix asked,
cringing at his stutter.

Torsten’s fingers were warm and demanding on
his skin, his hand cupping Felix’s jaw and his thumb smoothing
beneath his eye. Torsten was looking at him with such concentration
that Felix did not even notice the stick of charcoal in his other
hand until he was holding it up in front of his face. “We have
guests coming,” Torsten began. “Close your eyes.”

“B-but—”

“Close them,” Torsten demanded, and Felix
let his eyes drift shut. A cool pressure passed carefully over his
lids. “Don’t take this off until they’re gone,” Torsten muttered,
moving to Felix’s other eyelid and marking it with the charcoal.
“Open.”

Felix opened his eyes, thinking Torsten
would unhand him and step away, but he remained close, holding
Felix’s face in his hand. “Look up,” he ordered next. “And keep
your eyes open.”

Felix did as he was told, flinching when
Torsten brought the charcoal stick close to his eye.

“Hold still,” Torsten whispered, his fingers
tightening around Felix’s jaw. “I won’t hurt you. Trust me.”

It was said so casually, so earnestly, that
Felix was shocked into compliancy. He held still, trying not to shy
away as the charcoal neared his eye. Torsten continued speaking as
he drew a thick line across Felix’s lower lids. “Stay close to me
while they’re here. Don’t wander off on your own. You may speak if
spoken to, but don’t go out of your way to make conversation.”

“You mean with the other bandits?” Felix
asked, blinking hard when Torsten finally finished with the
charcoal.

Torsten moved his thumb to the corner of
Felix’s eye, presumably to fix a smudge, and then he backed away
completely. “They’re dangerous,” he warned.

“I’ve been conversing with dangerous bandits
for a while now, if you haven’t noticed,” Felix said.

“Yes, but these aren’t fruit bandits.”
Torsten’s smirk returned, but there was a strain that remained at
the corners of his eyes that was worrisome. “I’m serious. Stay
close to me while they’re here.”

Felix nodded.

“Say it,” Torsten pressed.

Felix swallowed, exhaling slowly. “I’ll stay
close to you,” he promised.

Torsten looked him up and down, and he must
have been satisfied with the looks of him—the oversized shirt and
trousers, the fur pelt, the charcoal smudges—because he nodded his
head in approval and turned his attention to Dot. “Let’s have the
casks open and ready for their arrival.”

Dot saluted him with his spoon and Torsten
looked ready to leave, but Felix caught a handful of fur before he
could go. “Why are they coming here?” he asked, slowly extricating
his fingers from Torsten’s pelt.

“They wish to trade.” Torsten’s words were
clipped. It was obvious how anxious the thought of the other
bandits was making him, a stark contrast to the man who’d been
laughing and play fighting the day before.

“Do they have something you want?” Felix
remembered Rex, the tradesman from his village, but he had a
feeling the bandits wouldn’t be trading in fabrics and
woodcraft.

Torsten’s gaze sharpened. “Yes. I think they
might.”

“And what do they want? Apples?”

Torsten studied Felix for a quiet moment,
and then his shoulders stiffened and his mouth tensed. “We’ll
see.”


 


 


 


9 - A Simple
Trade




They came at nightfall.

When the campfires were blazing and the
casks of guild-brewed whiskey were opened and the extra tents were
set up, their horses could be heard from the trees. Felix—who had
been sentenced to collecting dirty mugs from around camp and
bringing them back to Dot’s cooking station to clean—had his hand
submerged in a bucket of water when he first caught sight of
them.

They were shadows at the edge of the
clearing, still too far from the campfires to be detailed, but
Felix could see they were dismounting, some passing their reins to
Harold. And because he’d been waiting for the past hour, tugging at
his hair and ordering people around, Torsten was right there to
greet them. He moved with authority, and Felix was transfixed as he
spoke inaudible words to his guests. The camp was eerily quiet
during those first few moments, when no one could hear or see much
of anything, and even Dot was holding his breath as he stirred his
pot. Selon was nearby as well, looking ashen-faced and cagey.

Felix looked at the cook askance. “Why is
everyone so uneasy?” he whispered. “It’s just more bandits, right?
Same as you.”

Dot’s spoon slowed to a measured whirl in
the stew. “We’re not exactly friends.”

Felix felt his stomach drop. “Oh, sorry.
You’re right. I’ll just—I’ll stop bothering you.” He got back to
rinsing his mugs, and was berating himself for trying to gossip
with one of his captors when a spoon thwacked him on the head.

“I wasn’t talking about you,” Dot chided. “I
was talking about Gethrin’s bandits.”

“Oh.” Felix rubbed at his head and watched
as Dot wiped down his spoon and returned it to the pot. “So you
don’t get along with them?” he asked. “Do they visit often?”

“No,” Dot answered darkly. “They’re from the
woods in the north, and King doesn’t like them at all.”

“So this isn’t going to be a friendly night
of fun and games?” he asked, his voice crackling with nerves.

Dot stopped stirring and looked Felix dead
in the eyes, a tactic only made moderately less terrifying due to
the steam clouding up his spectacles. “You don’t want to play games
with these people, Felix,” he said. “You want to stick close to
King and stay close to the campfires.”

Torsten had been reminding him of such all
day, but the warning was much more daunting coming from Dot. “I
will,” he promised.

“You might look like one of us at a glance,
but Gethrin has a reputation for liking pretty boys, and no amount
of furs or charcoal is going to keep him from noticing you.
Especially with those curls. And you don’t want him to notice you.
Got it?”

Felix completely abandoned the idea of
rinsing the rest of the mugs, in favor of wiping the nervous sweat
from his brow. “You’ve made it pretty plain,” he answered
faintly.

It was several more minutes of high tension
before he heard an unfamiliar laugh, low-pitched and gravelly, and
then Torsten was turning and heading back into the light of the
campfires. Behind him trailed a dozen men, but Felix’s eyes went
instantly to the man at his side. He was bearded, like Torsten, but
his beard was longer, pointed, and within its russet coloring were
two wide streaks of white. The hair at his temples was also white,
but as he moved closer, Felix could see he wasn’t old, but
handsomely middle-aged, his skin weathered, indicating a lifetime
spent in the sun. Upon seeing a man so staunchly in his middle
years, it occurred to Felix that he had never given much thought to
Torsten’s age, but seeing him now, beside the older bandit, it was
clear he could not be past his mid-twenties.

As Torsten and their guests approached the
center of camp, they fell into greeting with Jossy and the others,
and Felix was free to make further assessment. The leader, whom Dot
had called Gethrin, was taller than Torsten, but not nearly as
muscular. He wore his hair long and unkempt, and there was a sword
strapped to his waist, his hand resting idly on its hilt. His smile
was smarmy and insincere, and Felix didn’t like the way he clapped
his hand on Torsten’s shoulder and didn’t let go.

Gethrin’s accompanying bandits were also
worthy of wariness, and as a handful of them passed Felix, a chill
of fear made him take several steps back. These were the bandits of
song and legend; he could tell from their gazes: unhurried and
rude, behind eyes that had seen cruelty and basked in the thrill of
it. They did not wear bandanas around their necks or charcoal
around their eyes. Instead of furs for warmth, they wore thick
leather capes that hung heavily over their shoulders. They carried
swords instead of bows, like their leader, and they were filthy,
more of them than not boasting streaks of red across their faces,
where hunting had become messy, or a fight had ended in blood.

These were the sort of bandits Felix had
feared he’d fallen in with when Jossy first threw him in front of
Torsten’s dais, the sort who grabbed mugs from his hands with
chipped-tooth grins, and filled them to the brim with whiskey
without thanks. The lot of them guffawed and cursed as they banded
around the central campfire. In comparison, Torsten’s bandits were
gracious, politely giving up their favorite places by the fire and
passing baskets of bread, and, to Felix’s amusement, apples.

The newcomers grabbed greedily at everything
offered, some biting into an apple but a single time before
throwing it wastefully into the fire. They finished their whiskey
quickly and then came staggering back to Felix for another, eyeing
him rudely all the while. These were true bandits, Felix decided,
his gaze wandering over the dirty bulk of them in awe. These were
outlaws who ravaged and killed. A fresh wave of panic swept through
him, and just as he was concocting a plan to seek out Torsten and
glue himself to his side, a hand gripped his shoulder.

It was Torsten, and he was wearing a smile
previously unseen by Felix, which meant it was solely for the
benefit of their guests, especially the bandit leader at his side.
“Do you see?” he said, obviously speaking to Gethrin and not Felix.
“Nothing special. Just a helper for my cook.” His eyes swept
quickly over Felix’s face before his attention landed on Dot. “Is
it ready?” he asked, and then he turned back to Gethrin. “My cook
is very good.”

It was clear to Felix that Torsten was
trying to change the subject, but Gethrin would not be deterred. He
stepped around his host and smiled down at Felix. “I noticed you
all the way across camp,” he said in a voice dripping with oil.
“Torsten tells me you’re one of his bandits, but there’s no way a
slight thing like you can handle a bow.”

Torsten’s hand tightened on Felix’s
shoulder. “Like I said, he helps Dot with the cooking.” In Felix’s
periphery, he could see Dot nodding enthusiastically. “Our numbers
are large enough that we don’t need everyone to fight.”

Gethrin chuckled, and Felix had to struggle
not to stagger back as he took a step forward. “But are supplies so
rich that you have enough to,” his eyes fell to Felix’s lips, “fill
extra mouths?” He smiled, and his teeth gleamed sharp, predatory.
“He has to have other uses.”

Torsten’s hand dropped from Felix’s
shoulder. “Hardly,” he huffed, but Gethrin didn’t look convinced.
He took another step closer, his eyes still fastened on Felix’s
mouth.

“I’m a flautist,” Felix blurted, desperate
to pull the bandit leader’s thoughts away from debauchery. “I play
the flute. That’s why I’m useful. I-I entertain Torsten.”

He could feel Torsten tensing beside him,
but Gethrin couldn’t look more thrilled. “A flautist?” He leaned
into Torsten and snaked an arm around his shoulders. “Were you
trying to hide him away from me?” he asked. “You know I love
music.” Gethrin’s stare was searing, and that’s when Felix realized
he should have kept his mouth shut. “Would you like to entertain
me, boy? I bet you look pretty with an instrument between your
lips.”

“I-I don’t,” Felix stammered, casting a
helpless glance at Torsten. “I’m supposed to stay here and help
Dot.”

“Come on, Torsten,” Gethrin purred. “I’ve
found you out. Let’s have some music.” When Torsten returned his
plea with a stony expression, his tone darkened. “Are you not going
to share your boy? Is that a good way to start our evening?”

In a heartbeat, Torsten’s smile returned and
he laughed. “I wasn’t hiding him,” he breezed. “I just didn’t
realize you were such a fan of the arts.” He turned to Felix, his
stance casual but his eyes brimming with upset. “Flautist, music,”
he commanded.

Felix extracted the flute from his satchel,
ignoring the slight tremor in his hand. Performing in front of
strangers didn’t bother his nerves, but the bandit leader had him
riled. Maybe it was the way he was still staring, like he could see
straight through Felix’s over-sized trousers.

He poised the flute at his lips and readied
himself to play, but a hand on his wrist stopped him. At first, he
presumed it was Torsten, stilling him with a touch so he could
instruct him on a specific melody, but when he glanced up, he saw
it was Gethrin’s fingers wrapped around the bare skin of his
wrist.

“You’re so eager to please, aren’t you?” the
bandit laughed, and his eyes sparkled. “What’s your name,
love?”

Felix’s skin itched beneath the filthy
fingers. He glanced at Torsten for help, but he was just watching,
a smile on his face. “Felix, sir,” he answered hesitantly. The hand
on his wrist tightened. “D-do you have a song request, sir?” Please
let go of me, please let go, please, please.

Gethrin licked his lips and hummed softly,
trying to think up a song, his thumb rubbing against Felix’s flesh
as he took his time. After a few seconds, Torsten placed a hand
against Felix’s lower back and maneuvered him out of Gethrin’s
hold.

“We don’t have all night, Flautist,” he
scolded. “Show our guests your skills.” He pushed Felix gently
toward the campfire and smiled apologetically at Gethrin.

Gethrin only looked put out for a moment,
and then his slippery smile returned. “He needs a firm hand, I
see,” he commented, loud enough for Felix to hear as he made his
way closer to the rest of the bandits. He didn’t hear Torsten’s
response, but Gethrin laughed loudly a few seconds later.

To drown out the sinful sound of it, Felix
brought the flute to his lips and began the opening notes of a
popular tavern song. The guests initially made a few foul gestures,
but soon began stomping their feet to the rhythm. He circled the
revelers, scolding himself with every step, because with every
step, he could still feel Gethrin’s hungry eyes upon him.

A few hands darted out to grab at him as he
passed, but the majority of Gethrin’s bandits were too busy
drinking cup after cup of whiskey to have better than mediocre aim,
so successful groping was kept to a minimum. Mostly. As he was
sidestepping one grope, he rammed directly into another, resulting
in a collision that parted the bandit from the whiskey in his cup,
completely drenching Felix.

He sputtered, lowering the flute from his
mouth and wiping a hand across his eyes. Onlookers laughed and the
bandit with the unfortunate spillage glared at the empty bottom of
his mug. But it seemed his anger at Felix was trumped by his desire
for more whiskey, because, instead of challenging Felix to a
drunken duel, he stumbled past and went for more alcohol.

Felix just shook his head. Gethrin’s bandits
were well on their way to becoming terribly drunk, even though
they’d only been drinking a short time. Torsten’s people, on the
other hand, didn’t appear to be drinking at all. Instead, they were
holding their mugs and talking, never once wetting their lips. They
looked completely sober and as on edge as they’d been all day.
Felix could relate. He was on edge, too, and now he was also wet
with whiskey.

He stole a look over his shoulder. Torsten
and Gethrin had moved away from Dot’s fire and were walking
together beside the dais, deep in discussion. For once, he wasn’t
being watched. He took advantage, slipping away from the campfire
and running to Torsten’s tent. He arrived unimpeded and made quick
work of shedding his pelt and shirt, using the latter to wipe the
whiskey from his face and neck. His hair was a little damp, and he
slicked it back, out of his eyes.

Things would be better tomorrow, once
Gethrin and his bandits were gone. He only had to get through one
night of lusty looks and groping hands, and then he could return to
the usual, lesser torture of Torsten’s nicer, cleaner bandits. He
was bent over, rummaging through Torsten’s things for a fresh
shirt, when he heard the tent flaps rustle. He turned, hoping to
see Torsten, but finding Gethrin instead. He held a clean shirt to
his naked chest and wished the tent was big enough that he could
back away. It wasn’t.

Gethrin stepped closer, and there was
nowhere for Felix to run. “This is a nice surprise,” he said,
reaching a hand out to wipe an errant drop of whiskey from Felix’s
cheek. He sucked the flavor from his finger and leered, crowding
Felix until they were standing atop Torsten’s pallet and his back
was against the tent wall. “Were you hoping I’d follow you in here?
Find you half-dressed and waiting for me?”

“No!” Felix answered, nearly shouting in his
panic. Gethrin was close enough to smell, and it wasn’t peppermint
and pine, it was dirt and whiskey and blood, enough to make him
choke.

“Torsten didn’t want to share your music
with me, but he came around,” Gethrin said, cupping Felix’s cheek
in his hand. “He wouldn’t mind sharing your other talents with me,
would he? Is he a selfish man?” Felix whimpered and he held his
finger to his lips. “Hush, love.”

Felix jerked his head back, away from
Gethrin’s filthy finger. “Torsten doesn’t touch me,” he insisted.
“He’s n-never touched me. I swear. That’s not my purpose here. I
play the flute, that’s all. If you’re looking for skills of the
flesh, I’d disappoint you, sir.”

His aim was to dissuade the bandit, but all
his admittance appeared to have done was brighten the menacing
sparkle in his eye. “Is the little flautist untouched?” he asked,
eyes wide with wonder, lips split in a gratified grin. “Are you a
virgin, boy?” Felix flushed, tried to look away, but Gethrin dug
his nails into his cheek and demanded his gaze. “Be honest. It’s
nothing to be ashamed of.”

Felix had first slept with a traveling bard
when he was fifteen, and had slept with several people since, but
he didn’t think that was an answer Gethrin would take to kindly, so
he lied. “I am,” he said, using his sweetest, most innocent tone in
the hope that the bandit would be less inclined to bend him over
then and there.

Whether or not he would have, however,
remained a mystery, because less than a breath later, Torsten burst
into the tent. His eyes were wild as he took in the sight of Felix
shirtless and Gethrin pushed up against him, but when he spoke, his
voice was deceptively relaxed. “Gethrin, there you are.”

“Here I am,” Gethrin responded slyly, moving
reluctantly away from Felix. “Just having a chat with your
flautist.”

“I’m sure.” Torsten glanced at the shirt in
Felix’s hands and smirked. “Get dressed and get back out there. The
party misses its entertainment.”

“S-sorry,” Felix stuttered, slipping past
Gethrin and crossing to Torsten’s side before he pulled the shirt
over his head. He secured his satchel around his shoulder and
didn’t even bother with his pelt, bowing his head to the bandit
leaders and rushing out as quickly as possible. He tripped over his
feet as soon as he got outside, but a hand was there to save him
from falling.

“You alright, princeling?” Jossy asked,
taking his elbow and leading him back towards the campfire.

“I’m fine,” Felix answered, but his voice
sounded strange, even to him.

“You’re shaking,” Jossy commented.

Felix exhaled harshly and curled his jittery
hand into a fist. “So I am.” It was then that he realized Jossy’s
bow was slung over his shoulder. None of Torsten’s bandits had been
armed before. “Why do you have your bow?” he asked. “What were you
doing outside the tent?” He’d hardly spoken to Jossy since entering
the camp, and it felt strange to pose a question to him now. He was
certain he wouldn’t get a response.

“King brought me,” Jossy said, after the
shortest of pauses.

“Why?” Felix asked.

They had reached the campfire, and the warm
glow brought to light the disbelief on Jossy’s face. “In case you
needed help,” he answered slowly.

“I did. Thank you,” Felix said, excusing
himself from Jossy’s side and scrubbing his hand over his cheek,
trying to wipe away Gethrin’s grime. His heart was racing and he
felt sick to his stomach, but now was not the time to dwell.
Torsten had saved him from Gethrin’s unwanted advances in the tent,
and whether or not he’d done it with the intention of protecting
Felix or just keeping his own possession out of Gethrin’s hands, he
couldn’t be sure. But it didn’t matter now. He moved back to the
circle of bandits, still deep in their cups, distancing himself
from the whole affair. He tried not to stress over the way Gethrin
had touched him, or the glint in his eyes when he’d asked if Felix
was a virgin. He tried not to think of anything at all as he
played, stacking one perfect note on top of the other, until
Torsten and Gethrin returned.

He kept his back to them, but he knew they
had rejoined the party, could hear them speaking. As much as he
didn’t want to, he couldn’t keep from straining his ears, listening
to the men talking in hushed tones. It was a pleasant surprise when
he realized they were not discussing him.

“I hope we’ve not caught you too
unprepared,” Gethrin was saying, “but I knew you’d want a chance to
trade as soon as possible.”

“I expected no more from you,” answered
Torsten. “And as for wanting to trade, I’ve yet to hear what it is
you have for me.”

“I think that’s fair, since I’ve not yet
been offered anything in return.”

“What do you want?” Torsten asked, and
though Felix wasn’t looking, he could bet that his eyebrows were
furrowed and the smile was gone from his face.

“Oh, come now,” laughed Gethrin. “We can
hardly get to business so soon. The evening is still young. I’d
like to sit and drink and listen to your precious boy play a ditty
or two. Don’t deprive me.”

“A moment,” Torsten said.

Felix continued playing until he felt a tap
on his shoulder. He moved instinctively away from the touch until a
voice spoke low in his ear. “Come with me,” Torsten whispered.
“Stay close this time, Flautist.”

He could feel his breath on his neck, and
was brought back to that very morning, when he’d woken with Torsten
hot and hard against his back. It felt like a lifetime ago.

During the business of the day, two chairs
had been added to the dais, and that was where Torsten led Gethrin.
As promised, Felix kept close, walking behind them, and lingering
at the foot of the dais as they went up and were seated. But the
security he felt at being close to Torsten was strongly
counteracted by the discomfort he felt in Gethrin’s presence.

He knew he was being watched by both men as
he played song after song, and he didn’t know how to act under
their warring attentions. He strove to remain as professional and
unbothered as he would on any night in a tavern after catching the
eye of a few patrons, but it was difficult. Though Gethrin kept his
head dipped to the side, conversing with Torsten about one thing
after another, Felix knew his eyes rarely strayed from him.

After he had completed another song and was
taking a breath before moving on to the next, Gethrin stood up and
clapped. “Gorgeous,” he proclaimed. “Your boy has such a talented
mouth.” His words were spoken to Torsten, but his eyes were raking
over Felix.

Felix turned away, not wanting either man to
see the blush on his face. He played the next melody, facing the
party of bandits as they continued to drink and eat. He sought out
Dot in the sea of fur and leather, and found his slim figure at the
cook fire, flanked by two of Gethrin’s men. He felt a bolt of worry
for the cook as one of them pushed his spectacles up his nose with
a flirtatious smile, but when Dot smacked him with his spoon, Felix
swallowed his worry. Dot would be fine dealing with their guests.
It was himself he needed to worry about.

When the next song ended, Torsten called him
up to the dais to stand beside his chair, while he and Gethrin were
brought bowls of stew. “Take a rest,” Torsten told him, gesturing
to his flute, and Felix placed the instrument back in his satchel
with a nod.

“He’s very well behaved,” Gethrin commented
after enjoying a mouthful of dinner.

Torsten ignored him in favor of delivering
Felix a cautious glance. He balanced his bowl on his knee and
reached out for Felix’s wrist, giving it a gentle tug, a silent
reminder to keep by his side.

“Better at following orders than the rest of
your lot,” continued Gethrin. “I think he could be a boy with many
talents, but he tells me you’re not taking full advantage of his
skills. What a waste.”

Torsten took up his bowl with indifference.
“You’re not here to discuss the skills of my flautist, Gethrin.
Tell me why you’ve really come. Let’s talk of your trade.”

Gethrin smiled. He wasn’t a blatantly
unattractive man—Felix could admit it—but there was something
fundamentally lacking, an absence in his eyes that kept Felix from
being allured. In fact, the aura he emitted was one that Felix was
inclined to keep far, far away from. Plus, there was the smell.

“Fine. We can discuss the trade.” The bandit
looked right at Felix as he brought his spoon to his mouth, his
eyes crinkling with mirth as he swallowed. He wiped his sleeve
across his mouth and slowly let his attention wander back to
Torsten, who was gripping his spoon with white knuckles. “I want
your land. I want your territory. You’ve monopolized these southern
forests long enough and done little with them.” He sighed, giving
his legs a languid stretch. They were longer than Torsten’s, but
not as thick with muscle, not as strong. “I want this forest and
all the roads running through it.”

Torsten had set his bowl aside as Gethrin
spoke, and now he was sitting up straight in his chair. He looked
like a nobleman. “You have the northern forests. Your territory
covers far more than my own.”

“Yes, and now I want yours, too.” Gethrin
was still smiling. “I want a direct line from the Royal Quarter to
the Guardians’ Guild.”

Felix’s pulse quickened at mention of the
guild. He thought of Merric dealing with Gethrin and his bandits,
and he didn’t like it. And he certainly didn’t like the thought of
them prowling the roads outside the Royal Quarter, not to mention
the elemental school soon to be built or the small village he
called home.

“That is what you have come to trade for? My
territory?” Torsten asked, and Felix was relieved to hear his voice
remaining so neutral, so calm, when he was sure the man was balking
on the inside. Felix was balking and it wasn’t even his land. “You
must fancy your own offer extraordinary to think I would even
consider it.”

“Now, now, don’t get so ahead of yourself,”
Gethrin rebuked, setting his empty bowl aside and shaking a finger
at him. “I’ve not finished.”

“Go on,” said Torsten. “You have my full
attention.” Felix couldn’t detect the tense line of Torsten’s
shoulders beneath their thick covering of fur, but he could feel
the tension in the air and it was making him increasingly
unsettled.

“As I’m sure you realize, I don’t need to
make a trade to take your territory,” Gethrin continued, the
beginning of a challenge finally creeping into the timbre of his
voice. “I have far more men than you, and unlike yourself, we’re
not afraid to spill blood. In fact, we like blood.” He licked his
lips and leaned forward. “So this is my offer. For now, I will
refrain from taking the land from you, in exchange for something
else that is yours.”

Torsten breathed in deeply, but managed to
avoid sighing in exasperation. Felix was impressed. “You have come
here with barely a day’s notice to tell me that you won’t take my
land for now?”

Gethrin shrugged, clearly amused with
himself. “A tad theatrical, I’ll admit, but I do enjoy the
occasional drama.”

“And what is it you want in exchange for not
taking my territory?” Torsten asked.

“It’s funny, you know. I wasn’t sure until I
arrived what I wanted, and then I knew right away. When something
feels right, it feels right.”

“Gethrin.”

“I want your boy.”

Felix’s insides turned cold, and Torsten
grew very still. He tipped his head slowly to the side, angling
himself to hear more accurately. “You want my flautist in exchange
for not taking my territory?”

“Not taking it yet,” corrected Gethrin.
“Don’t misunderstand me. I will be taking it eventually no matter
what you do, but if you’d like some time to learn how to handle a
sword, some time to figure out how you could possibly fend us off,
I’ll give you that. In exchange for the boy cowering behind
you.”

Torsten laughed.

Felix’s knees were trembling so hard he
feared he might collapse. He grasped Torsten’s chair to keep
himself upright, while escape plans fought for consideration in his
head.

“We’ve become quite accustomed to our
flautist, I’m afraid,” Torsten said, still chuckling. “The others
would be cross with me if I traded away the source of their
favorite amusement.”

Gethrin looked between Torsten and Felix,
defeat entirely absent from his expression. “That’s understandable.
I would be hesitant to part from such a sweet creature myself.” He
steepled his hands beneath his chin, considering. “Let it not be
said that I am not a sympathetic man. I will amend my offer.”

Torsten nodded stiffly. “Name it.”

“I will make no encroaches on your territory
for a full month, if I may enjoy the amusements of your flautist
for one night.” He held up a single finger. “Just one. And I’ll
have him right here in your camp. He’ll be playing you a song again
come sunrise.”

If Felix was the star of an epic poem, he
would run, and then maybe the wolves would help him, let him ride
on their backs and deliver him to safety. Or maybe he would tap
into some extraordinary power at the exact moment Gethrin reached
for him, and he would break his neck with a snap of his fingers or
something. Or maybe, if he wished it hard enough, his flute playing
would make all of the bandits’ heads explode. He pulled the
instrument from his satchel, clutching it tightly with a shaky
hand.

“Why are you so interested in my flautist,
Gethrin?” Torsten asked.

“Partly because you’re so interested in my
interest. But mostly it’s those curls, those talented lips, and
that tight ass.” Gethrin shrugged, while Felix’s face burned. “I’m
a man of simple pleasures, Torsten. I want what I want, and I want
your land and your flautist. But tonight, fortunately for you, I
will be satisfied with just the one. Do we have a deal?” He
extended his hand to shake.

Felix couldn’t breathe.

“You said you came here with an irresistible
offer,” Torsten said. “I’m unimpressed with your side of the
deal.”

Gethrin remained unbothered. “I thought you
might say as much. That’s why I’m prepared to offer even more.”

Torsten crossed his arms and arched a
dubious eyebrow. “Let’s hear it.”

“Very well,” sighed Gethrin, and Felix had a
feeling they were finally reaching the point in the conversation
the man had been waiting for. “I have information, information you
desperately want.”

“Concerning what?”

“Concerning the Guardian’s Guild,” Gethrin
replied loftily, “and your father.”

Torsten laughed again, but it was weaker now
and unmistakably forced. “What kind of information do you imagine
I’d be so desperate for?”

“Let’s just say the leak of this information
would be … volatile, for both parties. And it’s not only
information I have, but proof.”

Torsten couldn’t manage to hide the interest
from his voice when he asked, “And you’d be prepared to hand over
this proof in exchange for a single night with my flautist?”

Gethrin looked past Torsten and found
Felix’s eyes. “It’s less use to me than that mouth would be.”

Felix stepped back until his heels were on
the edge of the dais. Torsten looked over his shoulder at him, his
silhouette highlighted by the campfire. His face was in shadow, his
expression could not be seen, but Felix was convinced that it must
be the face of a silent apology. Torsten might have been a bandit,
but he wasn’t the sort who would trade his flautist’s body and not
feel at least a little bad about it.

“Flautist, come here,” he ordered, turning
back around in the chair.

Felix was trying not to hyperventilate,
trying not to trip over his own feet as he walked the few steps
back to Torsten’s side. When he reached it, Torsten stood, as did
Gethrin. His hand touched the small of Felix’s back. All he had to
do was shove him into Gethrin’s arms and that would be that. Felix
tried to steel himself even as the bile rose in his throat. Panic
was setting in with furious strength. And then—

“No deal,” Torsten announced. “There will be
no trade.”

For once, Gethrin looked surprised.
“Seriously?” he asked, his smile stretching with irritation and
disbelief. “I offer you priceless information, ask for nothing but
a night between this boy’s legs, and you have the nerve to refuse?”
His hand shot out, too fast. He grabbed Felix’s arm and yanked him
forward, then slid both hands over his ass, squeezing hard enough
to bruise. Felix yelled, lifted his flute, and smacked Gethrin over
the head.

In a blink, Torsten was between them,
shoving Gethrin, who stumbled back and fell from the dais.
Suddenly, Torsten’s men were on their feet, and Felix found himself
surrounded by Selon, Harold, and Jossy, their bows drawn. Torsten
stood before them, looking down at Gethrin as he came to his feet,
and then at his men, most of whom were so deep in their cups they
were unaware of what was happening.

“It appears your party has enjoyed a great
deal of drink,” Torsten said quietly. “I wouldn’t recommend trying
to take our territory tonight. It would not go your way,
Gethrin.”

The bandit leader kept the remnants of a
smile on his face, for he was not—or so Felix perceived—the kind of
villain to scowl and spit, but grin, until the very end of his
devilry. “I always knew you were a fool, Torsten,” he said. “But I
didn’t know you were a romantic fool. I’m not sure I approve.”

“It’s time for you to go,” Torsten said.
“You’re no longer welcome here.”

Gethrin shook his head as he unsheathed his
sword, his men now moving to flank him, though they were slow
moving. “You’re making a mistake. An awfully big one for so little
a flautist.”

“Get out of my camp, Gethrin,” Torsten
demanded.

One of the drunken bandits ran towards the
dais with his sword drawn, only to stumble at the foot of the steps
and fall backwards with a groan before passing out.

Gethrin, who was only now beginning to
notice how sloppy-drunk his people were, laughed loudly and pointed
a finger at Torsten. “You put something in the whiskey, didn’t
you?”

Torsten shrugged. “It won’t kill them. But
it will make it hard to win a fight.”

Felix gasped. That’s why his bandits hadn’t
been drinking. The whiskey was drugged. By the cook fire, he could
see Dot was smiling.

“How duplicitous of you,” Gethrin
congratulated. “Just like your father.” He sauntered closer,
stepping over the unconscious bandit on the ground. “I applaud your
efforts, but I feel confident that a dozen bandits, drunk as they
are, would still be able to do some damage before you killed
them.”

“You would sacrifice a dozen of your men?”
Torsten asked with a frown.

“I have dozens more,” Gethrin replied, and
then, to his bandits, yelled, “Kill as many as you can!”

For a brief time, it was chaos. Gethrin’s
bandits drew their swords and began slashing about madly. They were
crazy. They were drunk and they were crazy, but Torsten’s men were
not. Sober and disciplined, most were able to fend off their
attackers through agile movements and precision strikes with their
bows. Through it all, Gethrin stood holding his head back and
laughing, and it was such a sick sound, such an ugly noise, that
Felix had to drown it out. His flute was already in his hands. All
he had to do was lift it to his mouth and blow.

Stop fighting, stop fighting, go away, stop,
stop. He didn’t play a brawling song. Instead, he played the
sleeping song as he wished for the fighting to end. If his flute
was magical, if it was truly an instrument of his will, then his
hypnotic playing would reach the violent ears below him, and the
fighting would stop.

He had barely reached the chorus when the
fighting ended, but not because of his playing. It ended because of
a howl had that emanated from the concealment of the surrounding
trees, one so loud it seemed to reverberate throughout the
camp.

“What was that?” one of Gethrin’s men
exclaimed, turning with his sword towards the tree line as yet
another howl sounded, this one from the far side of the encampment.
And then there was another, and another. And the horses, both those
tethered within the camp and without, began to stomp and snort.

Felix looked at Torsten, who was looking
right back at him, as a chorus of wolves now began howling from the
surrounding darkness, their voices seeming to come from everywhere,
encircling the camp. Everyone stood perfectly still, nervous,
listening, even Gethrin, slowly sheathing his sword.

Torsten leapt from the dais to stand before
him, a contained rage in his eyes.

Gethrin laughed, but it was strained. “It
seems we must cease fighting one another to face a common enemy,”
he said, his eyes scanning the trees. “The wolves here must be mad
to so approach a camp.”

“No, Gethrin,” Torsten replied, shaking his
head. “That is not what this is.”

“Then what is it?” Gethrin demanded as the
howls rose again.

“This is your last chance to leave my camp
alive,” Torsten replied. A moment later, the howling stopped, and
he turned back, locking his eyes on Gethrin’s. “You have to a slow
count of one hundred to leave here unharmed,” he announced loudly.
“I suggest you hurry.”

“What madness . . . ?” Gethrin began, but
already his men were fleeing for their horses, their swords leading
the way. He glared at Torsten, kicked the man at his feet awake,
and then turned his eyes to where Felix still stood on the dais.
“Some other time, love,” he said with a malicious grin as he helped
the man to his feet. And then they, too, ran quickly from the
camp.

Felix watched until they disappeared into
the darkness of the trees. He waited for the wolves to howl again,
or for the sounds of a vicious attack to reach his ears, but there
was nothing. Nothing but the faint sound of Gethrin’s laugh.

When they were gone, Torsten rushed to Felix
and grasped his shoulders. “Are you alright?” he asked. He nodded
at Jossy, Harold, and Selon, who had finally lowered their bows,
and after being told to check everyone for injuries, they left them
alone on the dais, joining with the other bandits to speak in
hushed voices. A few bandits were bleeding from Gethrin’s ordered
attack, but no one had been seriously hurt. “Talk to me,” Torsten
demanded, when Felix’s response to him was silence.

Felix shrugged out of his grip. “P-please
don’t touch me,” he rasped, clutching his flute to his chest. He
was a shivering mess, adrenaline flooding his bloodstream and
making his eyes water.

“You’re safe now,” Torsten was telling him,
speaking low. “I would have never let him have you.” He offered his
hand, and Felix sagged against him, exhausted. He was beside
himself, his breaths coming ragged and too fast. Torsten patted his
back awkwardly, hushing him, and Felix could feel his lips moving
against his hair. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “You’re safe now.”

With a hiccup, Felix forced himself to draw
back, but his fingers remained knotted in Torsten’s pelt. He feared
he might fall without his support, and that alone was enough to
fuel the anger swiftly swelling inside him. “G-get off me,” he
stammered, even though Torsten wasn’t touching him anymore. “You’re
no better. You’re no better than him.”

It was a lie, but Felix was livid, and he
didn’t want to be comforted by the man who had made him his
prisoner, even if he had protected his virtue for the night. He
pushed himself off Torsten and jumped from the dais before making a
shaky run for their tent.

Selon caught his arm as he passed, and, for
once, her face wasn’t twisted with nastiness. “Are you okay?” she
asked, and he shook out of her grip, sprinting the rest of the way.
He threw himself inside the tent and fell in a heap on the fur
pallet.

A few minutes later, Torsten appeared
outside the flaps. Felix looked up at him, gauging the uncertainty
on his face. But it only worked to spur his confusion. And his
anger.

“You’re not my savior,” he said, his words
spoken slowly and with great care. He couldn’t let the tears
brimming in his eyes fall free. “I’m not safe here. I’m trapped.
You might keep me warm and fed, and you haven’t,” his voice caught,
“touched me. But I’m still a prisoner. Don’t act like you’ve done
me a favor by keeping that man’s hands off me, because all you’ve
done is remind me that it was your decision to make and not
mine.”

Torsten stared at him, wide-eyed.

“To answer your question, no, I’m not
alright,” Felix continued, snuffling into the fur blanket. “I’m a
bandit’s plaything. I’m your prize to be pulled out and coveted by
dinner guests.”

“That’s not—”

“You’re not like him,” Felix said, cutting
him off. “It’s true. You’re better. You have good intentions, I
think, most of the time. But you’re not good. And if you’re
expecting my thanks, I can’t give it to you.”

The candle was unlit in the tent, but he
could see Torsten well enough, standing at the entrance, looking
lost, with nothing to say. Felix was dreadfully unused to being the
talkative one, the confrontational one, and his throat felt raw
from it. In truth, he did feel thankful to Torsten. In the moment
he’d refused Gethrin, Felix had wanted to throw himself into his
arms and cry out his gratefulness, but those were the wrong
feelings to have. It wasn’t right to feel that way.

All he could do was keep lying, then, and
telling Torsten the way he should have felt. It was the way Merric
would have felt, were he a prisoner, and Scorch, and Vivid. It was
the normal, expected way to feel. Anger, resentment, hatred. Not
the convoluted emotions making Felix go crazy as he lay on a pile
of furs that smelled of peppermint, choking down his tears.

When Torsten remained unmoving and silent,
Felix kicked off his shoes and rolled onto his stomach. “No one
took your toy away, Torsten,” he snapped. “Are you going to play
with me, or are you just going to stand there?” He flinched at the
cruel edge to his own voice. He’d never felt so mean, but he wanted
a reaction, any reaction.

He got it when Torsten turned from him and
walked silently from the tent. He didn’t return that night.


 


 


 


10 - Peculiar
Aches




Felix woke alone the next morning with an
aching head, but more painful was the empty space beside him on the
pallet, cold from lack of use. He had been the only resident of the
tent throughout the night. With a sigh, he pulled himself from bed
and made to get dressed, barely having time to put on his shoes and
pelt before someone was peeking through the flaps. When he saw it
was Torsten, he combed his fingers through his tangled hair and
nodded, as if the man was waiting for Felix’s permission to enter
his own tent.

Torsten hesitated, and, when he came in,
kept his distance—as much as he could in such a tight space. “Come
have breakfast,” he summoned. He sounded tired and had dark circles
under his eyes. Felix wondered where he’d slept, if he’d slept at
all. “We’re heading out soon.”

“Another raid?” Felix asked, stretching his
cold limbs and stifling a yawn. “Need me to be a distraction
again?”

Torsten huffed, bothered. “Just be quick. I
want to be gone in ten minutes.” He disappeared through the flaps
and Felix followed, only stopping to grab his satchel before
heading out into the cold.

He lifted his face to the sky. It was grey
and barely lit by the new day. He trudged over to Dot, took a bowl
of porridge, and ate with his head down. Even Selon left him alone.
After hastily finishing his meal, he reported to Torsten, who was
already saddling two horses on the other side of camp. He was
ignored when he halted at Torsten’s back, and only after a series
of pointed coughs did the bandit turn to acknowledge him.

“You’re ready?” he asked, not quite meeting
Felix’s eyes. “You have everything? Your flute?”

Felix placed his hand protectively over his
satchel. “Why? Are you whisking me away to sell me? I hear a
flautist is worthless without his flute.”

“Are you ready or aren’t you?” Torsten
clipped, rubbing a hand over his beard. It was nothing like
Gethrin’s. It even looked freshly trimmed. His hair, however, was
messier than usual, sticking up at odd angles as if restless
fingers had been repeatedly raking through it. His eyes were bright
and clear, though, despite his obvious exhaustion, and he was
looking steadfastly at Felix, like hearing his answer was the most
important thing in the world.

“Yes, I’m ready,” Felix assured him. “I’ve
my flute. I even have two flutes. Maybe you’ll get a better price
for me with two.”

Torsten frowned as he mounted his horse, and
Felix quickly climbed atop his own. That’s when he noticed no other
horses were saddled.

“Who else is coming on this raid?” he asked.
He could see Selon still eating by the cook fire, and Jossy by the
planning tent. No other bandits seemed ready to join them.

“It’s just the two of us this time,”
answered Torsten, before clicking his tongue and spurring their
horses into a trot.

Felix’s horse was connected to Torsten’s by
a tether, like the last time they’d ridden out, so he had little to
do besides dwell on the supreme discomfort of being alone with
Torsten after what had transpired the night before. He was still
angry, still confused, still afraid. When he hadn’t been rolling
around restlessly on the pallet, he’d been remembering Gethrin’s
chilling smile and feeling his rough hands on his body. He’d not
yet had time to check if his skin was bruised where he’d been
grabbed, but he thought it likely from the way his backside smarted
against the saddle.

“Are you not going to tell me the plan?”
Felix asked, after they’d traveled in silence for a few minutes. He
thought they were headed south, but between the trees and the
overcast sky, he was having a harder time than usual determining
the location of the sun. It felt like they were going south. They’d
travelled in the opposite direction when they’d raided the wagon,
and the forest looked increasingly unfamiliar as they rode, not
that Felix could boast any forest’s familiarity outside the stretch
surrounding his own village.

Torsten didn’t answer, and when Felix
glanced over to frown at him, he realized his bandana wasn’t pulled
up around his mouth. He always wore his bandana pulled up for
raids. A fat snowflake fell onto Felix’s eyelash, and he rubbed at
it, his knuckle coming away with a streak of black. He was still
smudged with charcoal.

“Shouldn’t I have one of those?” he asked,
and when Torsten looked at him, he gestured to the bandana around
his neck.

“Why would you?” asked Torsten, and Felix
felt a smidgen of victory that he’d coaxed him into speaking.

“I already have the fur and the charcoal
eyes,” he said. “I’m only missing one thing. Well, two things, but
I doubt you’d let me have a bow.”

“Would you even know how to hold one?”
Torsten asked with a snort.

That was offensive, but a good point. “I’m
not stupid. I would learn,” Felix snapped.

“I don’t think you’re stupid,” Torsten said.
“But I don’t think you need a bow either. You’ve got your
flute.”

It was meant as a joke, but neither of them
laughed. They rode on in silence, no sounds but those of the forest
and hooves against the ground, and then Torsten’s hand moved to the
back of his neck. He untied his black bandana and held it out for
Felix.

Felix accepted the cloth. It was warm from
Torsten’s skin, and he held it in his hand a moment, unsure of what
to do. When Torsten raised his eyebrows expectantly, he tied it
around his neck. “Do I look like a bandit?” he asked.

After a timely pause, Torsten said,
“No.”

The bandana smelled of him, as did
everything else on Felix’s body. “Neither do you, now,” he
countered, his eyes on the bare skin of Torsten’s throat.

They fell back into silence then, both
looking ahead to the forest trail, Felix wondering what sort of
trouble Torsten was leading them towards. It was easily an hour
before the trees began to thin, and when they did, Felix gasped at
the scene they’d come upon.

“Is that the Trade River?” he asked
reverently.

“It is,” Torsten replied

They’d stopped at a summit of a gentle,
rock-strewn slope that leveled out for several hundred feet before
reaching the banks of the Viridor Trade River, a storied waterway
he’d never seen during his travels with Rex, though he’d long
wished to. The majority of Viridor’s trade was done by land, but
for trade with East Viridor, merchants shipped via the Trade River
and its many tributaries, and even by sea, depending on the
destination. Water routes were quicker and less dangerous than
traversing the vast distances through Viridor’s Heartlands, or so
he’d been told. Consequently, Felix knew there had to be ports all
along the river, but he was astonished to be looking at one, let
alone the mighty river itself. This was, in fact, a river town,
with shops lined up, one after the other, selling everything from
fabrics to fresh fish. And there were stables, and a large inn, and
people rushing around, well-dressed women carrying bundles, and
workmen toting crates and ropes. It seemed a prosperous place, and
the air smelled different here, vaguely fishy but crisp, and Felix
breathed it in deeply. His cheeks hurt from smiling.

“Look at all those boats,” Felix said, still
awestruck as they trotted down the hill. The river was much wider
than he’d imagined, and bobbing on its surface, either anchored out
or secured to the docks, were dozens of boats. Some were big, some
small, but all of them were fantastic to Felix. “I’ve never seen so
many boats,” he continued wistfully. “Just think of those lucky
enough to be on one.”

“Have you never been on a boat?” Torsten
asked, sounding doubtful as he dismounted and walked them towards
the stables. A girl stood outside, and after handing over the
reins, he placed a coin in her extended hand.

“I’ve sung songs about them, about the
river, and the sea, and pirates, of course. But I’ve never gotten
to—wait.” He slid from his saddle under the impatient eye of the
waiting girl and watched as she led the horses off. Lowering his
voice, he leaned close to Torsten. “Are we going to raid a
boat?”

“No,” Torsten answered, gently pushing Felix
away from the stables and towards town.

They passed by the shops quickly, soon
reaching the dock and stepping onto its weathered wooden planks.
Felix was entranced, studying each of the boats tied there as they
passed, as well as the water below. Near the end of the dock,
Torsten stopped. A woman had just stepped from the deck of one of
the smaller boats, and was sizing up Torsten with her arms
crossed.

He flashed her his most disarming smile.
“Hi,” he said.

Felix braced himself for uncomfortable
introductions, anticipating seeing Torsten pass himself off as
anything other than a bandit, but the woman merely narrowed her
eyes at him, as if she knew exactly who he was. “I haven’t seen you
in a long time,” she said, by way of greeting. “Have you been
well?”

Torsten’s smile slipped a bit. “I’ve been
fine.”

Her eyes darted to Felix, then back. “I’d
ask what you’re doing here, but I think I already know.”

“I wouldn’t be if it wasn’t important,”
Torsten said. “Is she ready?”

The woman sighed. “Ready and waiting. All
you need to do is lift anchor and set sail. You do remember how to
handle one of these, right?” Her hair was cut in a straight chop at
her shoulders, and as her arms uncrossed, Felix’s eyes were drawn
to the collar of her blouse, where a familiar pin was attached. It
was the royal sigil.

“I remember,” answered Torsten. “And I thank
you.” He moved to put coin in her hand, but she clasped her hands
behind her and shook her head.

“Seeing you alive and well is payment
enough. Just don’t wreck my boat.”

There was levity between them, and Felix
felt a weird pinch in his chest. He tugged on Torsten’s furs to get
his attention. The bandit turned to him, and Felix leaned close to
whisper in his ear. “She’s wearing the royal sigil,” he said,
heartbeat elevating. “This could be a trap. For catching bandits.”
He thought he’d been whispering stealthily, but when the woman
laughed, he supposed he was wrong.

“Don’t worry,” she said to Felix, offering a
warm smile. “If I knew how to catch Torsten, I would have done it
years ago.”

He sputtered before glancing at Torsten
questioningly, but instead of getting an explanation, Torsten
merely took his wrist and led him past her. “Hop on,” he
instructed.

Felix jumped the small distance from the
dock to the boat, turning excitedly to watch as Torsten did the
same. The soft bob and sway felt unfamiliar beneath his feet, and
he stomped about the deck to get his bearings. There were only a
few paces of deck to stomp, and then he was back at Torsten’s side
as he bid goodbye to the woman and untied the rope from its
mooring.

“Who was that?” he asked as she turned to
go. "Why does she wear the royal sigil?"

“She’s a friend from my childhood and the
steward here,” answered Torsten. “You don’t need to worry about
her.”

“Oh, I see,” said Felix, watching her walk
away. She was pretty, with a shapely figure and a dainty little
nose. “You knew her from before.”

Torsten cocked an eyebrow.

“From when you were a noble, I mean,”
continued Felix. He’d not told Torsten of learning he’d been raised
in the Royal Quarter. There hadn’t been time when everyone was
preparing for Gethrin’s visit, and had been about the last thing on
his mind since.

“I was never a noble,” Torsten said quietly
as he stowed the rope.

In short order, Felix’s attention was torn
between watching Torsten’s strong hands as he pulled up the anchor,
and looking about the vessel with eager eyes. It was compact, with
only room enough for a small sleeping cabin below. The helm was in
the back, where Torsten was heaving the anchor from the water. As
soon as he did, the boat lurched beneath Felix’s feet and he
stumbled sideways, catching his weight on the rail.

He studied the river rushing below,
mesmerized, until he heard Torsten move past him to the sail, his
boots falling heavily on the deck. Felix righted himself and
watched as the sail opened and the wind caught it, his initial
excitement turning to nervousness now that they were about to head
out.

Torsten returned to the helm in a few
strides and steered away from the dock. The river was pulling them
along with its current, taking them westward. The body of water was
wide, but it was also a popular route, filled with other vessels,
most of them larger, and Torsten was watching carefully, his hands
resting gently on the helm as he navigated.

Felix settled down on a pile of rope close
to Torsten—everywhere he went would be close to Torsten, on a boat
so small. The air was cold on the river, and the wind was whipping
the furs of Torsten’s pelt. A part of Felix wished he was back by
the cook fire with a mug of Dot’s tea, but another, larger part of
him was undeniably excited that he was on a riverboat, setting sail
for, well, he didn’t yet know.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

Torsten cleared his throat. “I’m taking you
home.”

Felix blinked, staring at Torsten, not
understanding. “What?” he asked slowly. “What did you say?”

“The things you said to me last night,”
Torsten said, his hands tightening on the helm, “you were
right.”

“What?” he asked again.

“You heard me.”

Felix had heard, he just hadn’t believed
what he’d heard. “S-so you’re—you’re taking me home?” He couldn’t
fathom it. It didn’t make sense. It wasn’t possible. “You’re taking
me home?”

“I never wanted a hostage,” Torsten began,
staring straight ahead at the water, refusing to look anywhere
else. “The others and I had discussed it before, but I didn’t like
the idea of it, not unless it was someone we could learn valuable
information from, and you,” he frowned, “weren’t that. When they
brought you back to camp, it was a mistake, and I didn’t know what
to do with you. I thought I’d scare you a little and send you on
your way, but then you started playing and—your music.” He gave his
head a shake. “It had been so long since I’d enjoyed something the
way I enjoyed you. I mean, your playing.”

Felix stood, because it had become apparent
he was involved in a conversation that required standing. “You told
me you would kill me if you didn’t like my playing.” He still
couldn’t trust that what he was hearing was true.

“I know,” Torsten said. He sounded
miserable, though there was now a ghost of a smirk on his face. He
glanced at Felix. “But I wouldn’t have.”

“I suppose that would have been a step too
far for you!” Felix exclaimed. He was beginning to feel delusional.
His surroundings were surreal, the reason for them nonsensical.
“You just decided to keep me as your prisoner instead.”

“Yes,” Torsten said, not raising his voice.
“It’s hard to explain, but I was—it sounds crazy when I say it out
loud—I was entranced by your playing. I knew it was wrong. I argued
with Jossy and the others about it that night. They never should
have brought you to camp. But I … I wanted to keep you.” He shook
his head. “It was wrong. I know it was wrong. But now I’m making it
right.”

Felix just stared at him.

“I think I’ve spent too much time in the
forest,” Torsten continued. “My manners have eluded me.” He sought
Felix’s gaze and held it. “I apologize for everything that’s
happened. I’m truly sorry.”

“I’m not your flautist anymore?” Felix
whispered. “You’re really taking me home?”

“Yes,” Torsten confirmed. “You said you
lived near the Guardians’ Guild, and the river is the quickest
route there. We can put in downriver from the guild in a few days,
and I’ll escort you on foot the rest of the way home. I would have
given you a horse and let you go on your own, but there’s a good
chance Gethrin’s still in the area. I just,” his voice subsided
into a mumble, “wanted you to be safe.”

Felix was so shocked by Torsten’s offer to
walk him home that it took his brain a few seconds longer than
normal to process. “Actually,” he said, his turn to avoid eye
contact, “when your bandits kidnapped me, I wasn’t going home.”

“No? Where were you going?”

Felix pictured auburn hair glinting in the
sunshine and smiled sadly. “I was going to the Guardians’
Guild.”

Torsten smirked. “So you were planning to
become an apprentice.”

“No,” Felix replied, a bit put off that
everyone scoffed at the idea of him becoming a guardian. “I was
going to be with my friend.”

And just like that, Torsten’s smirk
disappeared. “Merric McClintock, you mean.”

“Yes. Merric.”

Felix worried for the helm a brief moment,
afraid Torsten might rip it off and leave them directionless on the
river. But then he took a deep breath, albeit a painful looking
one, and nodded. “Then I will escort you to the Guardians’
Guild.”

What would it be like, Felix imagined, to be
reunited with Merric? He would be shocked to see him alive, of
course. He would embrace him, kiss him, want to hear all about his
time with the bandits and how he’d escaped and found his way home.
Would Felix reveal that he hadn’t escaped, but been escorted home
personally by the King of Bandits? Would Torsten be waiting outside
the Guild Walls for him, tapping his foot and expecting to be
invited in for dinner?

“Flautist?”

Felix rubbed at his eyes, his headache from
earlier returning. “Are you sure we should be doing this now?” he
asked. “Gethrin is still out there, you said so yourself, and he
wants your territory, probably now more than ever. You shouldn’t be
leaving camp. Maybe we should go back.” He turned toward the shore,
but the port where they’d boarded was already indiscernible in the
distance.

“Gethrin should want to regroup with the
whole of his people before trying to take our land by force,
especially after his humiliation last night. I’ve left Jossy in
charge, and he’s more than capable of handling things in my
absence. I should be back within the week, and they shouldn’t
attack before then.” Torsten looked at Felix. His eyes were
cloyingly hazel in the daylight. “Worrying yourself over bandit
politics is a strange habit for a flautist, especially one with a
guardian friend.”

“I’m not worried about your bandits,” Felix
announced hastily. “It’s just that, if I had to be assaulted on the
road, I would much prefer fruit bandits to Gethrin.” He shuddered.
“I doubt he’s in the business of feeding hungry villagers.”

“You won’t need to worry about Gethrin
anymore,” Torsten told him. “I don’t think he’s in the business of
hanging around the Guardians’ Guild either. Besides, the
guildmaster’s son will keep you safe, better than I could.”

Felix nodded. “Merric is a good man."

“I’m sure.”

“If he hadn’t already been injured when your
bandits captured me, he would have taken all of them down, and we
never would have met.”

“I’ll have you back with him shortly,”
Torsten said.

“Good.” Felix turned away, staring out at
the horizon, where the river seemed to stretch on endlessly. He was
almost free. Torsten was taking him back to Merric. He should have
been thrilled. He should have been holding his breath and counting
the seconds.

Maybe he was still in shock. Maybe those
feelings of relief and excitement would take hold of him soon, once
the news had time to sink in. But for now, all Felix felt was a
little sick. He tugged at the bandana around his neck, surprised by
the softness of the fabric between his fingers, before lifting it
to cover his nose. He inhaled deeply.

 


***

 


There was something wrong with him.

Felix had tried to avoid Torsten for the
rest of the day, drifting between time in the cabin, sitting alone
on the small bed, and playing his flute on the opposite end of the
boat. When they’d anchored for the night, they shared a fresh
canteen of water, and more of the cheese and dried meat Dot had
packed in Torsten’s bag. They ate in silence, which was just as
well, as Felix felt too ill for conversation, and when Torsten
disappeared below deck to sleep, he’d heaved over the rails. It
must have been the ceaseless rocking of the boat at anchor making
him feel so sick. That must have been the reason, the sole
reason.

He worried Torsten might return to ask if he
was all right, and that made his stomach churn worse. He couldn’t
handle Torsten’s apologetic glances anymore, not after a full day
of them. It felt like every second, everywhere Felix looked,
Torsten was there, watching him with that soft expression, his hair
mussed from the river breeze. And even now, with the man out of
sight in the cabin below, he was all Felix could see. He could
imagine him perfectly, laid out on the bed, which was barely big
enough for two, curled on his side. If Felix went down and crawled
in beside him, he doubted Torsten would even budge. They seemed to
have become quickly accustomed to sleeping side by side.

Felix knew how it sounded when Torsten was
asleep, how his breath evened and deepened. He tried to recall what
it had felt like to sleep beside Merric. Gods, they had slept
wrapped up in each other’s arms, and he couldn’t even remember how
it felt. All he could remember was how it made him restless, like
he was waiting for something.

He sat on the deck, leaning against the side
and pulling out his flute to play the melody he’d been working on
for Merric. He would play for the stars above and the river below
tonight, but soon he would play it for him. For Merric.

But as he played his stomach clenched, and
he stopped, stowing away his flute and holding a hand to his heart.
He was cold, exhausted, anxious, and there was a knot of deep, dark
dread inside him. He groaned miserably. There was nothing he could
do about the dread, but he could fix the exhaustion and cold.
Stumbling from the deck, he took the stairs to the cabin, tiptoeing
down. Torsten was asleep beneath the bed’s blankets. He had left a
candle burning so Felix could find his way.

He toed off his shoes and slipped the pelt
from his shoulders. Soon he would be back with Merric, back with
the people he knew to be good and true, but all he could think of
was how he might never share a bed with Torsten again. And he
wanted more time.

The bed was just big enough to share without
touching, but Felix found himself cozying close to Torsten anyway,
close enough to feel his body heat and hear the familiar in and out
of his breathing. He closed his eyes, clutching the bandana around
his neck and smelling peppermint.

There was something very wrong with him
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He awoke suddenly to a hand clasped over his
mouth and Torsten’s face looming above his, and his first thought
was surprise that the bandit king, just as Felix had begun to feel
safe, had chosen this moment to violate him. He bucked, grabbing at
the hand, trying to bite it, but Torsten’s hold was too firm, too
strong. Would he kill him after? Cut his throat with the knife he
wielded and toss his used, dead body into the cold, dark river
below? It was such a strange cruelty that even as the fear rushed
through his veins, he was still aware of the pleasant smell of
peppermint.

“We’re being boarded,” came a rough whisper
as Torsten bent to his ear. “Get beneath the bed quickly, and don’t
make a sound, no matter what you hear.”

It was dark, save for the lantern light left
burning on the stairway. Felix was disoriented as he nodded, then
swiftly complied. How he had gone from being curled peacefully
against Torsten’s side one moment to crawling beneath a bed the
next, he had no idea. But he had no time to figure it out, because
seconds later, he heard the sound of boots landing on the deck
above him, followed by muffled voices. The stairs creaked. Whoever
had come aboard was coming down.

Too fearful and dazed to do anything but
follow Torsten’s orders—something he’d grown used to doing—he
covered his mouth with his own hand and tried to be still, even
though his heart was trying its best to pound its way out of his
chest. His first guess, as he struggled to put his panicked
thoughts together, was that the woman with the sigil had betrayed
them, despite Torsten’s reassurances, and notified the Royal Guard
of their whereabouts, as the bandit king was surely a wanted
criminal of Viridor. His second guess was pirates, but even his
luck couldn’t be that bad.

“Who do we have here?” came a mocking voice
from the foot of the stairs. “Is it an innocent nobody caught alone
on the water? Or could it be Torsten the Bastard?”

Felix watched as a spiffy pair of highly
polished boots joined Torsten’s socked feet. Silence followed
briefly, soon broken by the sound of a fist connecting with flesh,
and then Torsten’s knife clattered to the floor and bounced beneath
the bed. Instinctively, Felix reached for it, grasping the handle
with a shaky hand. More people had entered now, one of them
carrying a lantern. From his hiding place, he could see four sets
of feet, including Torsten’s as he was roughly dragged away from
the bed.

“Definitely the bastard, I think,” decided
the voice in a slow, confident drawl. “You have that look about you
that comes with being an unwanted child. But, hmm, you know, you
have another look about you, too. And the bed has a look about it,
as well. Do you know the kind of look I mean?”

As the others laughed, Torsten remained
silent, but Felix could practically hear his eyebrows sinking into
a vicious scowl.

“You both look as if you’re missing a
companion,” the voice answered for him, and then, addressing the
others in the room, “Let’s have a look beneath the bed, shall
we?”

“I’m alone!” Torsten protested, but it was
too late. Hands reached for Felix, gripping his ankles, and he was
dragged from his hiding place, where he could now clearly see the
horrors that awaited.

Torsten’s hands were tied behind his back,
and he was being held by two men. The third man, the one who’d
pulled him out, now yanked Felix to his feet. He wore a black
tricorn hat with a fat, purple feather sticking out of it and a
long, leather duster with shiny brass buttons. His skin was tanned,
as if it were the height of summer, his hair was carefully trimmed,
and his goatee was artfully shaped and groomed.

Felix groaned. This man was no royal
guard.

“Now, you don’t look the type to be armed,”
assessed his latest captor, sizing Felix up with amusement, “but I
believe it’s usually a mistake to discount the innocent-looking
ones.” His eyes stopped their journey along Felix’s body at the arm
he held close to his side, his hand hidden behind him. The man
grinned, grabbing for his wrist, but Felix was already swinging
with Torsten’s knife. He aimed for the pirate’s face, missed, and
the blade was knocked from his hand and kicked across the
floor.

“Ha! What did I tell you?” The pirate
grabbed Felix and spun him around, making quick work of tying his
wrists with a length of scratchy rope. When he finished, he leaned
around to look him in the eyes. “You aren’t innocent at all, are
you?”

“Stay away from him!” Torsten yelled.

The pirate held a finger to his ear and
tsked. “Let’s not shout, please, until we’ve moved this excitement
above deck.” He smiled at Felix and then shoved him towards the
stairs. He snapped his fingers at the men holding Torsten.
“Follow.”

There was a lot of pushing and pulling next,
Felix trying to look over his shoulder at Torsten, and Torsten
trying to throw off his captors. He almost succeeded, but then one
of the pirates pulled his sword and poked him threateningly.

When they made it up the steps and onto the
deck, Felix cried out in surprise. “Gods!” An enormous boat was
alongside their small one, one long board lowered to connect them.
Indeed, this was a proper ship, with giant sails and a deck with
ample room to move about, and Felix looked around in amazement as
he was led up the ramp. And though he couldn’t be certain, given
his level of fright and the surrounding darkness, he believed it
was one of the larger vessels he’d seen at the river town, anchored
offshore. He would have been in storytelling heaven, if not for
their impending doom taking the fun out of everything.

Once upon the ship, they were manhandled to
the far side of the deck. Felix was handed off to one of the other
pirates there, and Torsten, glaring furiously at the man in the
feathered tricorn, was brought to stand beside him.

“Captain,” one of the men called,
approaching with Felix’s satchel and Torsten’s pack. “This is all
we found.”

Another appeared with Torsten’s bow and
quiver. “And this weapon. If they’re hiding more, they’ve done a
fine job of it, sir.”

The man with the feather, the captain,
hummed thoughtfully, then put a hand in the air and brought it down
with a sweep. Felix’s legs were kicked out from under him, and he
fell to his knees, a sword held to his back. With a twist of his
head, he discovered Torsten had been brought to his knees as well,
although there were two swords aimed at him.

“You’re not hiding more weaponry in your
underclothes, are you?” the captain asked Felix with a
contemplative smile.

“Leave him alone,” Torsten growled.

The captain rolled his eyes and turned to
Torsten. “Oh, do simmer down. I’ve heard all about your dramatics.
All you noble-borns are exactly alike. Shall we skip the part where
you threaten to skin me alive if I dare touch a hair on this boy’s
head and get on to business?”

“Business? What do you want?” Torsten
demanded.

“The only thing I want is to get paid for a
job well done. While I admit it’s unfortunate for you and your
companion that this entails seeing you both dead,” he said,
clasping his hands together, “I’m afraid my men have already
determined that you lack the coin to tempt me otherwise.”

“Listen to me,” Torsten pleaded. “Whatever
the job, whoever you’ve made a deal with, it has nothing to do with
him!” He nodded at Felix. “He’s only a flautist!”

“That’s funny, because he looks like a
bandit to me.” The captain touched a hand to Felix’s neck and
offered another smile. “I love the bandana, by the way. The eye
makeup on the other hand—not my style.”

“You think I’m a bandit?” Felix squeaked,
looking up.

“If the unwashed hair fits, darling. No
offense.”

Felix frowned. It had been a while since
he’d had a proper wash.

“My instructions were clear,” continued the
captain. “Stop Torsten the Bastard from reaching the Guardians’
Guild and exposing the guildmaster. Kill him and any traveling
companions he may be in league with. That would be you,” he said,
pointing at Felix. “My sympathies.”

“Who hired you?” demanded Torsten, right as
Felix asked, “Expose the guildmaster for what?”

The captain rubbed his hands together,
blowing warmth into his palms before reaching into the pockets of
his coat for a pair of fine leather gloves. “Since I’m a fan of
occasional honesty, I’ll answer one of those questions.” He knelt
before Torsten. “I was hired by a man named Malcolm,” he said, and
Torsten’s face paled. “I believe you may know him. He’s a
councilman to the queen. For the record, I’m not a fan, but being
as I’m a man of little moral standing, I don’t need to be. I simply
go where the coin takes me, and tonight, his coin has brought me
here to you.” He smiled, then stood, pulling on his gloves.

“Torsten, who’s Malcolm?” Felix asked.

Torsten turned to him, his eyes glistening.
“Malcolm is my father.”

“Ooh, it stings,” the captain said, holding
a hand to his heart, “right here, doesn’t it?”

“Whatever my father has told you, it’s not
true.” Torsten said, his body shaking with anger, his voice tight
with it. Felix had never seen him so angry.

The captain held up his hands and shook his
head dismissively. “No, no. I will not be lured into your family
drama. I was told you might be found on the river sometime soon,
and here you are. That’s all I need to know.”

Torsten made an aggravated noise deep in his
throat, something between a scream and a growl. “Kill me if you
must,” he said, “but let the flautist go.”

“Would that I could,” crooned the captain,
“but as I’ve stated, my instructions were to kill you and any
companions traveling in your party.”

“But he isn’t my companion,” Torsten argued.
“He’s just an innocent boy trying to return home, a flautist I met
at an inn and offered a ride to. He has nothing to do with any of
this, whatever this is.”

“Hmm.” The pirate knelt before Felix,
tilting his head up curiously. Felix found the captain’s eyes to be
shockingly blue up close, and something about the shade was
jarringly familiar.

“Don’t touch him!” Torsten yelled,
struggling hard against his ropes.

Felix watched the pirate’s blue eyes roll in
annoyance as he wiggled his hands at Torsten. “Not touching. See?”
Then he zeroed in on Felix again, amused and far too pleased with
himself. “Well? Are you just a flautist?” he asked. “I play the
violin, but I’m not just a violinist.”

Felix glanced at Torsten—he couldn’t help
himself—and then nodded. “Y-yes.”

“And where is your flute?”

“In my satchel,” he answered quickly, eyes
darting to the pirate holding his bag. Something occurred to him
then, a crazy idea that tried to flit away, but he seized it,
clinging desperately to its edges. “I can play for you,” he
offered. “I’m very good. I can play anything you want to hear.”

The captain smiled. “Let me guess. If I like
your playing enough, I’ll let you live?” He narrowed his eyes. “I
somehow doubt you’re that good a flautist.”

“I’m not just good,” Felix stated boldly.
“I’m the best you’ll ever hear.”

“Are you really?” asked the captain,
sounding intrigued. “Well, I suppose it would be a shame to miss
such a golden opportunity.” He sprang to his feet, ripping the
satchel from his crewman’s hand. When he opened it, his eyebrows
rose in surprise, and he held up a small vial of oil, rolling it
between his fingers. “For Merric and Felix,” he read aloud from the
pasted-on label. “Charming,” he said, chuckling at the deep blush
that appeared on Felix’s face as he dropped it back inside and
continued his perusal. “Let’s see . . . a bit of bread, some
string, and it seems you have two flutes,” he noted with interest.
“That’s a bit overkill, in my opinion. Which one would you like to
play your last song on?”

Felix straightened his shoulders. “The
silver one, please. With the flowers.”

The captain pulled out the queen-gifted
instrument and held it up to glint in the moonlight. “Astounding
craftsmanship. Very pretty. Where did you acquire such a
flute?”

“The Queen of Viridor gave it to me,” Felix
answered, not seeing the use in lying.

The captain laughed as he signaled his men
to cut the ropes binding Felix’s wrists. “The Queen of Viridor,
indeed. You’re funny. It’s a shame you chose your traveling
companion so poorly. I hate to see potential go to waste. It’s one
of my least favorite things, in fact.”

Felix rubbed at his chaffed skin and gave
his wrists a flex. Still on his knees, he held out his hand. The
captain handed over the flute, and Felix sighed as he felt the
delicate weight settle onto his palm. As he gazed down at the
slender, silvery instrument, he sent up a prayer to the Gods that
he was not delusional, that the flute in his hands was magical, and
that, when he played it, all the pirates on the ship would fall
unconscious. He prayed for his survival, and Torsten’s, and he
prayed for more time, with all his heart.

“The suspense is killing me,” drawled the
captain with a hand on his hip.

Felix stole a glance at Torsten, and their
eyes met. He offered a small smile, and, to his surprise, Torsten
smiled back. His chest filled at the sight, and it was without
hesitance that he brought the flute to his lips and began.

When he’d first been made to play for his
life, he’d thought it a once in a lifetime occurrence. But no
longer. If he survived this second round of “amaze me with your
music or die”, Felix vowed to create a list of “please don’t kill
me” melodies to keep with him at all times, so he wouldn’t be left
scrambling for a proper tune when his life was on the line and he
was being stared at expectantly by a ship full of pirates.

He floundered for a few moments before
landing on the tune he prayed would suffice. It was the song he’d
played for Scorch the night they’d first met in his own village’s
tavern so many nights ago, the same night Flora was killed. It had
an uplifting crescendo and always left patrons feeling generous
with tips. It was also delicately measured, the perfect pace. It
shared the same rhythm as Torsten’s breathing when he slept.

He thought of sleep as he played, picturing
how it would look for each pirate to slowly nod off until he and
Torsten were the only wakeful souls on the ship. He closed his eyes
to the mesmerized smile on the captain’s face, focusing on the
nimbleness of his fingers as they danced across the keys and his
breath giving life to the notes.

And he prayed, he prayed, he prayed.

His eyes remained closed until the flute was
snatched from his hands, and the pirate captain stood above him,
twirling it. All around them, the crew lay on the deck,
unconscious. Felix looked at Torsten, finding he was awake and
watching him with big eyes, his lips parted in surprise.

“Just a flautist?” asked the still-conscious
captain. “With a magic flute?”

Felix couldn’t help but feel a smidgen of
relief. It was good to hear someone else say it, even if that
someone was a murderous pirate. Then he frowned, looking at the
captain in confusion. “But—”

“Why didn’t the magic work on me?” he
interrupted, continuing to inspect the instrument with great
curiosity. “I’m interested in that myself. It might have something
to do with this, though.” He raised his hand, palm up.

At first, Felix didn’t understand, but then
he felt the drops begin to fall on his skin. He glanced up to see a
spherical mass of water hovering in the air just a few feet above
him.

“You’re an elemental!” Felix squealed with
an uncontained burst of delight.

“I am!” the captain responded with nearly
equal glee. “Looks like your magic flute won’t work on me. Or maybe
I’m just too strong-willed. I have been told so, numerous times.
Not to boast.”

Beside him, Torsten was looking up at the
floating water, mystified. His hair was already matted down on his
forehead from the rain, and his shirt was becoming wet enough to
see through. Felix eyed the flexing of his muscles as he strained
against his ropes, for though the pirates surrounding them were
asleep, he remained tightly bound.

Felix, however, was not.

While the captain was enjoying his moment of
reveal, he surged to his feet and grabbed one of the swords the
snoozing pirates had dropped. It was heavy, and he had to squeeze
the grip with both hands as he pointed it at the captain. “Let us
go!” he demanded in his rarely used voice of authority.

“You’re making it so much harder to kill you
and not regret it, little flautist,” chuckled the pirate. “What is
your name? I would love to know you better before I make you walk
the plank. I assume it’s either Merric or Felix, if I’m to go by
the vial. But I must say, you don’t really look like a Merric.”

His arms were trembling with the weight of
the sword. “It’s Felix.”

“Felix,” repeated the pirate. He removed his
hat and delivered him a sweeping bow. “I’m Captain Ellison Quinn.
It has truly been a pleasure.” He flicked his wrist and the ship
lurched on a sudden wave, knocking Felix to the deck and the sword
from his hands. “But I think we’ve lingered with pleasantries long
enough.”

Felix scampered back to Torsten’s side as
Quinn sauntered forward, whipping his own sword from its sheath.
Felix tried to get Torsten’s ropes untied, but his fingers couldn’t
get a catch on the knots. His satchel lay beside him and he grabbed
it, throwing it around his neck as Torsten came to his feet.

“Get behind me!” Torsten ordered, moving
protectively in front of Felix, who, spying another sword beneath a
slumbering crewman, lunged for it. But before he could reach it,
Quinn brought the sphere of water down on their heads in a
suffocating deluge. Felix could neither breathe nor see, completely
encapsulated by the sphere. As he flailed, he was grabbed, his arms
twisted behind his back. His lungs began to burn as scratchy rope
bound his wrists.

Just as he was certain he would drown, the
water fell away, splashing onto the deck. Felix gasped for breath,
thankful to hear Torsten coughing up water beside him. It was not
the first time an elemental had tried to drown him—one had nearly
killed him in the courtyard battle—but the sheer terror, and the
ache of his lungs, and the adrenaline that continued to thump
through him was no easier to bear. And now he was bound again, and
as useless as he’d been in the queen’s courtyard. But here, there
were no dead bodies to hide beneath.

The captain poked him in the shoulder with
the tip of his sword, and then poked Torsten a bit harder. Torsten,
still coughing, moved in front of him again, and Felix could see
the charmed smile on Captain Quinn’s face.

“Impressive bravery, even at the end. I’ll
be sure to report that back to Malcolm after I’ve collected my pay.
Now move. It’s been fun, but the world doesn’t revolve around the
two of you. I’ve things to do, people to see, a crew to kick
awake.” He poked Torsten with his sword again and nodded toward the
end of the deck, where a set of wooden steps led up to—Felix
squinted—a plank.

“You’re really going to make us walk the
plank?” he asked, staring at Quinn in disbelief. “I thought you
were joking.”

“Sometimes I’m a traditionalist,” shrugged
Quinn. “Now start walking.”

Torsten didn’t budge.

The captain sighed. “Either walk or I slit
Felix’s throat and let him bleed out in front of you instead of
letting you die together. If I were you, I’d choose the plank. It’s
far more romantic.”

“It’s okay, Torsten,” Felix whispered at his
shoulder, even though it wasn’t. “Let’s walk.” He moved to his
side.

“Good for you. Way to take initiative,” the
captain complimented. “Now get moving. There’s a bottle of wine in
my cabin waiting for me. I’ll be sure to drink a toast to your
health when this is over.”

They walked slowly across the deck, their
arms brushing. Captain Quinn followed at their backs, the tip of
his sword between Felix’s shoulder blades. When they reached the
steps, Felix stepped up to the plank. The board was wide enough for
two, and Torsten stepped up beside him.

“Finally,” sighed Quinn. “I trust you know
how the rest of this goes. Walk, fall, drown. Death for you, coin
for me.”

Torsten turned to face Felix. Water dripped
from his hair, and the charcoal around his eyes was hopelessly
smeared. Felix was having a difficult time believing any of this
was actually happening, but Torsten appeared resigned to their
fate.

“I’m sorry,” Torsten said quietly. “This
isn’t how I wanted to do this.”

Felix heard himself laugh. “It’s not how I
wanted—” His response was cut off when Torsten’s mouth pressed
fervently against his own. His lips were warm and soft and urgent,
and Felix barely had time to respond to them before they were
gone.

“Sorry,” Torsten said with a smirk, his face
still close.

“For the love of the Gods,” the captain
cursed. “My apologies for rushing this tender moment, but I really
am a busy man.”

Felix heard nothing but the sound of
Torsten’s breathing, felt nothing but the remembered press of his
warm mouth. “It’s okay,” was the last thing he said before Quinn
leapt upon the plank and gave them each a mighty shove.

They plummeted.

The ship was even taller when one was
falling off it.

They hit the water.

Felix went under, bobbing up a moment later,
the current pulling him along. He couldn’t see Torsten, the water
was freezing, and he breathed in a frigid lungful of air before he
went back down. He couldn’t see beneath the water. He couldn’t
breathe, couldn’t swim with his hands tied. He surfaced a second
time and was hit by a log being towed by the current behind him,
and as he kicked to stay afloat, his ropes caught against a jagged
edge, where a branch must have broken off. A few wiggles and his
bindings were shredded, as easily as if a knife had cut them.

He tried to grab hold of the log, but it
rolled beneath his weight and he was plunged back beneath the
water. But now he could move his arms, and he swam, fighting his
way back to the surface, gasping and sputtering. He could make out
the ship moving away from him, the lantern lights little yellow
dots in the distance.

“Torsten!” he screamed, struggling to stay
above the surface as the current carried him further downstream.
“Torsten!” He looked around, desperately searching for his head in
the water, but it was hard to see. It was hard to even think
clearly enough to keep moving, to keep himself afloat, let alone
find a bandit in a cold, dark river. And then he remembered
Torsten’s hands were bound. He wouldn’t be able to swim. He
wouldn’t have the time Felix had prayed for. He—

Something slammed into Felix from behind,
and he yelped, going back under and swallowing water. His hands
reached out automatically, hoping to grab onto another log, but
instead he grabbed a handful of bandit. The river had pushed
Torsten right into him.

His eyes were closed—he was either
unconscious or dead—but Felix didn’t let him go. He hooked his arm
around Torsten’s waist, keeping his head above water, and started
swimming towards the nearest bank, kicking his legs furiously,
grateful beyond measure for the summer his mother had taught him to
swim. His muscles burned, despite the cold making him numb. It
seemed too far away. It felt like they’d never make it. He wasn’t
even sure if he was moving his legs after a time.

When his feet touched the ground, he hardly
noticed at first. Not until he tripped over himself and fell
forward onto his knees did he realize he’d reached the bank. He
dragged Torsten from the water and collapsed beside him. He was
still, and he wasn’t breathing. Felix rolled him onto his side and
hit him on the back, hard.

“Torsten!” he yelled, giving him a vicious
shake. “Torsten!”

He hit him again.

Torsten’s eyes fluttered open and he
proceeded to cough up half of the river while Felix held him
tightly by his shoulders. And when he was finished, when Felix was
certain Torsten wasn’t going to die, he fell to the ground beside
him and promptly lost consciousness.


 


 


 


12 - Thawing




When Felix awoke, he was exhausted and
shivering violently, but he was also aware of heat warming his
cheeks and chest and feet. A hand cupped his face, large and
familiar, and coaxed him to open his eyes. Before him was Torsten,
naked and wild-eyed, and behind him was a fire. It appeared that,
while Felix had slipped uselessly into oblivion, the bandit had
broken free of his ropes, started a fire, and stripped himself of
all clothes, which were perched beside the flames to dry. A cruel
breeze on his back informed him an instant later, along with the
second set of damp clothes sitting alongside Torsten’s, that Felix
was naked, as well.

“Wh-what—” he stuttered, eyes blurring on a
bare chest as Torsten slipped behind him. “What’s happening? What
are you doing?”

Warmth encompassed his back as Torsten’s
arms slipped around him. “Keeping you warm until our clothes dry,”
he mumbled at Felix’s neck.

“Oh,” Felix whispered. It was for the best
that he was too tired to protest, or blush, or do anything at all
besides scoot further back into the warmth of Torsten’s body and
fall asleep to the beat of his heart.

 


***

 


Again, Felix was woken before he’d even come
to terms with being asleep, and Torsten was no longer pressed
against him, but leaning over him, gently shaking his shoulder.
Felix squinted up at him, but instead of catching sight of bare
skin, Torsten was dressed back in his damp clothing, lacking his
usual pelt and boots. Held in his hands were Felix’s own clothes.
The fire was still crackling, but now that Torsten wasn’t holding
him, he was extremely aware he was lying on the ground naked. And
it was cold.

“What are you doing?” he grumbled, teeth
clattering.

“We can’t sleep out here,” Torsten replied.
He pressed the clothes to Felix’s chest, and they were drier than
he’d expected, thanks to Torsten’s forethought to lay them by the
fire before they’d dozed, but still undeniably damp. “Get dressed
so we can go.”

“Where do you suggest we go in the middle of
the night, in the middle of nowhere?” he asked, stumbling to his
feet and struggling back into his oversized shirt. It was
unpleasant, pulling the clothing back onto his body, and he
grimaced at the instant chill that washed over him.

“It’s not so late,” Torsten pointed out, his
head craned back to examine the sky. “And if I’m right and we were
only swept a mile downriver from where I anchored, we’re not in the
middle of nowhere.” He looked at Felix with a weary smile. “I think
I know exactly where we are. Come on.”

Felix’s hands shook as they tried,
unsuccessfully, to tie the sash around his waist, and he was unable
to tell, in his current state, whether they trembled from the cold
or the aftermath of nearly dying. “I can’t,” he muttered, fingers
fumbling, “get this to work.”

Torsten stepped up to him and took the sash
in his own hands, pulling it snug around Felix’s waist and knotting
it skillfully. Felix swayed in his proximity, steadied himself by
clasping his freezing fingers around Torsten’s forearms. “A pirate
made us walk the plank,” he said, a burst of laughter coming out
like a sob. “How are we alive?”

“Because you saved us, Flautist,” Torsten
answered, clasping his hands over Felix’s shoulders.

Felix shook his head, slightly stunned, and
stared into Torsten’s eyes. It felt like a dream, the ordeal of the
pirate ship, and he could barely recall anything that had happened
once they’d hit the water. But it was more the memory of the plank
that bothered him, and whether or not Torsten had actually kissed
him. It didn’t seem outside the realm of possibility that Felix had
dreamed that part. His eyes wandered to Torsten’s mouth, which was
curved into a worried frown.

“Don’t forget your socks,” those lips said,
and Felix blinked in confusion.

“Huh?”

“Your socks,” Torsten repeated, bending down
for a moment and coming back up with a soggy set of socks.

“Oh,” Felix said, accepting the socks but
refusing to put them back on; they were still much too wet. He
rolled them up and stuffed them in his satchel with a sigh, trying
to forget about the kiss that may or may not have happened. It was
then he realized something was missing. Inside his satchel was his
old flute. The silver one was gone. “That pirate stole my flute!”
he declared.

“That pirate nearly killed us,” Torsten
said, gesturing for Felix to follow. “Come on. We better start
walking.”

“That flute was a gift,” Felix fretted as
they began their trek through the trees. The ground was cold and he
was beginning to wonder how long he could possibly last walking
barefoot. But he only had a short time to worry, because after
traveling only a few minutes, lights appeared. “Am I
hallucinating?”

Torsten blinked a few times and examined the
slew of houses and shops ahead of them. “I was right,” he breathed,
leading them from the woods. “I wasn’t sure, but I’d hoped. Of all
the places to come ashore,” he said, turning to Felix, “I believe
we’ve washed up beside another port.”

It was a riverside village, far larger than
the one they’d departed, and apparently a prosperous one. The road
was built of cobblestone and wide enough for two wagons, and the
shops and houses alongside appeared well built and tended. And
though most of the windows they passed were either dark or dimly
lit, given the late hour, they soon came upon a large, brightly lit
tavern, through whose windows dozens of patrons could be clearly
seen.

It was not just good luck, it was eerie, and
had either of them been in a state to properly assess the odds of
being where they now were, it might have made Felix realize a thing
or two sooner rather than later. But as it was, they were cold,
tired, damp, and still recovering from the shock of having almost
died. So despite the strangeness of finding exactly what they
needed when they needed it, neither commented on it, but hurried
forward excitedly.

Outside the tavern, Torsten stopped. “They
took my pack,” he said. “I have no coin at all. Do you have
any?”

Felix laughed. “You might recall Jossy
sticking his hand down my trousers and stealing my coin purse, so
no.” Torsten’s frown was impressive. “What’s wrong? Is the King of
Bandits worried about not being able to pay?”

For the first time since he’d pulled him
from the river, Torsten’s eyebrows came together in a scowl. It was
a relief, honestly; Felix had begun to fear they’d frozen on his
forehead.

“I’m not going to steal from these people,”
Torsten said anxiously. “But without coin, our only hope for bread
and board is if they hire us in the kitchens.”

Felix put a hand on Torsten’s chest to
silence him, and it worked wonderfully, but it also made him forget
what he’d been about to say, so he took his hand away and cleared
his throat, trying to forget the feeling of a solid chest beneath
his fingers. “We’re not going to be washing pots or stealing from
anyone,” he assured, reaching into his satchel and pulling out his
old flute. “See?”

“Are you going to hit the owner over the
head?”

“Yes,” Felix said. “With my talent.”

He’d done it countless times before, trading
his skill for food and lodging, and he could do it now just as
easily, despite having no shoes and looking like a half-drowned
kitten. After a straightening of his shirt and a tightening of his
trouser sash, Felix combed fingers through the untamed curls on his
head and rubbed his eyes to remove any remnants of charcoal. He
hesitated with the bandana, which had remained around his neck,
even when he’d been otherwise naked, and decided to keep it. It
wasn’t as if either of them would be mistaken for bandits now, and
he liked it where it was.

He looked at Torsten questioningly. “Do I
look presentable?” he asked.

Torsten put a finger to his mouth, wetting
it, and then reached out for Felix’s face. “You have a smudge,” he
said, and when he touched the soft skin above Felix’s lip, the
memory of their kiss came crashing back. Felix’s face blazed bright
red and he quickly turned away. Now was not the time to think of
kissing. Straightening his shoulders and wiping at his mouth, he
led the way inside the tavern, feeling Torsten behind him, sticking
to his shadow.

The tavern was full, and most every eye
landed on them when they entered, but it was a port village, and
the folks there were used to strangers coming in for a drink. The
attention spared them didn’t last long before everyone went back to
the business of loud talk and swilling mugs of ale.

“So many people, and most of them in their
cups. Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” Torsten muttered at his back,
and Felix turned to him. He was looking about nervously, definitely
uncomfortable, and Felix fought the urge to touch him again, to
comfort him.

“You’ve just been living among your people
in the quiet of the forest too long. You said so yourself,” Felix
reasoned. “These are my people, the rowdy drunks in public taverns.
Why don’t you wait here while I find whoever’s in charge? I’ll be
right back. Try not to threaten anyone.”

“Fine.” Torsten crossed his arms and leaned
against the wall by the door, trying to make himself inconspicuous.
It didn’t exactly work, given that he was like a beacon of
gorgeousness, but Felix figured he’d be all right on his own for a
few minutes. He gave him a reassuring smile before stalking off to
find the tavern owner.

He found her by the kitchen. She was younger
than he’d expected, with hair done up in ribbons and an apron
around her waist. She wasn’t the stereotypical tavern owner, but
Felix had enough experience to know the look of someone in charge.
She was in the middle of hollering orders back to her cooks, and he
waited patiently for her to finish before tapping her innocuously
on the shoulder.

“Pardon me,” he said, exaggerating the
innocence of his voice.

She spun around and took note of him. She
had a streak of flour on her forehead. “Need a room?”

The fact that she hadn’t made a face at his
state of dress told Felix all he needed to know about her. Namely,
that she wasn’t cruel, and that meant he had a proper shot at
getting what he wanted. “I do,” he admitted. He lifted his flute.
“My companion and I suffered a misfortune on the river. We’ve lost
everything. I was hoping we could come to an arrangement.”

“So you can’t pay?” she asked, eyes on the
flute, curious.

“I can pay in music,” Felix offered. “I’ll
play as long as you like in exchange for a room for the night.”

“It’s been a while since we’ve had a
flautist come through here,” she said. “And folks do like a good
flautist. Are you any good?”

He smiled confidently. “I’m very good.”

She wiped a hand across her brow as she
considered him. “Yeah, alright,” she said. “I’ve got a spare room
for you if you can get this lot off their feet and dancing. People
always buy more drinks when they’re dancing.”

“I can get them dancing,” he assured
her.

“Okay.” She turned to take a newly filled
tray from the kitchen. “The stage is over there. Have at it,
Flautist.”

Felix’s eyes immediately sought out Torsten.
He was right where he’d left him, leaned up by the door, but he
wasn’t alone anymore. In Felix’s absence, he’d become surrounded by
a small group of women. It would have been funny, except that
Torsten looked terrifically uncomfortable, and there was a
particularly bold woman—far too young and obviously drunk—sliding
her arm around his waist.

Felix rushed over, finessing his way through
the suitors, and with apologies all around, grabbed Torsten’s hand.
He heard Torsten sigh in relief as he led them away.

“Here’s the deal. If I can get people
dancing, we’ll have a room for the night,” Felix said once they
reached the small stage. It was a modest platform, providing just
enough elevation to be seen throughout the tavern, and Felix
stepped onto it gracefully.

Torsten stared up at him, and it was
difficult to read the expression on his face.

“What?” Felix asked.

Torsten squinted suspiciously. “I’m just
wondering if you can actually play without your special flute to
bedazzle everyone. Of course, if you still had it, I suppose
everyone would be asleep in a few minutes.”

“You’re rude,” Felix countered. “Has anyone
ever told you that?”

“And you’re ruder than you think you are,”
Torsten returned, smirking.

Felix chuckled, because maybe that was true.
But one thing was definitely true, and that was the fact that he
didn’t need a magic flute to entertain a room. He brought his old
instrument to his mouth and began to play. Instantly, he had the
tavern’s attention, and he used it wisely, falling into a folk
favorite that soon had the patrons clapping along. Felix stomped
his foot to encourage them, and his audience copied the move,
stomping their feet and whistling as he increased his pace.

He felt a little crazed, truth be told,
standing on stage in a strange place, barefoot, playing his flute,
when he’d so recently been held at sword point by pirates. He
should have felt worse than he did. He should have been too drained
to play properly, but he wasn’t. Between the crowd and the fire
roaring in the hearth, his bones were warming, and his fingers were
moving blithely over the familiar keys of his long-trusted flute.
He tossed the hair from his eyes and checked on Torsten, who was
standing firmly at the foot of the stage, still wearing that damn
smirk.

It wasn’t long before the bold young woman
from whom Torsten had recently been rescued approached again, and
this time she was offering a drink, the laces of her bodice
partially undone to reveal ample cleavage. Felix watched them
closely as he continued to play. Torsten frowned as the mug was
pressed into his hand, and then the drunken woman—who, much to
Felix’s pleasure, was only moderately attractive—clinked their mugs
together and proceeded to down the entirety of her drink. Without
means of a proper escape, Torsten took a sip from his own mug. Then
another. Then the woman grabbed his hand and pulled him to the
floor for a dance.

And because Torsten had accused him of being
rude, Felix increased the pace of the song as revenge, trying not
to laugh as the bandit king was caught up in a spin by his partner.
Torsten looked unhappy by this turn of events, but after glaring up
at Felix and meeting his amused eyes, he continued dancing. It
wasn’t long until the floor was filled with dancing couples.

Torsten was an excellent dancer, but Felix
wasn’t surprised, considering he had been raised in the Royal
Quarter. He was infinitely better at dancing than Felix, who was
glad to be safely out of reach on his platform. No one ever asked
the flautist to dance.

When the first tune ended, Felix was met
with a roar of shouts and applause, to which he bowed theatrically.
Torsten managed to extricate himself from his dance partner, and
after acquiring two mugs of ale from the tavern owner, made his way
back to the stage. He placed one of the mugs by Felix’s feet and
watched as he bent down to take a sip. Felix almost felt compelled
to ask if he’d liked his playing, but decided he didn’t need to. He
already knew.

Felix resumed soon after, because the
patrons were cheering for him. It was a bit of a shock when Torsten
climbed up on the stage with him, but when all he did was sit at
the edge and cradle his drink in his hands, Felix relaxed. He let
himself fall into the flow of the music. He even sang, though his
voice was raspy from their water adventure, and the performance was
met with thunderous applause. He played “The Tavern Fight Song” and
“The Assassin Princess”, and a score of other tunes the people
shouted out. Never had he played for such a receptive audience. By
the time the hour was so late it was early, with most guests having
reluctantly headed home and the owner shooing off those that
remained, he had no doubt he’d earned their lodging. She even laid
a small bag of coins on the table with the two heaping bowls of
savory stew she served.

“You can earn the same five times over, if
you’ll agree to play the week,” she offered expectantly. “There’ll
be an even larger crowd once word gets out, and that includes your
meals, of course, and a room.”

Already digging hungrily into their food,
Felix and Torsten exchanged glances. “Misfortune has already caused
us too much delay,” Torsten said tersely, wiping his mouth.

“Perhaps another time?” Felix offered,
speaking over him. “Your kindness is appreciated, and your food
delicious. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, and you’re welcome to play
here any time, with or without shoes,” she said. “I do hope you’ll
come back. It’s never been more cheerful here.”

When they’d finished eating, they took the
lantern from the table and climbed the stairs to their room at the
far end of the hall. It was small and sparsely furnished, with only
a bed and single chair, but it was clean, and the fireplace within
had been lit, so it was cozy and deliciously warm. Felix was drawn
to its warmth, as it made the memory of nearly freezing to death in
the river feel long ago and far away. As did the memory of
Torsten’s kiss before they were pushed from the plank. In fact,
that particular memory felt so distant, Felix began to question
once more whether it had actually happened.

He turned to Torsten, trying to find the
nerve to bring it up, but saw he was pacing anxiously. Perhaps it
was not the best time to mention kisses, not when so many other
matters demanded their attention, a few for which he was determined
to find explanations.

“Torsten?”

At the sound of his name, Torsten stopped
pacing. His face was golden when he turned his head, the light of
the fire giving his eyes an ethereal glow. “Yes?”

Felix sat the lantern on the empty mantle
and pulled his bundle of still-damp socks from his satchel to dry
before the fire. “Why would your father hire a man to kill you?” he
asked, trying to sound nonchalant. It felt strange to be asking
such a straightforward question, but they weren’t in the bandit
camp anymore, and he was no longer Torsten’s captive. A free
flautist could say whatever he wanted, couldn’t he? And ask
whichever questions he wished.

Torsten’s mouth drooped unhappily at the
question, and the gleam in his eyes disappeared as he shook his
head and resumed pacing. “No,” he answered gruffly. “We’re not
going to talk about that.”

Felix unwound his satchel from around his
shoulders and placed it beside his socks, mustering his courage.
He’d been through an exceptionally trying experience, and he
wouldn’t let a sour bandit keep him from his answers. It was too
late in the night to be afraid. “Captain Quinn said it had
something do with the guildmaster, with keeping you from
confronting him. What was he talking about?”

Torsten’s pacing slowed to a halt. He ran
his fingers through his hair, tugging at the ends hard enough to
make Felix wince in sympathy. “You shouldn’t concern yourself,
Flautist,” he said, plopping down on the bed and making the
mattress shift beneath his weight.

Felix left the fire’s warmth and moved to
the bedside, tightening his fists and glaring down at Torsten. He
didn’t care if his glare was unpracticed and unintimidating. He set
his brows as low as his face allowed, his jaw twitching from the
strain of his clenched teeth. “I shouldn’t concern myself?” he
asked. “We almost died tonight. I’d say it’s my concern as much as
yours.”

Unsurprisingly, Torsten remained unmoved by
Felix’s display of disgruntlement, shaking his head and rubbing his
temples. “I don’t know for sure what Quinn was talking about, but
if it involved the guild and Malcolm, I can take a guess.” He
rested his elbows on his knees, and his shoulders heaved with the
strength of his sigh. “I’m sorry you got caught up in all of this.
It won’t happen again. Tomorrow we’ll catch a ride, and I’ll see
you the rest of the way to your village.” His eyes narrowed at the
floor. “Or to the guild,” he corrected. “Wherever you want to
go.”

Felix couldn’t escape the oddness of his
former captor offering to escort him anywhere, nor could he ignore
the idea coming together in his head. It wasn’t an idea he actively
sought, but one that came unbidden. He sat down beside Torsten,
almost close enough for their thighs to touch, but not quite.
“Wherever I want to go?” he asked. “Do you mean that?”

“Yes, I mean it.” Torsten’s voice was
gravelly with frustration. “I told you, you’re not my prisoner
anymore.”

“Okay.” Felix took a deep breath. “Then I
want to return with you to camp.”

Torsten’s head shot up and he looked at
Felix with wide eyes, his eyebrows comically high on his forehead.
“What? No. I’m taking you back where you belong.”

“But I’m not your prisoner anymore,” Felix
reminded him, lifting his chin in defiance. “You said you’d take me
where I want to go, and I want to go back to the bandit camp.” He
tried not to shrink beneath Torsten’s withering glare, but it was
difficult, especially at such close proximity.

“Why would you want to do that? We’re on the
verge of war with Gethrin, and there’s a price on my head that
isn’t going away any time soon. It’s dangerous,” Torsten rattled,
unable to keep the surprise from his tone or his face. He studied
Felix with a tilt of his head and squint of his eyes, as if staring
rudely enough, for long enough, might allow him to see sense in the
flautist beside him. “I am taking you home.”

“No,” Felix maintained, shifting on the bed
until he was seated cross-legged, facing Torsten. “I don’t want to
go back to the Guardians’ Guild with so many questions. Your father
has a reason for trying to keep you from reaching the guildmaster,
and it must be a considerable one, if he’s willing to hire pirates
to kill you.” He refrained from mentioning the sick feeling growing
in his gut at the thought of separating from Torsten, because he
didn’t understand it, or know how to explain it, without sounding
absolutely mad. “Could it have something to do with the information
Gethrin offered to trade for?” he continued, his mind sifting
through the strange developments of the past week. “What do you
know? How is your father connected to the guild, and what does
Gethrin have to do with any of it?”

Instead of answering his questions, Torsten
groaned and fell onto his back, covering his eyes with his forearm.
In that moment, he hardly looked like a bandit or a bandit king, or
intimidating in any way, really. Maybe it was because Felix was too
used to him now to be intimidated anymore. Maybe it was because
he’d seen him so vulnerable … and been kissed by him on the pirate
ship.

“I have friends in the guild, Torsten,” he
tried, thinking of Merric and Scorch. “I want to help. I need to. I
don’t want to just go where someone thinks I should be taken.”
Torsten opened his mouth to protest, but Felix cut him off. “Don’t
say you’re worried about me getting hurt, because I’m the one who
pulled you out of the river and earned you a roof over your head
tonight. I can take care of myself when I’m given the chance. And
of you. I’m not completely useless.”

Torsten lowered his arm and looked at him.
“I don’t think you’re useless.”

Felix leaned forward, resting his weight on
his hands. “Then let me help. Tell me what connection your father
has with the guild.” His words had force behind them, and he felt a
flicker of confidence as he spoke them, a surety that he’d get what
he wanted, that he had to. “Please?” he asked for good measure,
letting his voice take on the innocent tone he’d used with the
tavern owner, the one he’d used most of the time before falling in
with bandits.

Torsten lowered his forearm and crossed his
hands over his chest, looking at Felix as he inhaled a shaky
breath. “The others,” he began, “they told you I’m from the
Quarter, right?” At Felix’s noncommittal shrug, he sighed. “Of
course they did. They love to see me suffer.” With a grunt, he
lifted himself to his elbows, resigning himself to the
conversation. “My father—Malcolm Carwyn—is one of the queen’s
councilmen. He’s well respected in the Royal Quarter, always has
been. Even though he impregnated one of the palace servants and she
bore a child out of wedlock.”

Felix’s eyes grew round with interest.
“Ah.”

“Ah, indeed,” Torsten agreed. “He was a
decent enough man, despite taking advantage of my mother, or, at
least, I thought he was decent for a long time. He allowed me to be
raised in the servant’s quarters with my mother. I always kept my
distance from him, a respectful distance, but after my mother died,
I grew more curious. I wanted to know more about him, and started
watching him more carefully, and listening.” He paused, his
eyebrows dipping into a V of disdain. “Eventually, I discovered the
crooked deal he had with the guildmaster. Wagons and wagons of
supplies and foodstuffs that should have been going to the
impoverished folk in the surrounding villages were being carried
off and sold, and those two were keeping the money for themselves.
So I confronted him.”

“I’m guessing he didn’t take it well,” Felix
said.

“No, he didn’t,” Torsten confirmed. “He went
to Queen Bellamy, told her I’d been stealing from the palace, and
had me turned out, banished from the Quarter. I tried to request an
audience with the queen, but she wouldn’t see me. And why would
she? She wouldn’t take a bastard’s word over her beloved
councilman’s.” He was sitting up all the way now, his eyes alight
with fresh outrage. “I was amazed by the deceit of it all, but
thought at the very least the thievery would end, and it did for a
time. But within the year, a year in which I made good friends and
found like-minded people among the villagers who took me in, it
began again. And I determined that if Malcolm was going to steal
from the Quarter, I was going to steal from him and give back
whatever I could, to the people who deserve it.”

“So you only attack those connected to
Malcolm’s criminal trade,” Felix said, feeling a pinch of
annoyance. “I was most certainly not a part of that, by the
way.”

“I know,” Torsten admitted sheepishly.
“Jossy shouldn’t have stopped your carriage.”

“And Harold shouldn’t have shot my
friend.”

“No one should have shot your friend,”
Torsten agreed tiredly, “who is more than your friend, I
think.”

Felix froze. He had no ready response, but
Torsten wasn’t waiting for one.

“I haven’t forgotten that I kissed you,” he
said, and Felix nodded along dumbly. “We were about to die, and I
had wondered, and I didn’t want to die without doing it.”

“You had wondered what?” Felix heard himself
ask.

“What it would feel like to kiss you.”

The room was suddenly quiet, far too quiet,
and Felix swallowed loudly. Torsten could probably hear his heart
fluttering erratically and the blood rushing manically through his
veins. He could probably hear the stupid thoughts running circles
through his brain. “How did it feel?” he finally asked, when he
could stand it no longer.

Torsten’s response was a smirk, nothing
more.

Felix’s face warmed without his permission,
and he felt the strong need to explain his feelings for Merric, to
explain how Merric had never made him feel tingly or nervous, and
while he cared for him, he was not the one he wanted to be kissed
by before falling to his doom from a pirate’s plank. “M-Merric and
I,” he stammered, “are … we’re …”

Torsten laughed softly, speaking before
Felix could dredge up the rest of his ill-fated sentence. “Don’t
worry, Flautist. I have no intention of taking you away from your
guardian. I only brought it up because I want to apologize.”

The sick sensation in Felix’s stomach
returned, and he paled. “You want to apologize for kissing me?”

Torsten nodded curtly. “It was
inappropriate,” he said, not quite meeting Felix’s eyes. “I want
you to know it won’t happen again.”

“Oh. Okay. Fine, that’s fine,” Felix said,
hopping up from the bed and turning away to hide the mortified
expression on his face. Torsten regretted kissing him. He must have
thought it was awful. Felix’s memory of it was fuzzy, but he’d been
sure it wasn’t awful, at least not for him. Keeping his face turned
so Torsten couldn’t see it, he rounded the bed and pulled the
blankets back, wanting nothing more than to hide his face in a
pillow. He briefly entertained the idea of removing his trousers
before crawling into bed, but in the face of Torsten’s disinterest
in ever kissing him again, he thought it best to remain fully
clothed, unlike on the riverbank, when they’d pressed against one
another naked. He cleared his throat and forced the memory from his
head, then climbed onto the mattress and lifted the blankets over
himself.

Torsten, who’d extinguished the lantern and
was now standing on the other side of the bed, paused in the midst
of pulling back the blankets. “Is this alright?” he asked.

The pillow couldn’t muffle the sound of
Felix’s exasperated huff. “Is what alright?”

“If I share the bed,” Torsten replied. “If
you prefer it, I can sleep on the floor.”

Felix rolled over so he could properly
glare. He thought he might be getting better at it too, because
Torsten actually looked a tad startled when he met Felix’s eyes in
the firelight. “Torsten,” he sighed. “You have extra tents.”

Torsten blinked at him in confusion. “Tents?
What?”

“You have extra tents in your camp, and, I
assume, more bedding to go inside them for prisoners and guests.
And yet, you had me sleeping with you every night, sharing blankets
and pillows. I know you don’t have a problem sleeping with me, and
honestly, I don’t have a problem sleeping with you. You don’t need
to sleep on the floor.” As Torsten moved to get into bed, Felix
grabbed his wrist. “Unless you still refuse to take me back to camp
with you,” he said firmly. “If that’s the case, you should sleep on
the floor.”

Torsten paused, gently removed Felix’s hand
from his wrist, and got into bed, turning away from him. He’d opted
to keep his clothes on too, just as they’d always done, save for
earlier that evening. It’s not like Felix had expected them to
sleep in their smallclothes and cuddle or anything. Certainly not
after a single regretted kiss.

He turned away, moving as far to his side of
the small bed as possible and remaining still. But he could feel
Torsten shifting continually beside him, turning to one side, and
then the other, and then back again. It was intolerable, Felix’s
keen awareness of him, and he was sure he would never find the
peace to sleep, when Torsten spoke.

“I am sorry I kissed you,” he said, his
voice barely above a whisper. “But I don’t regret it.”

Felix couldn’t respond. He could hardly find
breath, let alone the right words. So he just lay there, waiting
for more, but it seemed Torsten had said all he wanted to say.
Felix listened for his breathing to enter a sleeping tempo, but it
didn’t happen, even after both their bodies had grown still and
quiet. The man beside him was just as wakeful as he was. So,
gathering his courage, Felix moved close enough to feel Torsten’s
heat. The bed was too small to remain far apart. That was his
excuse. Or that he was accustomed to sleeping close together.
Torsten must have been accustomed to it, too, because he moved
closer as Felix did, pressing his chest against his back and laying
his hand on Felix’s hip.

Felix sighed at his touch, at the
familiarity of it, and after the initial uptick in his heartbeat,
he began to relax, finally at ease. It wasn’t long before Torsten
fell asleep. He could feel his steady breaths on the back of his
neck, making him warm all over, but shivery, too.

He thought of Merric as he drifted into
sleep, hoping he was all right. Thinking of him made Felix warm
with affection, but it wasn’t an affection that made his heart
race. That particular spark had faded, if it had ever truly been
there in the first place.

It was the bandit behind him who made his
heart race, and to whom he would dedicate his final moments of
consciousness. He tried to recall details of that moment on the
plank, that moment that came close to being their last, when
Torsten had leaned in with no warning and kissed him. It was
irritating, really, that their one and only kiss was one he’d not
been able to enjoy, to savor, to respond to, one he’d been unable
to process before it was over. And now, Torsten had sworn never to
do it again, and Felix had nodded along like an idiot and begun
talking about Merric. But he didn’t truly want Merric, did he? And
he never truly had. He wanted the bloody bandit king.

He groaned at his idiocy and was rewarded
with Torsten’s hand smoothing unconsciously over his stomach,
pulling him closer, his nose in Felix’s hair. After several long
minutes dedicated to the dizzying intricacies of courting a bandit,
Felix closed his eyes and slept.
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Crescendo




They slept late into the morning, and when
Felix opened his eyes to the brightly lit room, there was a tray of
food on the foot of the bed.

“They brought this for us,” Torsten
explained with a shrug. He’d woken first, as usual. Felix had felt
him move away from him, had heard him rummaging around the room
before he’d drifted back to sleep. And now he was sitting on the
bed, looking sleep-soft and warm, cradling a mug of tea in his
hands, and watching Felix with eyes still hooded from slumber.

Though he felt as if he could sleep a few
more years, the smell of food tempted him to sit up. He rubbed his
eyes and yawned, then reached for a piece of toasted bread.

Torsten eased up from the mattress and
walked over to the freshly stoked fire, leaning into the steam of
his tea and briefly closing his eyes. “There’s a lot of movement in
and out of this village,” he said, poking with his toe at the socks
Felix had left by the fireplace. “We should be able to beg or buy a
ride from someone headed towards camp. These are dry.” He picked up
the socks and tossed them over.

“You’re confident someone will be willing to
give us a ride,” Felix said, hiding his pleasure at Torsten’s
casual announcement by taking another bite of toast. He’d been
worried Torsten would petition for his return to the guild, now
that the threat of sleeping on a hard floor was gone.

“I’m confident that everyone in the
tavern fell in love with you last night, and would give you the
shirt off their backs if you asked.”

Felix thought of how Torsten had given him
his own shirt, trousers, furs, even his bandana, and he’d not even
had to ask. But he didn’t mention all that. Instead, he finished
his toast, pulled the warm socks onto his feet, and combed through
his unruly curls.

When he’d finished eating and Torsten
finished his tea, they headed downstairs. As predicted, they found
a ride almost at once, from a woman running a wagon of fabrics and
pottery to the Royal Quarter. Felix said a final thank you and
goodbye to the tavern owner, and then they were off, sitting in the
rickety back of the canvas-covered wagon, with strict orders not to
“touch the products” and “if you want to play your flute, that’d be
fine by me.”

It was a bumpy ride, like the ones he used
to take with Rex, but Felix couldn’t complain. It was better than
traveling by foot—especially when neither of them had shoes—and
though it remained unsaid, neither had any desire to travel by
water again. Captain Quinn was probably still on the river, headed
back east to receive his payment from Malcolm, and who knew how
fast a Water could travel by ship? He shivered at the thought and
hoped his path would never cross with the pirate’s again.

But as bumpy as the ride was, being stuck in
a small space with Torsten was hardly unpleasant. He played his
flute to pass the time, even gave it to the bandit to try,
attempting to teach him a few simple notes. The musical results
were horrendous, but the way Torsten laughed when he’d passed the
flute back, shaking his head, his eyes crinkling at the corners,
had been enjoyable.

“Are you ever going to explain how you came
to have a magic flute?” Torsten asked, amused, and Felix wondered
how he didn’t seem more bothered by the flute’s very existence.
Felix was certainly bothered by it.

“Are you ever going to explain the odd
behavior of the wolves in your territory?” he countered.

Torsten shrugged and turned away, but not
before Felix had caught sight of a faint smile.

They shared their driver’s lunch of soft
cheese, dried meats, and bread some time later, and having their
offer to take the reins for a time declined, returned to their
place in the wagon’s back, napping on and off through the
afternoon, with Felix leaned against Torsten’s shoulder. Without
the warmth of their pelts, the cold seemed to seep into their bones
as the day waned, even in the back of the covered wagon, and that
was Felix’s reasoning for keeping so close. Torsten didn’t appear
to mind; he slept with his head leaned against Felix’s
shoulder.

When they were both fully awake, Torsten
claimed the road was beginning to look familiar. Felix took his
word for it, and they took their leave from the tradeswoman shortly
after, thanking her for her help. She rode on without them, waving
until she’d rounded a bend. Felix wished for her safe arrival to
the Royal Quarter, hoping she would not encounter Gethrin’s
bandits. The thought of them made him shiver, and he burrowed his
nose into the bandana around his neck.

Night was falling by the time Torsten led
them off the road and into the trees. The ground was cold and hard
beneath his stockinged feet, and Felix kept stepping on pointy
things that made him ouch and hiss, causing Torsten to continually
remind him to be careful where he stepped. It was almost enough to
make him complain about his ankle, not because it was hurting, but
because Torsten might offer to carry him. In the end, he resisted,
but it remained a strong temptation.

About two hours into their trek, the moonlit
trees began to look familiar even to Felix, and he knew they must
be getting close. He was about to ask Torsten how much longer it
would be, when he abruptly stopped and placed his hand on Felix’s
shoulder.

The touch was not unwelcome, but the concern
in Torsten’s eyes certainly was. “What’s wrong?” Felix asked
anxiously.

“I smell smoke, and not the good kind,”
Torsten whispered. His hand tightened on Felix’s shoulder. “Stay
close.”

They moved forward more quickly now, and
soon Felix could smell the smoke, too. It was different from the
smell of a campfire, and he stole a glance at Torsten, whose face
was taut with worry. “What do you think has happened?” he asked,
trying to keep up with Torsten’s quickened pace. “Is it coming from
our camp?”

“I don’t know,” Torsten answered.

But he did know—they both did—for where else
could the heavy drift of smoke be coming from? Felix could feel it
in his gut, the churning of bad news, and though he tried to
imagine what might have happened, he could never have predicted the
carnage that awaited when they finally reached camp.

Torsten slowed their pace as they reached
the last barrier of trees before the clearing. The smell was near
dizzying now, and Felix coughed. He felt Torsten’s hand on his
back, and then they were stepping into the camp.

Most of the tents had been burned to
ash.

On the far side of the main fire, near the
dais, bodies were laid in a long row on the cold ground.

Felix cried out, clapping his hands over his
mouth, willing himself not to be sick. Beside him, Torsten stood
silent, frozen, surveying his ruined camp with horrorstruck eyes.
It wasn’t until Selon ran up that he moved at all, shaking his head
in confusion at her and taking Felix’s hand, which he gripped
tightly. Felix held on just as hard.

Selon was bloody, her bow clutched in her
hand. “King, you’re alive,” she gasped. “You’re here and alive.
Thank the Gods.”

In the light of the low-banked fire, Felix
could see more bandits around the camp, some leaning over
motionless bodies, others kneeling by them, others just standing
and staring. But when they saw Torsten, they stopped what they were
doing and quickly gathered before him, each as bloody and worn as
Selon. Felix scanned their faces. He spotted Marilyn with a bandage
pressed to her forehead, and Dot standing in the back, looking
unlike himself with his glasses gone from his face and his hair
loosed from its usual braid. Felix didn’t know the names of all the
others, but he knew their faces, and all of them were pale with
shock and red with blood.

“What has happened?” Torsten asked when
they’d all assembled. His voice was stronger than it had any right
to be, and Felix had to squeeze his hand to make sure he was
real.

“Gethrin,” Selon answered, her face screwed
up in disgust. “They came at dusk, first with a flight of burning
arrows and then by horse.” She was gritting her teeth. “We were
just sitting down to eat. Those of us who weren’t killed right away
tried to fight, but … they were looking for you, King. Left when
they realized you weren’t here.”

“Jossy?” Torsten was beginning to shake;
Felix could feel it. “Where’s Jossy?”

Selon shook her head. “Dead. Almost all of
us are dead … twenty-seven dead. We’re all that’s left. We were
just about to eat and …”

There were ten, Felix realized, counting
their heads. Ten left alive out of a camp of nearly forty. Harold
was not among the living, the man who had shot Merric, and perhaps
Felix should have felt some righteousness at his death, but all he
felt was pain. He could feel it rolling from Torsten in waves. It
was a massacre. His friends had been butchered as they sat for
their dinner, and he hadn’t been there to help because he’d been
taking Felix home. If they hadn’t gone, Felix wondered if they
would have been among those left standing. He didn’t think it
likely.

Despite his initial distress, Torsten did
not wallow long in his shock. It was not in his nature. “Are any of
you seriously injured?” he asked, going to Marilyn and lifting the
bandage from her head.

“It’s just a flesh wound,” she said
resolutely. “Those of us who weren’t killed right off didn’t suffer
worse than that. I don’t know why, unless they wanted to leave some
of us living. We never even had a chance to go for our bows. It
happened so fast.”

“Show me,” Torsten said. "Show me my people.
Show me everything.”

Selon nodded, leading him deeper into the
destruction.

The arrows had been expertly aimed, Torsten
saw, as he knelt before each of the dead in turn. Most had gone
directly into the heart, though a few had found their targets in
the neck or head. Felix kept to his side throughout, silently
repeating each man’s name as it was said but trying not to look at
their bodies. There was a great deal of blood, so much that he
could smell it, and he was grateful for the overpowering, acrid
smell of smoke, and for the darkness.

The main tent, the largest, where the
bandits had lingered over their maps and painstakingly planned
their raids, had burned, and there was nothing left of it now but
smoldering ruins. But oddly enough, the nearby dais was untouched,
and after their morbid tour was finished, Torsten directed their
small party toward it. He picked up the chairs that remained upon
it and tossed them to the ground, then knelt. Soon, all the bandits
were on their knees together on the platform, with Torsten in the
middle and Felix tucked against his side.

“If this only happened a few hours ago,
Gethrin will still be nearby,” Torsten began after a long, solemn
silence. He spoke quietly, but his voice was strong. Everyone
listened, their eyes on him, wide and trusting, and Felix wondered
if their nickname for him was indeed more than a teasing moniker.
“They’ll come back, hoping to finish what they started. Gethrin
doesn’t want to leave me alive.”

Selon nodded. She was on Felix’s other side,
and he could see the smears of charcoal running down her face from
tears, some old, some new. “We’ll be ready when they come back,”
she said fiercely.

The others voiced their approval, but
Torsten shook his head. “No,” he said. “We can’t stay here. We’d
have no chance surviving another attack. Not now.” His eyes swept
over the smoldering camp. “The ground is too cold and hard and we
haven’t the time for proper burials, so we’ll make a pyre for our
friends tonight, and then leave this place at first light.”

Felix met Dot’s eyes, which were slightly
unfocused without his spectacles. He was kneeling by Selon, his
hand rubbing her back. “I’ve a full cord of dry wood and a quarter
of another, King,” he said, “and there’s ample oil with the
provisions to make a suitable blaze.”

“And we’ll get everything else packed up and
ready,” Selon offered. “One of the tents is set up for you. There
are clothes inside, and shoes. Marilyn and I are sleeping in the
other.”

“Good,” Torsten nodded. “Good.” He took a
deep breath and rose to his feet. “Let’s work quickly and put our
friends to rest. That will leave us a few hours to sleep before
dawn. Who has the first watch?”

Felix wasn’t a fighter. He couldn’t wield a
sword or shoot a bow and arrow. He wasn’t strong enough to lift
fallen trees from the road, or defeat assassins or elementals in
combat. Neither was he an exceptional navigator, or a particularly
fast runner. But he was useful that night as everyone got to work,
helping Dot clean and pack his kitchen, toting wood, helping
prepare the pyre. And when the time came to light it, Torsten
didn’t need to ask; Felix pulled his old flute from his satchel and
played a solemn song of passing as the fire began to roar and the
bandits stood in silent mourning for their friends.

The flames were still high when Torsten
turned away and headed for the tent. Felix followed without pause.
The tent where they had slept was ashes now, but the one they
ducked into was similar. The only real difference was the smell.
Felix hadn’t realized the other tent had smelled so strongly of
Torsten until he was standing in a tent that smelled primarily of
smoke.

He watched as Torsten lit the lantern, then
began digging through a crate, pulling out fresh clothes and furs
for them both. After passing them over, he dropped to his knees on
the pallet and ran his hands over his face, shutting his eyes with
a shuddering sigh. Tears ran down his cheeks and caught in his
beard.

There were a few obvious things Felix could
say to try to make Torsten feel better. He could say how sorry he
was that such an awful thing had happened. He could tell him that
in time, the intensity of his grief would pass and become but a
painful memory. He could tell him that everything would be alright.
But “I have an idea,” is what he said instead, because he knew,
from his own limited experience, that when something horrible
happened, there was nothing anyone could say to make it better. But
sometimes, there were things that could be done to help. And Felix
knew what he had to do.

Torsten opened his eyes to him. Devastation
was plain across his face and in the way his shoulders hunched, and
how he clasped his hands together, as if he needed something to
hold. “What is it, Flautist?”

“You’ll want revenge,” Felix said, keeping
his voice light, soothing. “I know, because it’s been years and you
still want to punish your father for being a crook, for letting
people starve, for getting you banished and trying to get you
killed. And you want revenge on Gethrin for the evil he’s done here
tonight. I don’t blame you. I’d want revenge, too. I do want it.
But there’s something you need from Gethrin before we kill
him.”

Torsten arched an eyebrow. “We?”

“Gethrin has information about Malcolm’s
crooked dealings with the guildmaster. He has proof, he said. We
need that proof, whatever it is. With it, we can have revenge on
your father and Gethrin, with the right plan. And the plan won’t
work without me.”

“What exactly are you suggesting?” Torsten
asked with tear-bright eyes.

“Well, the first part of it is rather
obvious.” He still held the bundle of fresh clothes in his arms,
and now he clutched them tightly to his chest as the details of his
plan began coming together in a frenzy. “I can get what we need
from Gethrin.”

Torsten stood abruptly, nearly knocking his
head on the tent pole. “No,” he said with staggering forcefulness.
“I won’t allow it. There’s no way.”

“He wants me. He very clearly wants me.”
Felix tried to keep the tremble from his voice as he recalled the
leering eyes and the rough grip of Gethrin’s hands. “I could go to
him, offer myself, find the proof. He’d never suspect me.”

“Are you out of your mind?” The devastation
was gone from Torsten’s face, and now all he looked was furious.
“You cannot give yourself to Gethrin.”

“I can tell him that what happened here
tonight scared me to death and I’ve come to him for protection, or
that you blamed my presence here for the death of your people and
threw me out of your party,” Felix went on, his head whirling with
possibilities. “I can convince him you’re gone, given up, headed
east, tell him you’ve left the territory with no plans to return.
It will give you the time you need to rebuild your forces, and plan
the attack that will remove him as a threat forever. And when
that’s done, when Gethrin is dead, I will have the proof we need to
go after your father and convince the queen of your innocence. It’s
a good plan, Torsten.”

“Giving yourself to a monster isn’t a good
plan!” Torsten shouted angrily. “You know what he would do to
you!”

Felix met Torsten’s eyes. His breath
hitched. “I know,” he replied with as much calm as he could muster.
“But I also know that what happens to me isn’t nearly as important
as stopping all the death and misery those men have caused.”

“It’s not going to happen,” Torsten grunted
dismissively.

“Why not? If it were Jossy or Selon or any
of the others would you be so quick to say no? I can do this. I
want to do this,” Felix insisted, his voice verging on hysteria. He
was sure it was the right thing to do. He could feel the certainty
of it in his bones. “Or do you think I can’t, because I’m nothing
more to you than a weak, silly flautist?” If Felix still had the
magic flute, he would have tried playing a song that would somehow
convince Torsten to agree to his plan. It was dangerous, yes, and
disgusting—no question of that—and there was a good chance he would
end up getting hurt. But it was also something that he and he alone
could do, something that was meaningful and good, maybe even
heroic. And he knew he had to try.

“Enough!” Torsten exclaimed. “I know you can
do it. And I am moved beyond measure that you’d offer to make such
a sacrifice. But I don’t want you to do it. And I will not allow
it.” Torsten stood in front of him, chest heaving, his face taking
on the same strange, soft expression Felix had seen there before,
and he now believed he knew what it meant.

“All right,” Felix said in acquiescence,
lowering his eyes and shrugging his shoulders. Maybe he didn’t have
a magical flute with its powers of persuasion anymore, but he was
not entirely without wiles of his own. He dropped the bundle of
clothes to the ground along with his satchel, then loosed the
bandana from his neck. “What do you want, Torsten?” he asked as he
pulled his shirt from his head. “What will you allow a weak, silly
flautist to do?”

Torsten’s eyebrows knitted together in
confusion as he watched Felix undress. “What do you mean?” he
asked, stepping closer. “And you’re not just a flautist, nor are
you silly or weak. You’re not any of those things. Not to me.”

Keeping his eyes down, Felix untied his
sash, sending the oversized trousers to the ground, his heart
racing as he stepped from them. “It wasn’t inappropriate,” he said,
looking up. “Kissing me. Wanting me. Because I want you, too. I
don’t want Merric. I want you, Torsten. I—”

His words were cut off when Torsten’s mouth
pressed insistently against his own, and he was momentarily
overwhelmed, not just by the kiss, but by the idea of the kiss, by
the thought that Torsten the bandit king was kissing him. And it
was so much better than what he remembered of their kiss on the
pirate ship. He wrapped his arms around Torsten’s neck in full
reciprocation. They were near enough a similar height, each other’s
match for a perfect kiss, and when he angled his head, Torsten
deepened it, running his tongue along the seam of Felix’s lips
before coaxing them open.

Hands were in his hair, holding him in
place, as if Torsten was worried he would try to run away before he
was ready to let go. Felix groaned happily at the slightly rough
handling, the way Torsten’s fingers pulled at his curls. Merric had
held him like porcelain, as if he was some breakable thing
susceptible to damage, but Torsten didn’t seem to think he’d break,
growling low in his throat when Felix pushed against his hands,
testing his strength.

The hands left his hair when Torsten’s mouth
left his, slipping down to grip him around the waist and tug him
even closer. Felix could feel how hard he was, could feel the heat
of him pressing against his hip. They were both breathing heavily,
and Felix was dizzy from the sudden rush of blood from his
head.

“Are you sure this is what you want?”
Torsten mumbled as he nuzzled his cheek against Felix’s and nipped
at his jaw.

Felix turned his head, offering more of his
neck, and Torsten licked a line across his pulse before pressing a
kiss on the base of his shoulder. Felix’s answer was a gasp, ragged
from the sensation of Torsten’s teeth on his skin. “Gods, yes. This
is exactly what I want,” he sighed. Days and nights of seeing
Torsten’s smirks, his eyes and shoulders, of hearing his throaty
laugh, of feeling his nearness and heat in the dark, had inevitably
led to this moment. And Felix wasn’t sure, and could care less now,
just who was persuading who as he spread his hands over Torsten’s
strong back, letting his nails dig into the fabric of his
shirt.

“You’re certain?” Torsten asked breathlessly
as he yanked his shirt from his head.

Felix captured his mouth in another searing
kiss as he moved his hands to the waist of Torsten’s trousers,
slipping his fingers beneath to touch hot skin. “I am,” he said,
reluctantly pulling back from their kiss to meet his eyes. “I want
you. I’m a free man, and I give myself to you freely.” If he’d
remained Torsten’s prisoner, his captive flautist, had Torsten not
released him and tried to take him home, he couldn’t swear that
what was happening now would never have happened. Maybe that was
shameful of him, and maybe he was weak, but he couldn’t honestly
say he wouldn’t have wanted this, wanted to feel like this, even
then.

He pushed at Torsten’s shoulders, moving him
back a step, and was surprised at how easily he allowed it,
compliant beneath Felix’s hands. Leaving the comfort of Torsten’s
mouth, he moved his lips to his neck, his chest, his stomach. As he
dropped to his knees, Torsten inhaled sharply, moving his hands to
rest gently in Felix’s hair.

They locked eyes as Felix’s fingers worked
deftly with the tie of his trousers, and when they were undone,
pulled them down, freeing Torsten from the confines of his
underclothes. He was thick, stunningly, magnificently so, and his
flesh was hot. Torsten’s fingers tightened in his hair and he
groaned.

With one hand wrapped firmly around the base
of his length, and the other on his hip, Felix kept his eyes on
Torsten as he looked down, watching his every move with awe in his
eyes and a wordless question on his lips, until a firm squeeze made
his eyes close and his head fall back. With a rush of desire, Felix
parted his lips and dragged his tongue along the length of him,
indulging in the sweet and salty taste of his skin. He pushed his
nose into the thick, dark hair at the base, breathing in the
familiar musk from its purest point. Only when Torsten was
throbbing in his hand, and his hips were thrusting pleadingly, did
he stop teasing and open his mouth to him.

Torsten was large, certainly befitting of a
man known as King, but Felix was determined to take every glorious
inch of him into his mouth. Torsten’s knees quaked as he began, but
Felix steadied him, pressing one hand against his buttocks as the
other moved to gently yet firmly grasp his balls. He would take his
time, he decided, as he began bobbing his head fixedly, taking in a
bit more of him with each move. Torsten’s breath became rapid, as
did his fingers moving through Felix’s hair, urging him on, seeking
release. And when Felix had taken him in completely, and Torsten,
his captive now, was a desperate, mewling, needful mess, he pulled
away, releasing him and wiping his hand across his mouth.

“What—don’t—” Torsten began, reaching for
him and almost stumbling forward, too aroused and disturbed to
complete his plea.

Felix put his hands on Torsten’s waist to
steady him as he rose to his feet. “I don’t want you to finish
yet,” he said, his voice rough. He felt rough. “I want this to
last.” He pawed at Torsten’s chest and leaned against him, eager to
taste Torsten’s mouth again on his, kissing him greedily.

Torsten groaned, moving his hands to Felix’s
groin and grasping the rigid length of him before dropping his
hand, and, with measured breaths, backing away. Felix might have
felt self-conscious to be standing naked in the lamplight in front
of Torsten—all hard muscle and thick chest hair and that
intimidatingly large, marvelous cock—while he was slim, smooth, and
of modest proportions. But he didn’t feel self-conscious at all,
because Torsten was looking at him hungrily, not just with
appreciation, but with unmitigated, purposeful desire. He wasn’t
sure he’d ever been looked at in quite that way before, and he
found he rather enjoyed it, almost as much as he enjoyed looking at
Torsten’s naked body. He hadn’t been able to appreciate it fully
when he’d seen him naked on the riverbank, seeing as how they’d
been close to freezing to death, but he could certainly enjoy it
now. He let his eyes drag indulgently over the planes of Torsten’s
body, taking in his finely muscled chest, trim waist, strong
thighs, the long fingers that now tapped anxiously against his leg,
and, of course, the sheer wonder of his cock. Looking, however, was
only part of the thrill. Felix could also touch. And taste. And
hear the sighs and groans, as well as the proclamations of ultimate
pleasure he was yet to draw out. And he wanted it all.

A frown suddenly struck the lust from
Torsten’s face, and he hung his head with a frustrated sigh. “We
can’t do this,” he said.

“What?” Felix asked, suddenly pulled from
his reverie. “Why not?”

Torsten looked grave. “We don’t have any—um
…”

His stutter, mixed with the pink of his
cheeks, led Felix to his meaning quicker than words. Relieved, he
bent to his satchel, which lay beneath their jumble of abandoned
clothing, and quickly closed his fingers around a small vial, the
same one Quinn had put on display. Scratching hurriedly through the
label reading “For Merric and Felix” with his thumbnail, he closed
the satchel and rose.

It had clearly been used before, and he
presented it to Torsten shyly, placing it into the palm of his
outstretched hand. Torsten eyed the vial curiously, as if he was
thinking about saying something about it, but Felix closed his hand
over his, and, pressing against him, kissed him languidly.

Torsten dropped to the pallet, pulling Felix
into his lap. He wrapped his legs around Torsten’s waist and clung
to him, holding his shoulders, as Torsten opened the oil and
dribbled it onto his fingers. When more was poured onto the base of
Felix’s spine, dripping into the crevice of his backside, he
laughed until Torsten kissed him quiet.

He had done this for Merric, shown him what
it was like with his fingers, but it had been some time since he’d
felt the press against his own entrance, gently massaging the ring
of muscle. He’d nearly forgotten the burn of the stretch, as a
finger thicker than his own eased into the tightness of his body.
He rested his head on Torsten’s shoulder. “Gods,” he whispered
against warm skin. “More,” he pleaded. “Please.”

Torsten obliged, slipping in a second, and
Felix gasped at the stretch. He rocked into the touch, moaning when
Torsten kissed him. It was wet and slick and messy, and when
Torsten finally added a third finger, Felix’s entire body
shuddered, erupting with pleasure, and he came between them,
covering their stomachs with his release.

“Sorry, I’m sorry,” Felix panted, hiding his
face in his hands.

Removing his fingers, Torsten took hold of
his hands and moved them, his eyes smoldering and lids heavy as he
leaned in close. “I’m not,” he murmured, brushing the sweaty curls
from Felix’s forehead and kissing him, his unsullied fingers
cupping his cheek. It was a deep kiss, sweet and slow, as Torsten
shifted him back ever so slightly and Felix took the vial from the
floor, tipping oil into his hand and rubbing it along Torsten’s
length.

Torsten gripped his hips, keeping Felix
steady as he moved into position. His breath hitched at the
pressure, and he had to bear down, taking deep breaths while
Torsten whispered encouragement. When he finally slipped past the
tight ring of muscle, they both cried out. Felix took him in a
little at a time, Torsten smoothing his hands along his back,
keeping still.

Felix wasn’t used to such a stretch; it hurt
at first, and when he’d finally taken the last inch and their
bodies were flush, he had to pause and become accustomed to the
feeling before he could move. Torsten wasn’t keen on rushing him,
kissing his neck, rubbing his back, and kneading his buttocks while
he adjusted. When the edge of discomfort finally ebbed, Felix
swiveled his hips, eliciting a gasp from them both.

“You feel good,” Torsten whispered, his lips
on Felix’s neck.

He could feel Torsten inside him, the throb
of him, the heat, and it was more overwhelming than he’d expected.
All of this was more than he’d expected. He braced his hands on
Torsten’s shoulders and lifted up. When he sank down, Torsten moved
his hands, touching where their bodies were connected, his eyes
glazed with pleasure. Felix remained limp where he was pressed
against Torsten’s torso, but he could feel the interest returning
as Torsten pushed up with his hips, matching his rhythm. He chased
the feeling, starting to move at a quicker pace. After another
panting kiss, he pushed Torsten down onto the furs, planting his
hands on his chest for leverage, angling his hips, and
squeezing.

Torsten was fascinating beneath him, wild,
touching him everywhere he could reach while bucking up, meeting
Felix thrust for thrust every time he slammed down. Within moments,
Felix was hard again, and Torsten licked his palm before taking him
in his hand, his grip tight and callused. “Torsten,” Felix gasped,
because his name sounded perfect gasped aloud in the small, smoky
tent. He stopped his own efforts for a moment to grind against him
as the skilled hand goaded him toward another release.

They should have been doing this from the
very beginning. If they’d been together from that first day, he’d
have known so much sooner that this was no ordinary bandit king,
that he was someone special, someone to covet more than magical
flutes or a hundred chests teeming with gold. Being together as
they were now had been inevitable, and the dread he’d felt so often
in his stomach was gone, smothered. Instead, he was singing on the
inside, vibrating with contentment and joy, and it wasn’t a feeling
he’d ever expected to experience. He’d thought it forever out of
his reach, but he could touch it with his hands now, and kiss it on
the mouth, and it was good, it was unescapable, it was right.

Perhaps it was because he sensed Felix’s
growing exhaustion, or perhaps it was because he felt the sudden
urge to seize control, but Torsten, in an instant, was grabbing
Felix’s waist and flipping him to his back. He slipped out, and
Felix whined in complaint, but it wasn’t a moment before Torsten
had his legs in the air and was plunging back inside.

Felix sighed, the angle perfect, the
strength behind every thrust exactly what he needed. They couldn’t
kiss—they were both too breathless—but that didn’t stop Torsten
from nearly bending him in half so he could mouth at his neck and
chest, leaving a trail of wet kisses upon his skin that Felix
welcomed with whimpers.

There was no space left between them.
Torsten kept his hands in Felix’s hair, his elbows braced on either
side of his head, caging him in. He was relentless, switching
between slow, deep thrusts that made Felix’s legs shake, and quick,
hard ruts that pushed his body into the blankets. And every time he
moved, Torsten’s sweaty torso rubbed against him. It was almost too
much to bear.

Felix’s cries were continuous, his head
rolling side to side, his mouth open as he gasped for breath.
“Torsten, Torsten,” he panted, chant-like. When Torsten gripped one
of his thighs and hoisted it higher, he sank in even deeper,
emitting a groan that reminded Felix of the wolves’ howls the night
they’d chased him.

He took Torsten’s head in his hands,
demanding his eyes.

Torsten slowed, grinding in a deep, languid
rhythm, his forehead shiny with sweat. Felix traced his lower lip,
pressing into the soft flesh with the pad of his thumb. Torsten
lowered himself down, the sweat of their chests rubbing together.
He still held Felix’s thigh propped high, and he was pressed so
deep that Felix could do nothing but shake, his eyes fluttering
shut.

“Gods,” he whispered, dazed, and Torsten
kissed him, slowly and thoroughly, with tongue and teeth and the
silent promise of more, always more.

“I’m close,” Torsten warned, rolling his
hips and sighing into Felix’s mouth. His hand snaked between them,
wrapping around Felix. “I want you to come while I’m inside
you.”

Felix nodded, because yes, yes, he could do
that. He was so close to doing that already. “Harder,” he
demanded.

Torsten laughed, catching his lips in a
final kiss before propping himself on one elbow. He stroked Felix
in time with his thrusts, fast and rough. Felix was already so taut
with tension that it only took a few swipes of Torsten’s fist to
take him over the edge. He curled forward with a cry, coming for a
second time within Torsten’s hand.

Torsten guided him through it, wringing each
drop of bliss from him with a tight fist. Then he pulled out and
flipped Felix onto his hands and knees. Grunting, he entered him
again, taking him hard as promised. Holding Felix’s hips in place,
he surged forward, chasing his own finish now, with Felix like a
ragdoll beneath him, happy to be moved, pulled, and held in
whatever ways Torsten wanted. It was several hazy minutes before
his hips began to stall, and with a mighty groan and four final
thrusts, he climaxed.

Felix’s breaths were haggard as Torsten
kissed the back of his neck, damp with sweat, and then moved to his
side, pulling Felix in beside him. Their heavy breaths were in
tandem, and Torsten’s fingers held tightly to Felix’s arm until,
finally, he softened and slipped out.

Felix sighed at this, and Torsten’s hand
moved to once again trace his entrance, pushing a finger inside
until Felix moaned, bending back his head. “Torsten,” he begged,
and the bandit stopped his exploration with a tired laugh.

“Sorry,” he said, moving his hand to rest on
Felix’s waist. “It’s just hard to stop touching you. You’re
beautiful.”

Even though he’d just been thoroughly
ravished, Felix felt himself blush. “You think I’m beautiful?” He
couldn’t help but ask. His face flushed even redder when Torsten
climbed on top of him, and he was smiling and flushed, too. And
beautiful. He was the most beautiful sight Felix had ever seen.

“Yes, very beautiful,” Torsten said, his
hazel eyes bright and warm. “Too beautiful not to touch.”

Felix brushed Torsten’s cheek with his
knuckles. His beard was softer than he’d imagined. Everything about
him was so much more than he’d imagined. “You need to sleep now,”
he said softly, committing Torsten’s face poised above his to
memory. “We both do.” He yawned, covering his mouth. “It can’t be
long until dawn, and we’ve much to do then.”

Torsten nodded, a sad smile on his face as
he rose and reached for the fresh clothes. “Get dressed,” he said,
tossing Felix’s things to him as he began to don his own. “There’s
no way I can sleep beside you naked now.”

They dressed quickly, then Torsten blew out
the lantern and lay down, pulling Felix onto his chest before
pulling up the blankets. “We’ll figure everything out in the
morning,” he said petting Felix’s curls with lazy swirls of his
thumb. “You’ll help us decide what to do? There’s so few of us
left.”

Felix had to choke back tears before he
could answer. “I’ll help,” he promised, tracing a heart over
Torsten’s chest. “I’ll do everything I can.”

Torsten sighed peacefully. “Thank you.”

In a few minutes, Torsten’s fingers stopped
moving in his hair and his breathing slowed, evening out. He was
asleep. Felix played a sleeping song twice in his head, then moved
slowly from Torsten’s embrace before tucking the covers back around
him. Pulling on the slightly too small boots of a dead bandit, and
donning the same man’s fur pelt that was far too large, he grabbed
his satchel and slung it around his shoulders. He looked down at
Torsten, sleeping deeply with a smile on his face. With any luck,
he would see that face again.

He didn’t want to leave him. He didn’t want
him to wake up alone and find him gone. But it had to be this way.
There was a sureness inside him, something beyond himself, beyond
instinct, telling him that it was what he had to do, and he was
powerless to disobey it.

He tore his eyes from Torsten and slipped
quietly from the tent, soon entering the dark forest, with fear in
his heart. And guilt. And something else, something stronger that
was making him go. He would find Gethrin’s camp and get Torsten
what he needed. He was going to be brave for once in his life.

Not sure which way to begin, he chose the
path with the most moonlight and hoped Gethrin was not too far
away. After a time, he heard the far-off sound of wolves howling,
but he wasn’t afraid of them now. He knew they weren’t the most
dangerous thing in the woods.


Part Two: The
Whisper
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Felix was sore all over and his legs
trembled beneath him as he walked. The night was cold, the wind
growing brisk, and he pulled Torsten’s bandana up under his eyes to
stave off the brunt of it. It was starting to lose Torsten’s scent
after being around his own neck for so long, and after the time
spent in the river. And the new clothes he was wearing weren’t
Torsten’s, and didn’t smell like him at all. And neither did the
small boots his feet were crammed into, or the fur pelt so large
there was room enough for two.

He was thankful for all of it, though, as he
was warm enough, even if his toes were being squeezed and his
trousers were a size too small. At least he didn’t have to worry
about them falling down around his ankles; more likely, he’d have
to pry them off when the time came to remove them, which would be
sooner rather than later if he succeeded in actually finding
Gethrin’s camp.

He paused at the thought, feeling sick. It
wasn’t too late. He’d only traveled a few miles. He could turn
around right now and return to camp, sneak back into the tent with
Torsten, rest his head on his chest, and try to think of a better
plan before morning. That would be the safe and sensible thing to
do. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that what he was doing now
was the right thing, that it was what needed to be done, had to be
done.

For even more important than the information
he could gather from Gethrin was the chance of steering him away
from a second attack against Torsten and the camp, and that alone
made the madness of his idea worthwhile. It would have been helpful
to have his magic flute, to play Gethrin’s camp into a deep slumber
so he could simply find and flee with the proof they needed. But
the flute was gone, snatched away by the hands of that
insufferable, murderous pirate, and Felix had only himself to
depend on, to accomplish what needed doing. It would have to be
enough. It had been enough to deal with Torsten, to make him want
to release him, to try to take him home, and eventually, to agree
to let him come back. If he could manage one bandit so deftly,
surely he could manage another. But where thinking of persuading
Torsten made him prickle with warmth, thinking of Gethrin made his
blood run cold. He tried to clear the memory of Gethrin’s face from
his mind so he could start moving again, replacing it with thoughts
of Torsten—his lips and hands and scent and . . . with a long sigh,
he continued walking, not entirely sure where he was going, but
somehow sure he would find his way.

He tried not to cower when he heard movement
in the surrounding trees, assuming it was the wolf pack tracking
him through the forest. “Please don’t eat me,” he whispered, only
mildly terrified. Torsten had promised the wolves weren’t
dangerous, and he felt inclined to believe it, but the idea of
being surrounded by the creatures still made him want to break into
a run.

A branch snapped and Felix startled,
spinning around to pin the source of the sound and see if it had
sharp teeth. He yelped at the hooded figure standing close behind
him, flailing backwards and slamming into a tree. Somewhere to his
right, he heard a low growl—definitely a wolf—but his attention was
locked on the ominous figure before him.

“Who are you?” he asked, reaching down to
grab something useful from the ground, something—anything—that
could be used as a weapon. He found a stubby stick and lifted it
like a sword. His first thought was that Gethrin’s bandits had
found him before he could find them, but there was only a single
figure before him, dressed in a robe instead of a rough leather
cape. His second thought was that one of Torsten’s people had
followed him, but they would have spoken long before now. Felix
swallowed hard, the stick shaking in his hand. “I said ‘who are
you?’” he asked again, more forcefully.

The hooded figure raised its hands to show
they were weaponless, and then stepped forward. “I’m a friend.” It
was a woman’s voice, sweet and musical. Pretty. “You must be
lost.”

Felix wondered whether he truly could be
lost, considering he’d started out not knowing where he was going.
“No more lost than usual,” he answered, peering forward and trying
to see past the shadow of her hood.

The woman laughed. “This forest is too
dangerous a place to not know where you’re going.”

Felix sighed, lowering his stick. Even a
mysterious robed woman in the middle of the woods, in the middle of
the night, didn’t trust him to take care of himself. “I know
exactly where I’m going. I just don’t know exactly how to get
there,” he answered guardedly. He was pretty confident the woman
wasn’t going to kill him, but he was not without his suspicions.
“What are you doing out here?” he asked.

His voice was slightly accusatory, but when
she answered, she didn’t sound bothered. “I live nearby,” she
answered. “I heard you walking—I suspect the entire forest did—and
assumed you were lost. It’s cold. Come have tea with me, and
afterwards, I will help you find the right path. I’ve come to know
this forest rather well.”

“I don’t know,” Felix began, pulling his
pelt tight around his shoulders. “I don’t mean any offense, but I
feel like I shouldn’t go off with someone whose face I haven’t even
seen. I’m a flautist, you see, and a few songs start out that way,
trusting strangers. They usually end badly.”

“I understand,” the woman said. There was
something so gentle about the way she spoke. Felix found himself
entranced by the sound of her. “Forgive me for scaring you. I will
show my face, if it will make you more comfortable, but I must warn
you.” Her head lowered. “The sight of me may upset you.”

Felix squinted at her, wishing her hood did
not cast such a strong shadow over her face. “Upset me? Why? How
would seeing you upset me?”

“I was attacked not long ago, and I bear the
scars on my skin.”

“Oh.” Felix detected the sadness in her
voice, and it made him step closer. He dropped the stick. “Don’t
look to me for judgment. We all bear scars, only some are more
visible than others. I’m not afraid.”

She hesitated, then lifted her hands to the
rim of the hood and lowered it. The light was scant, but Felix
could see the burns on her face, down her neck, and on her hands.
She had no hair, just layers of smooth, ridged scars on her head,
pink and shiny in the moonlight. But her eyes—her eyes were
brilliant. They seemed to shimmer, cat-like, exquisite.

“I am sorry,” he said, taking a step closer.
Even burned as she was, she retained an undeniable beauty, and he
felt drawn to her.

She smiled gratefully. “You see me as I am
and you’re not afraid. Come now. Have tea with me.”

Felix looked around, his arms crossed and
his hands nestled under the large fur pelt he was wearing. He
didn’t need tea. He needed to keep moving, needed to get to
Gethrin. “I’m looking for a camp,” he said hesitantly. “A camp full
of bandits—bad bandits—one that hasn’t been in these woods very
long. Do you know of it? Can you point me in the right
direction?”

Her head tilted as she appraised him
curiously, and he couldn’t blame her; it was an odd request. “I
might be able to, if you will sit and have tea with me first. Come.
It’s not far.” She turned from him and started walking, not
bothering to see if he followed.

It took only a few seconds of indecision
before he took off after her, following as she navigated
soundlessly through the trees. He kept his eyes open for any sign
of the wolf he’d heard—he was certain he’d heard a growl—but if it
was ever there, it had moved on now.

His steps were loud and clumsy compared to
hers, but she said nothing of it, never looking back as she led him
into a section of forest where the trees appeared to be fuller and
closer together, their denseness slowly increasing to the point
where it became difficult to maneuver past the low branches. With
so little light, he could barely see her at all, but just as he was
beginning to panic, to fear that he had indeed fallen victim to a
beautiful, malevolent stranger from the stories, who was luring him
home to make him into Felix stew, he stumbled into a small, moonlit
clearing. And in the hills that inexplicably rose on its far side,
he saw the cleanly cut entrance to a cave, its interior lit by
torchlight.

“Here we are,” she said, glancing at him
over her shoulder as she continued ahead. “Come rest and be
warm.”

From within the clearing, the surrounding
forest appeared as dark and impenetrable as the mightiest wall, and
even if he could find his way out, he’d have no idea which way to
go once he did. So, taking a deep breath and summoning his courage,
he followed her inside. If he ended up as her breakfast, at least
he’d have avoided becoming Gethrin’s dessert.

Felix was surprised when the narrow tunnel
that led from the entrance opened into an area easily twice the
size of Torsten’s meeting tent. He was even more surprised to see
others within the cave. He’d imagined she lived alone, intent on
concealing her disfigurement and only venturing out when her peace
was disturbed by the occasional loud, lost flautist. But he’d been
mistaken. There were thirty-some men and women in what he took to
be the main room, all busy with work of some kind or another,
despite it being the middle of the night, stoking a fire pit or
mending clothes or tying up strings of herbs to dry from the
comfortably high ceiling. As she led him through without a word,
all who saw her stopped to smile at her dotingly, and all of them
wore the same robe she did. A memory flashed in Felix’s mind of
Scorch wearing one of similar make. Felix had taken him for a monk
at the time, but these cave-dwelling people couldn’t be monks. What
would monks be doing living in a cave in the middle of the
woods?

She led him to the back of the room,
pointing him to a softly cushioned seat at one of the many small
tables that comprised their cooking and dining area. A steaming
kettle was already on the table, as if a guest had been imminently
expected, and she placed a mug at both their places as she joined
him.

After she poured, Felix took the mug in both
hands and inhaled the floral scented steam. “This smells so good,”
he said, waiting for her to take the first sip. “And it’s
wonderfully bright and warm in here. Thank you. You’re very
kind.”

In the light of the torches, the woman’s
burns were far more extensive and prominent than they’d appeared in
the near dark, but he didn’t find her hard to look at. Her face was
still compelling, her voice charming.

“And you’re something else, aren’t you?” she
asked, setting aside her mug and leaning closer, inspecting him.
“There’s something about you,” she said smoothly. “You’re
different.”

“I am?” Felix sipped at his tea nervously,
wondering if he was about to be offered a fortune telling. Is that
what these people were? A cave-dwelling group of
fortune-tellers?

“Oh, yes. I can feel it. I was drawn to you
in the forest,” she said. “I felt compelled to travel in your
direction, and there you were. Like magic.”

Felix nearly choked. “Pardon?”

“Forgive me,” she said, sitting back with a
humble shrug of her shoulders. “I have a sense for these things,
for finding those among us who are special. And special things find
me in return.”

“I hate to disappoint you,” he said, “but
I’m just a flautist. There’s nothing special about me.”

She shook her head. “No. You’re much more
than that. But what?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re not an
elemental,” she decided after a lengthy gaze, sounding slightly put
off. “But there’s definitely a trace of otherness surrounding
you.”

“Oh!” Felix snapped his fingers. “I had a
magic flute for a while. At least I think it was magic. It’s gone
now, but I used it quite often. Maybe that’s what you’re sensing?
Residual … flute magic?”

She considered him for a moment, eyes
sparkling “What did this magic flute do?”

“I don’t know for sure, but when I played
it, things I wanted to happen would happen. Usually. It’s like, if
I was feeling something strongly enough, the flute would manifest
my feelings. It sounds crazy, I’m well aware.” He sighed, giving
the tea another sip. “It was stolen, unfortunately. By pirates. Can
you believe it?”

“What is your name, I wonder?” she
asked.

“Felix.”

“Felix,” she repeated, a grin tugging at her
lips. “Do you believe in the Gods, Felix?”

He paused, not knowing quite how to answer.
He threw prayers to the sky as often as the next person, but he’d
never considered himself a man of worship. He’d given the idea no
thought, no real consideration. “I don’t not believe,” he admitted,
frowning at his own vagueness.

His lack of surety didn’t seem to bother
her. She just kept smiling. “You’re a flautist, you said. Have you
heard of ‘The Song of Whispers’?”

He shook his head in displeasure. “No.” It
was not often he was unfamiliar with a song or story, and he
disliked admitting to any ignorance pertaining to music.

She nodded, as if she’d expected that very
answer. “It’s not surprising. The song is very old and few know of
it. They’ve certainly never heard it. Most don’t deserve to hear
it. But I believe there is a scroll of it in the library of the
Royal Quarter. I strongly suggest seeking it out when next you’re
able. You might find it illuminating.”

“Could you not sing it for me now?” he asked
hopefully.

“I could not. It is a song to be found, not
given, I’m afraid,” she said. “But no worries. With a certain luck,
you will find it. But there is something I can give you. Something
that will suit your immediate needs much better than a song. You
seek a bandit camp. I have a feeling you know there are two in the
area.”

Felix straightened at the sudden change in
subject. He had nearly forgotten his purpose for being in the
woods, beyond enjoying tea in a cave. “Yes,” he said. “I’ve come
from one camp, in search of the other.”

She studied him carefully. “You’re looking
for the leather-clad bandits,” she stated. It wasn’t a question.
“Their leader is a very wicked man.”

“I know,” he agreed, fighting off a shiver.
“But I still need to find him. Do you know where he is?”

“Some of us are touched with a gift, Felix,”
she began. “It can be a burden, but never forget that it is a gift
first.” She extended a hand to him. It was pink with scar tissue.
“You could have a place here, with us. I believe you’d find
yourself far less burdened in our company.”

He stared at her offered hand and felt a
sudden swell of distress. This was not the place he needed to be.
This woman and this cave, as warm and welcoming as they were, were
not meant for him. He felt it intrinsically, the same way he felt
the irresistible urge to find Gethrin. “Thank you for the kind
offer, but I can’t stay. People are depending on me.” He declined
her hand, setting the empty mug down and putting his hands in his
lap. “How do I find the wicked bandits? Please tell me.”

He feared she would react unkindly to his
brashness, but all she did was smile. “They are northeast, about
five miles. Look for a circle of stones to exit our clearing,
continue straight until you leave the barrier, and two hundred
paces on you will see the tracks. The wicked ones rode through near
the beginning of this long night, on their way to slaughter the
other camp. I trust you weren’t present for that?”

“No,” Felix breathed, thinking of all the
bodies he’d helped feed to the flames. It felt far away.

She hummed. “Lucky.”

He stood abruptly and offered her a quick
bow. “Thank you for the tea and your help. I have to go.”

“Wait,” she said, rising. He watched as she
went to a shelf that had been carved into the wall, pulling down a
jumble of freshly cut flowers that were red with white spots. As he
wondered where the fresh flowers had been obtained, she bundled a
handful together, tying their stems with twine, then folded them
into a small piece of parchment. Returning, she laid them gently in
his hand. “Chew, then swallow, at least six petals before you go to
him. It will help ease the pain.”

She closed her hand over his for a moment,
then raised her head to look intensely into his eyes. “May the Gods
be with you, Felix. I will be here, should ever you change your
mind.”

He nodded, and when she dropped her eyes
from his, he backed away. After a few steps, he turned, walking
quickly through the cave, trying not to knock into anyone in his
rush. When he made it to the entrance, into the cold, fresh air, he
took a deep breath before looking back. He could see her, sitting
alone at the table, her hood back around her head. He should have
gotten her name, her story, where she’d come from and why she’d
been attacked, and how it was she knew the things she did. But for
whatever reason he’d done none of that, he’d not even tried. But at
least he’d gotten what he needed, the way to Gethrin’s camp.

Stepping out into the clearing, he put the
flowers in his satchel and started hunting the ground for the
circle of stones. It took him some time to find them, and to fight
his way again through the dense barrier of trees, but the prints of
so many horses were easy to find, and exactly where the robed woman
had said they would be. With a strong desire to leave the
mysterious burned woman and her cave-dwelling companions behind
him, he set out to follow the tracks.

He walked quickly—as quickly as he could
manage given his sore muscles and tightly squeezed feet—his mind
racing in remembrance of all that had occurred since the night
began. The bodies, the blood, the flames of the pyre, the taste of
Torsten’s mouth . . . one could live a hundred years and not
experience the depth of feelings he had in a single night.

After some time, he stopped, pushing his
curls behind his ears and listening. He heard voices. Moving
quietly as he could now, sheltering from tree to tree, he crept
forward. There were lights ahead, campfires, and then the snorting
of horses, the smell of cooking. A laugh echoed through the trees,
coarse and confident, and he knew it had come from Gethrin by the
way it sped his heart and stilled his feet.

He’d found the camp.

Almost instinctively, Felix reached into his
satchel and carefully plucked six petals off the flowers. How the
woman had known what he was facing, he had no idea, nor did he have
the time to examine it. He heard Gethrin laugh once more and placed
the velvety petals on his tongue. They tasted sweet. He chewed them
thoroughly, then swallowed, trying not to focus on why he was doing
so. The effect was not instantaneous, but why would it be? It was
not as if Gethrin would smell him on the wind and come crashing
through the brush to have his way with him like a wild, rutting
boar. Still, he couldn’t remain hidden in the shadows forever. He
had come all this way, he had sought him out, and he had to
act.

He had the wherewithal to remove Torsten’s
bandana from his face, untying it with frigid fingers. He pressed
his nose to it, closing his eyes to take in what scent remained,
then shoved it into his satchel. Then, summoning all his courage,
he started walking.

He’d fully expected to be stopped by a
sentinel, but when he wasn’t, Felix slowed his pace and entered the
camp slowly, with his hands held high. They noticed him as soon as
he stepped into their ring of light, resulting in a slew of swords
unsheathing and shouts abounding. He didn’t blame them for the
reaction. He certainly looked like one of Torsten’s men in the
oversized fur pelt. That no one ran him through on sight was
promising, but he was quickly wrangled by a sour-faced bandit who
grabbed him by the back of the neck and gave him a punishing
shake.

“Someone tell Gethrin we’ve got a rat
problem,” the bandit spat.

“I’m right here,” said Gethrin, coming
forward. The bandits were surrounding Felix, but they parted to let
their leader through. On seeing him, he smiled in recognition. “I
see no rats here. A tiny mouse, perhaps.” He came closer, close
enough to tuck his fingers under Felix’s chin and tip his head up.
“What are you doing here, love?”

It was not a challenge for Felix to make his
eyes wide and brimming with fearful tears. Gethrin was every bit as
horrifying as he remembered. “I’m sorry for intruding on your camp,
sir,” he said with a trembling voice. “But I had nowhere else to
go.”

A tear rolled down his cheek and Gethrin
smeared it away with his thumb. “Let’s have no tears.” He glanced
at the bandits surrounding them. “All of you, put your swords away.
You’re frightening my visitor.” He turned back to Felix, giving his
full attention. “Is this about what happened earlier tonight?” he
asked.

Felix nodded, sniffling.

“I looked for you,” Gethrin confided,
sweeping the curls from Felix’s forehead. “I was going to bring you
home after I killed your master, but you weren’t there. And neither
was he.” His touch remained kind as he settled his hand around the
base of Felix’s throat. He didn’t squeeze, but Felix still shook
from the unspoken threat. “Where is Torsten?”

“H-he had taken me out on a raid,” Felix
stammered. “When we got back, a-and he saw what had happened, he
gathered up the ones left alive and left. Said he was going east
and didn’t want me around anymore.”

“Oh, how sad,” Gethrin cooed. He nodded his
head for the sour-faced bandit to release his grip on Felix, who
then shoved him into Gethrin’s arms. “He was so fond of you, too,”
Gethrin said, pushing Felix back to arm’s length in order to get a
good look at him. “People do crazy things when they’re grieving.
Torsten will doubtlessly regret leaving you, but I can’t say I’m
sorry for it. He wasn’t letting you live up to your potential. It’s
good you came to me.”

“It is?” Felix blinked up at him innocently,
even though he felt like vomiting. “You’ll let me stay here?”

“That depends entirely on you, my sweet
little mouse,” said Gethrin, grasping Felix’s waist tightly. “Will
you be as good for me as you were for the bastard Torsten?”

Felix nodded meekly. “Y-yes, sir. I will.
I’ll even be better, if you wish it.”

Gethrin laughed. “I wish it. I wish it very
much.” He pulled Felix close to whisper in his ear. “First, you
will play for me, and then I will play with you.” He pushed him off
then, laughing as Felix fell back into the arms of the man who’d
held him before. “Get those clothes off him and burn them,” he
ordered. “Then dress him appropriately and bring him to me. He will
help us celebrate our victory.”

Gethrin walked off laughing, the gathering
of bandits following him, leaving Felix alone with the sour-faced
man. He didn’t speak another word, just grasped him by the neck and
pushed him toward a far corner of the camp where a single tent had
been erected. And as it was the only tent, Felix knew it had to be
Gethrin’s. The camp was small, and by all appearances had been set
up hastily, but he saw no indication that there were other tents,
which affirmed his impression that Gethrin’s men made a habit of
sleeping outside, judging by their filthy appearance and
disagreeable odor.

On reaching the tent, they stopped. “Take
off your boots!” the man growled, and as Felix quickly complied,
wondering as he did if Gethrin kept such a pristine tent that
removing one’s footwear before entering was customary, the bandit
spun him around, ripping his pelt from his shoulders and throwing
off his satchel.

“I need that!” Felix protested, reaching for
it, but his hand was knocked away before he could get his fingers
around the strap, and then the bandit was ripping his shirt,
tearing it off and letting the pieces drop away. Felix knew what
was coming next and moved to untie his own trousers, but his hands
were pushed away, and his captor grabbed them and began yanking.
They ripped, falling to his ankles, his underclothes falling with
them. Felix’s hands flew to cover himself as the bandit bent and
pulled them off, sending Felix sprawling onto his backside. Save
for his socks, he was completely naked.

Grabbing his arm, the bandit pulled him to
his feet, leaving him to stand exposed and shivering while he
gathered the remains of Felix’s clothes and walked off. Blessedly,
he’d left the satchel behind, and Felix scooped it up to hold over
his groin. Everyone was looking at him, laughing, leering, or
whistling, and he tried to make himself invisible as he watched his
clothing being tossed into the fire. And then sour-face was back,
and he was being shoved into the tent. It was a relief to be inside
and away from the multitude of leering eyes, except now he was
alone in the dark with the bandit.

He backed away, clutching his satchel
tightly, but the man showed no interest in his body, lighting a
lantern before squatting to sift through an ornate chest, and thus
giving Felix a moment to inspect his surroundings. The tent was far
different from Torsten’s. It was larger, with room for a real bed,
which stood high off the ground and boasted a silk coverlet and
plush pillows. Bejeweled necklaces hung from its posts, and there
was a rug beside it made from the hide of some white, silky haired
creature Felix didn’t recognize. It was the tent of a true bandit,
with spoils to display, treasures to horde, and plenty of hiding
places for the proof of treachery he was there to find. He was
eyeing a large golden chain on the bedside table—a fine piece of
furniture whose surface was so polished it reflected the
jewelry—when a rough, dirty hand on his bare shoulder whipped him
around. Felix flinched, but the man only snatched his satchel away
and pushed a small piece of leather into his chest. “Put this on,”
he grunted.

Felix nodded, eager to be dressed, but all
he’d been given was a small pair of what looked to be leather
underclothes. “Is this all?” he asked in alarm.

“No,” the bandit laughed, tossing a pair of
boots at him.

Felix took a deep breath, and, deciding that
something was better than nothing—as if he had any choice— he
pulled on the leather garment, tying it snugly with the long,
attached cords at each hip, leaving them to dangle down upon his
bare thighs. The hem of the pants went no further than an inch past
the crease of his groin, and his backside was essentially on full
display. The soft leather boots covered him more, reaching to just
beneath his knees, and they, too, had long cords for tying. But at
the end of these cords were tiny bells, and with his every
movement, they jingled.

It was with complete humiliation that he
exited the tent, being pushed by his neck into the pre-dawn, and he
knew that with no furs or leathers to shield him, he’d soon be
shaking with cold so hard he’d sound like a troubadour’s
tambourine. But oddly, though he could feel the breeze upon his
bare skin, he didn’t feel the icy bite it carried. He didn’t feel
the cold. It took him a moment to realize it had to be because of
the flower petals he’d consumed, and though he was extremely
grateful, it was too bad they couldn’t also numb his mortification
as he was walked through the camp all but naked. He felt every
stare and heard every rude word.

Gethrin was in a chair by the fire, a goblet
in his hand and a ring of bandits surrounding him, though they sat
on overturned logs and held rough clay mugs. They hollered and
clapped as Felix neared, and Gethrin smiled, beckoning him with a
demanding finger. The sour-faced bandit released him, and he went
to Gethrin’s side, jingling all the way. The bandit leader’s eyes
darkened at the sight of him.

“That’s much better,” he said. “Far superior
to the bulky clothes Torsten dressed you in, isn’t that right?”

“Yes, sir,” Felix agreed.

Gethrin looked pleased, but then his brows
pinched together in mock concern. “But aren’t you cold?”

Felix shook his head honestly, because he
could feel nothing of the chill, but Gethrin ignored his answer and
patted his lap in invitation. “Come here. I’ll make you warm.”

When Felix didn’t move immediately, Gethrin
huffed impatiently and reached out, grabbing his wrist. He pulled
him onto his lap, wrapping his free arm tight around his waist.
Felix balanced there awkwardly, keeping his eyes cast down.

“Isn’t that better?” Gethrin asked. “Aren’t
you warmer now?” He rubbed his hand possessively across Felix’s
stomach.

“Y-yes, thank you,” Felix answered. He
looked at Gethrin through the veil of his curls and tried to smile.
He was frightened, sickened by the man’s touch, but there was a
reason why he had put himself in Gethrin’s arms, and he couldn’t
let himself forget it. “Would you like me to play for you?” he
asked.

“That would be lovely,” Gethrin murmured,
planting a kiss on his neck.

Felix forced himself to keep still and not
jerk away. “My flute is in my satchel, in your tent.” He needed him
to let him go there—alone—so he could begin looking for the proof
Gethrin had bragged about.

“That’s no good,” Gethrin said, motioning to
the sour-faced bandit. “Bring his bag, Jack,” he ordered, a nasty
edge to his voice.

“I can get it,” Felix offered quickly, but
Gethrin shook his head.

“Nonsense,” he said. “Wouldn’t want you to
get cold.”

While they waited, Gethrin continued to kiss
his neck and smooth his hand across his stomach, and Felix
continued to act like he wasn’t trying to crawl out of his skin. He
was elated when Jack returned, and leapt from Gethrin’s lap to
accept the bag. Gethrin chuckled at his excitement.

“You can’t wait to please me, can you?” he
asked, and Felix shrugged, hoping he looked shy rather than
disgusted. “Go ahead, then. Play us some music. Something
cheery.”

It was nothing like playing for Torsten.
Gethrin called Jack over to talk almost immediately after he began,
and while a few of the bandits seemed interested at first, before
long they were all engaged in conversations, and not paying Felix
or his flute any mind.

Perfect, Felix thought. For it gave him the
chance to listen.


 


 


 


 15
- Very Bad Bandits

 


They spoke mostly of the night’s
carnage.

Felix played one cheerful ditty after
another as they bantered about Torsten’s pathetic league of piss
poor bandits, how they’d been so easy to kill, how it had proven
the simplest thing in the world to run them off and take their
territory. And there was a barrage of brutally graphic, longwinded
descriptions, detailing their kills.

While trying not to break into hysterical
screams or sobs, Felix wished he had his magically inclined flute,
if only to help persuade the conversation to a less barbaric
direction. However, even though that flute was now in the
possession of the evil pirate Quinn, as he was transitioning from
one melody into another, he got his wish. Gethrin, while remaining
seated with his legs crossed, reached out to cup Felix’s
behind.

“This will be the next step,” he laughed,
giving Felix’s rear a firm squeeze. “Human trade. I almost have him
convinced. He’s been stubborn, but he has to admit eventually that
it’s a great deal for everyone.”

The bandit sitting beside Gethrin swallowed
down a large gulp of ale. “Malcolm’s a stubborn old fool,” he
disparaged. Felix perked up at the name, turning his ear discreetly
toward their conversation.

“Not Malcolm,” Gethrin corrected. “He’s put
up a bit of a fight, but he doesn’t have a real problem with it. I
should have him on board in no time. It’s McClintock who needs more
convincing, but I’ll get him in the end, make no mistake.”

“What trouble could he have? It’s more
coin,” the increasingly drunken bandit exclaimed, the mention of
coin raising cheers among those closest, as well as earning him a
few slaps on the back.

“The guardians are as frustrating as the
nobles,” Gethrin sighed, giving Felix’s ass another squeeze and
pulling him closer so he might play with the long cords of his
leather pants. “We’ve done good business together for years, and he
suddenly thinks he’s too good for the slave trade. I explained how
simple it would be, not to mention he’d have next to nothing to do
with it. Pour me some ale, would you?”

One of the men grabbed a pitcher and poured
more ale into his goblet. After a hearty gulp, he clapped a hand
sharply across Felix’s ass, making him sputter a pitchy note into
the flute.

“Put that thing away,” Gethrin said, drawing
Felix back into his lap. “Drink.” He pushed the goblet to Felix’s
lips, forcing him to swallow.

He tried not to choke, and he resisted the
urge to bite Gethrin’s finger when it came to wipe the excess drops
from his lips. He forced himself to be pliable as Gethrin got
comfortable, wrapping his arm back around his waist and resting his
hand low on his stomach.

“I’m positive I can convince McClintock with
my next letter,” Gethrin continued, ignoring Felix’s presence
beyond the petting of his stomach. “How could I not when it’s
really just more business as usual? He already pays us to rape and
pillage, and in return gets paid when people hire his guardians to
protect them from us.”

The bandits laughed, and Felix kept his head
down to hide his shock. The Guildmaster McClintock was in league
with Gethrin?

“And the cut we get from Torsten’s daddy for
all the goods he’s shaken loose from the queen," Gethrin continued,
shaking Felix as he spoke to make his bells ring. “It’s a solid,
profitable system that’s worked for years. The only difference
there’ll be is adding a few hundred or so supple bodies to the
trade. The coin is just waiting to be made.”

“He’ll come around, sir,” said one of the
bandits.

“Yeah, he’ll see the light when he
gets your letter," said another. "You’ve a way with words,
sir.”

“Thank you, Guv," Gethrin replied. “How
touching.”

Felix’s thoughts raced as the talk circled
back to mundanities, such as who would take the first watch the
following night, if there was sufficient squirrel for breakfast,
and whether they should send a team to relieve Torsten the Bastard
of his head. His body must have betrayed him then, because Gethrin
kissed his neck and whispered, “Poor thing. You don’t like the idea
of having Torsten’s head on a stick right here in the middle of
camp?”

Felix shook his head hurriedly. He couldn’t
give himself away. “No, I’ve just,” he let his voice waver, “I’ve
just seen a lot of blood today.”

“You have, haven’t you? You’re probably
desperate to get to bed, aren’t you, to engage in thoughts more
pleasant? Have your new master make everything better?”

“Yes, sir,” Felix confessed bashfully. He
leaned in, bolder than he’d yet allowed himself to be, and spoke
into Gethrin’s ear. “If I may, I’d like to get ready for bed. May I
go ahead to your tent?”

The smile he received was sinister, but he
did his best to smile back sweetly. He needed to be alone in that
tent. Needed to find the letter Gethrin spoke of. Behind his demure
fluttering of lashes, he pleaded. Let me go, let me go.

Gethrin cupped his hand over Felix’s crotch,
pulling a surprised yelp from his lips. “You may,” he said. “I’ll
be along soon.”

Felix squirmed from his lap and, after
bowing his head politely, hurried to the tent, hoping his jingly
half-run would be blamed on the cold he couldn’t feel. In fact,
though he’d broken into a sweat by the time he reached Gethrin’s
tent, he couldn’t feel that either. All he felt was a rush of
fear-induced adrenaline, along with amazement that his plan might
actually be working.

He wasted no time once inside the
lantern-lit tent. He had no idea how long Gethrin would be and
began his search immediately, breathing hard as he first checked
under the mattress. If he could find the proof quickly, there was a
chance he could slip out of camp without anyone knowing. He could
hide in the woods, evade their search, maybe even make it back to
the crazy cave dwellers’ hidden tree barrier. Gethrin would never
find him there. And if the petals continued to fend off the cold,
maybe he could even make it back to Torsten. None of this was
likely, he knew, but he hoped for it desperately as he
searched.

When he found nothing but a recently used
and still sticky handkerchief beneath the bed, Felix moved to the
table beside it and opened its lone drawer. Inside was a colorful
collection of unused silk handkerchiefs, a nearly full tube of oil
in a casing of silver filigree, a pair of badly scratched
gold-plated handcuffs, and a small, ivory handled dagger with an
exceedingly sharp blade. But no letter. Sighing, he closed the
drawer, then opened it again and nabbed the blade. After a brief
consideration of hiding it in his boot—dismissed for fear they
might be coming off soon—he put the blade in his satchel, wrapping
the bandana around it so a cursory glance wouldn’t betray its
presence.

He went quickly to the entrance, and seeing
no one approaching, continued his search, growing more frantic by
the second. Throwing himself down by the ornate chest of clothes,
he opened it, his hands burrowing deep as he sorted through lacy
smallclothes, leather leggings, a framed drawing of a ridiculously
well-endowed horse, and even a solid wood penis, all the while
seeking the crinkle of parchment.

“Please, please,” Felix whispered
quietly.

“Were the clothes I provided not to your
liking?”

His heart all but leapt from his chest as he
slammed the lid shut and turned on his knees. Gethrin stood
watching from the entrance. He wasn’t smiling.

Felix jumped to his feet, his head bowed.
Thinking fast, and taking full advantage of his accelerated
heartbeat and quaking limbs, he peered up at Gethrin with fearful,
innocent eyes. “No, I want to please you. It’s just that it’s
freezing in here," he lied, crossing his arms to move his hands
rapidly along his bare arms. “And, also," he continued, dropping
his eyes shamefully, “I was hoping I would find something to—to
make things less—to make things more comfortable. I’m sorry,
sir.”

The darkness that had flashed across the
bandit’s face lightened upon hearing these words, and his mouth
held the hint of a smile as he shrugged out of his leather cape and
turned to close the tent flaps. And as he turned, Felix saw it. A
folded piece of parchment in his back pocket. It had to be the
letter. Excitement and relief flooded through him, but he forced
his expression to neutral before Gethrin faced him.

“There’s lubricant in the drawer there,”
Gethrin said, pointing to the table Felix had just searched before
removing his pelt and bending to unlace his boots. “Get it. And
you’ll soon be plenty warm, I assure you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Felix made a show of searching for the oil,
gushing over its pretty container as he closed the drawer, then
fixed his face with what he hoped was a shy, expectant smile, one
that would hide his fear. He shouldn’t have taken the blade. If
Gethrin were to check and find it gone … he shouldn’t have risked
taking it, wouldn’t have taken it had he not been so tired and he’d
been thinking clearly. But there was no going back now. With the
tube in his hand, he turned to face Gethrin, who now sat on the
edge of the bed, eyeing him sharply.

And it was in that moment that Felix
realized his mistake.

Gethrin thought he was a virgin.

Initially, he’d mistaken Felix’s revulsion
at his advances as a virgin’s understandable shyness, and when he’d
asked, Felix said it was true. But this lie meant to dissuade
Gethrin had instead inspired him, making him more desirable in the
bad bandit’s eyes. He elated in thinking Felix was unsullied,
especially by Torsten’s hands, and it was what he was expecting
now—expecting he would be the first to sully him—which is likely
why he’d not been killed the moment he’d walked into camp. But
faking a smile was one thing. Felix couldn’t fake his virginity,
not right now, not after the blissful time he’d just spent lying
with Torsten, leaving his body delightfully stretched and sore and
riddled with the evidence of their pairing. He’d not even had a
chance to wash. And the moment Gethrin touched him intimately, he
would know. He would know he’d been lied to, he would assume
Torsten had sent him to spy, and he would likely kill him right
off, or worse. Considering all the filthy, leering bandits in the
camp, there could be worse things than dying quickly.

The only way out of this was to take charge
of the moment, and he had some ideas. He could wrap his head around
the problem, so to speak, and hopefully distract Gethrin into such
profound oblivion that he’d be able to snatch the letter and run,
or, at the very least, put him off long enough that he could clean
up. And if that failed to satisfy his lust? He could claim he was
assaulted on the way there. That yet a third group of bandits had
waylaid him in the woods, had their way with him, then sent him on
his way. But was that believable? Or would he be more likely to
believe Torsten had assaulted him, gotten a few licks in before
tossing him from camp. And if he thought that, it would make him
hate Torsten even more than he already did, putting him at even
greater risk than he was now, and Felix didn’t want that. He wanted
only good things for Torsten.

“What are you waiting for?” Gethrin growled
impatiently, quickly crossing the space between them and snatching
the oil from Felix’s hand.

“I’m sorry. I’m nervous,” Felix said, his
voice breaking.

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not.” Pushing the
satchel from his shoulder, Gethrin grabbed a fistful of Felix’s
curls and crushed his mouth in a violent kiss. His beard was as
rough as a cat’s tongue, and he bit Felix’s lip hard, drawing
blood. Felix whimpered as hands roamed greedily down his back and
grabbed his ass, squeezing it painfully.

His hands flexed helplessly at his sides,
and his heart thudded a frenzied, fitful rhythm, as he wondered how
many moments he had left to live. He couldn’t fight off Gethrin,
couldn’t simply slap his hands away as he’d done with lascivious
drunks in a tavern. Gethrin was about to slip his hands inside his
pants, discover Felix had lied, and kill him.

It was like the final verses of an epic
ballad, starring Felix as the valiant but slightly stupid hero
willing to give his life for love, yet never realizing his
sacrifice—brave though it was—would actually make things worse.
Future audiences hearing such a tale would know. They would weep
and shout out in warning each time the tale was told, desperate for
a different, better ending.

On gaining tactile proof Felix had been
recently fucked, Gethrin might be so enraged he’d slit his throat
immediately. There might be no opportunity for tall tales about
being assaulted in the woods. He’d be dead, and Gethrin’s rage
would surely result in the entire camp taking off after Torsten,
killing him and every one of the bandits that were left, and as
savagely as possible.

And he couldn’t—he wouldn’t—let that happen.
As dramatic and poignant as that ballad might be, he didn’t want to
die choking on his own blood, clad in leather briefs and bells, his
last sight that of Gethrin’s sneering face above him. And he didn’t
want Dot to die, or that bitch Selon.

Or Torsten. Especially not Torsten.

Let someone else be the well-meaning martyr
that made drunken patrons weep. He would be the one they cheered
for.

Felix surged, enthusiastically returning
Gethrin’s kiss and moving his hand to firmly grasp his groin,
earning a deep grunt of approval. His plan might not work, but he
had to try, and his new backup plan was in his satchel, wrapped in
Torsten’s bandana. If he could produce the euphoric response in
Gethrin he hoped for, he’d grab the letter and his satchel and run,
perhaps picking up Gethrin’s coat on his way. If that didn’t work,
he’d go straight for the blade. Either way, it was show time. He
might well die, but he would die fighting.

Felix dropped to his knees, his hands
squeezing the bandit’s swelling member through his pants. Gethrin
groaned, a look of immense pleasure on his face as his displaced
hands now found Felix’s curls. He cocked an eyebrow at him as his
fingers wound and tightened in his hair. Then he closed his eyes,
widened his stance, and let his head fall back.

It was his chance, and Felix took it. Moving
his hands to the bandit’s backside, he began rubbing in a circular
motion as he opened his mouth, pressed it to the fabric covering
Gethrin’s groin, and after a quick breath, began blowing. Gethrin
sighed deeply at this, his entire body easing with pleasure at the
warmth. And as it did, Felix gripped the pocketed letter between
his fingers and pulled.

Quickly now, he moved his hands to Gethrin’s
hips as his mouth moved to the tie of his trousers, using his teeth
to pull at the leather cords. Gethrin shook his head and laughed,
and Felix giggled along as he slid the purloined letter into the
backside of his own leather pants.

No going back now.

His satchel lay on the floor beside him, and
as he continued with his teeth, and one hand moved to cup and
fondle Gethrin’s leather-clad balls, the other hand opened the
satchel’s flap, unwrapped the covering of Torsten’s bandana, and
freed it.

“What’s that in your hand?” Gethrin asked
quietly.

Felix’s mouth went dry as he released his
teeth and looked up. Gethrin was looking down at him curiously, as
if what Felix held clutched in his closed hand might be a
pleasurable surprise.

And then Felix stabbed him.

As the blade plunged into Gethrin’s thigh,
he roared, tightening his grip in Felix’s hair, dragging him across
the floor, and throwing him onto the bed. With a mad laugh, he
pulled the blade from his leg and climbed on top of him. His eyes
were blazing as he held the bloody weapon to Felix’s throat.

“What was that?” he growled. “You dare stab
me with my own blade?” He was bleeding all over Felix and the silk
coverlet, but it wasn’t the dramatic gush Felix had been hoping
for. It wasn’t enough to kill him, just make a mess and seriously
piss him off. “Why did you do that, little mouse?”

Felix struggled to find an answer that might
save him as the blade pressed to his throat. He closed his eyes.
He’d missed his chance.

“Gethrin!” someone yelled outside the tent.
“Everything good?”

“Everything’s fine in here,” Gethrin yelled
back. “Just getting rid of our rat problem.” He slapped Felix hard
across the face. “Open your eyes!” he snarled.

Felix opened his eyes. Over the strained
drags of his rapid breath, he thought he could hear wolves howling.
He thought he must be imagining it, but then Gethrin turned his
head to listen, and Felix used the moment to strike upward with his
fingers, jabbing the bandit in his left eye.

“FUCK!” Gethrin threw himself off Felix,
dropping the blade to hold his hand over his eye.

Felix scrambled off the bed and reached for
the knife, but Gethrin kicked him. He fell, hitting his head hard
against the side table. When the blackness and stars that swam
before his eyes cleared, Gethrin was standing over him with his
sword.

The bandit held one hand over his eye, and
blood was seeping beneath his fingers. He laughed, but it was an
ugly, unpleasant sound. “You’re not dead yet, because I’m still
trying to decide if you’re pretty enough to be worth the trouble,”
he said, moving the sword tip to rest above Felix’s heart.
“Convince me. Use that pretty mouth to tell me, preferably in
sordid detail, all the ways you’ll please me if I don’t run this
blade through your heart. So start begging, mouse. And make it good
if you want to live.”

Felix considered. Of course, he wanted to
live. And he wanted Gethrin to die. He wanted the wolves to tear
through the camp and kill him and all his evil bandits so he could
go and be with Torsten. He wanted Torsten more than he’d ever
wanted anyone or anything.

“Too good to beg?” Gethrin asked, swinging
the sword away from his chest. “Then just get back on your knees
and act like my good little mouse, and I’ll let you live. Just do
it, love.”

Gethrin’s demands, the tenor of his voice,
and even what could be seen of his face, seemed to have changed to
that of an urging, a plea. He didn’t seem to want to kill him. If
Felix was Scorch, he would have been able to think of a clever
response. If he was Vivid, he would have eviscerated the man an
hour ago. If he was Merric, he would have pushed to his feet,
refused to beg, refused to get on his knees no matter what. And if
he was Audrey … well, Felix didn’t think her the kind of woman to
get on her knees for any man, ever, whether he was evil or not.

But he was Felix, and he’d done the best he
could, which was substantially more than he’d ever thought himself
capable of. He was opening his mouth to speak, still unsure of what
he would say, when he heard another howl, unmistakably close now.
He sent up a fervent wish. And in the next moment, an arrow whizzed
through the barely-there opening of the tied tent flaps and pierced
Gethrin through the back of his skull.

Felix screamed as Gethrin fell forward. He
was only just able to knock his sword away before he collapsed
heavily on top of him. The bandit gargled something unintelligible
right by his ear, twitched mightily, and was still.

“Oh, Gods,” Felix whimpered, stunned beyond
the capacity for movement.

He could hear howls and horses and cries
coming from outside, raised voices, panicked yells, and then, above
all other sounds, he heard a voice shout, “FELIX!”

“Gods, Gods!” Felix breathed, struggling to
push out from under the bandit’s body. After several failed
attempts, he was able to roll Gethrin off. He stumbled dazedly to
his feet and answered the call, even though he knew he must have
imagined it. “TORSTEN!”

A moment later, he heard horse hooves coming
to a halt outside the tent. Felix grabbed the coverlet off the bed
and draped it over the bloody mess, then reached for Gethrin’s
sword, holding it up as best he could before him, not knowing who
was about to come in.

“Felix, are you in there?”

It was Torsten’s voice. He had come for
him.

“Yes!” Felix cried in excitement. “It’s me!”
He rushed forward with the sword. “Stand back!” he yelled. He
raised the heavy weapon with strength fueled by desire and slashed
down, cutting apart the ties, and then Torsten was right there, his
bow nocked with an arrow and his eyes rimmed with thick smudges of
charcoal. Seeing Felix, he lowered his bow and pushed into the
tent, pulling him into his arms and running his hands all over his
body.

“Are you hurt? Did he hurt you? Are you
hurt?”

Felix shook his head, surprised, relieved,
and completely staggered. Through the rips of the tent, he could
see the good bandits on horseback, raging through the group of
evil, drunken ones, attacking with their bows. But Gethrin’s men
were a larger group, and they were fighting back.

A grey wolf tore past the opening of the
tent, and Felix gasped.

Torsten gave the space a sweep with his eyes
before bending down to retrieve the leather cape Gethrin had
discarded. He wrapped it around Felix’s shoulders, covering his
near nakedness. “We must go,” he said.

“My satchel!” Felix yelled, hurrying to
retrieve it.

Once outside, Torsten picked him up and
placed him in the saddle of his horse, then pivoted swiftly,
letting loose an arrow into a bandit running toward them with his
sword raised. Jack fell to the ground with a thud, his sour face
becoming slack as Torsten mounted the horse behind Felix.

“Get your head down,” he ordered, nocking
another arrow. “Stay down.”

Felix bent low on the horse’s neck as
Torsten turned them around. He didn’t speed into the thick of the
fighting, but galloped around the edges of the camp, releasing a
second arrow, a third. Felix watched as wolves jumped at the
throats of Gethrin’s bandits, and as more arrows flew, finding
their targets in the chests of the leather-clad bandits. Torsten
whistled, and when he led their horse into the trees, Felix could
hear more horses moving behind them.

“You got him?” Felix heard Selon call
out.

Torsten shrugged his bow over his shoulder
and held the reins in one hand, his other pulling Felix up to brace
against his chest. “I’ve got him,” he shouted back.

Felix turned his head into the soft fur of
Torsten’s pelt. He was beginning to tingle all over, and the front
of his body began to chill even as his backside began to heat up;
the numbing effect of the petals was finally wearing off. After
they’d ridden a mile or so from Gethrin’s camp, Torsten slowed the
horse to a stop, threw Gethrin’s cape off Felix, eased out of his
pelt, and settled it over his bare shoulders. The others stopped
next to them on their mounts, their bandanas still up to hide their
faces. Even so, Felix recognized Dot astride a tall, speckled mare.
Everyone who remained in Torsten’s camp had come.

“They’re not following,” Marilyn reported,
cantering up to their cluster.

“Not yet,” Torsten rumbled.

“Where should we go?” Selon asked. She’d
tied her spiraling hair into a knot to keep it out of her face.
“Alex?”

Felix could feel Torsten’s sharp nod behind
him. “Let’s finally take him up on his hospitality.” He clicked his
tongue and their horses were off again, winding their way through
the forest.

“Torsten,” Felix began, his hands seeking
contact where Torsten’s arm was firmly wound around his waist. He
felt both as tired and as happy in that moment as he’d ever been in
his life.

Torsten hushed him. “Rest now. I won’t let
you fall,” he murmured softly. “You’re safe.”

The words were a salve on his jangled
nerves, and Felix relaxed into the warm body holding him, closing
his eyes. He was with Torsten; he was safe. And even better, he had
the proof Torsten needed, crammed down the back of his pants.
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It must have been a combination of shock and
profound weariness that made the ensuing trip feel so short, as it
seemed Felix had barely blinked before they were arriving in the
small, ramshackle village. The hour was late, but the sound of
horses tromping along the dirt road stirred the sleeping villagers
quickly, and Torsten had only just managed to dismount when they
started peeking out their windows and carefully cracking open their
doors.

Felix was putting his arms around Torsten’s
neck, accepting his help from the saddle, when he caught sight of
the glowing eyes. “It’s the wolves,” he whispered, nodding his head
as he clung tightly to Torsten. “They must have followed us.”

Torsten glanced past him to where six white
wolves were padding out of the trees, their maws bloody. One was
significantly larger than the others, and it was at the forefront
of the pack. It limped as it continued to approach, holding its
hind leg delicately off the ground. Felix tried to maneuver out of
Torsten’s arms to get behind him, but Torsten only held him more
firmly. “They will not harm you,” he said calmly. “You don’t need
to fear them.”

The wolves walked directly through the
gathering of Torsten’s bandits, but no one seemed bothered but
Felix, who trembled, and the horses, whose riders soothed their
nervous whinnies as they passed. One came so close that its tail
brushed Felix’s leg, and he couldn’t stop the frightened squeak
that escaped his lips. Marilyn extended her hand to it, letting her
fingers drag through the fur of its back. By the time the
slow-moving pack began to disappear behind one of the houses, Felix
felt lightheaded, his experiences of the past few hours threatening
to overwhelm him. The bodies, the pyre, the cave, Gethrin, and now
wolves walking through a village as if they owned it. It was too
much. He moved closer to Torsten, as close as he could get, and the
little bells on his boots jingled absurdly.

They stood like that, the bandits and their
horses, still and silent, for several long moments. No one
speaking, nothing moving, everyone waiting. Felix kept his eyes on
the house the wolves had disappeared behind, certain they would
return, but they didn’t. And when the front door of that same house
slammed open, it scared him half to death.

Alex appeared in the doorway, and after a
moment’s hesitation, rushed out to them. “Where is everyone else?
Is this all of you? It can’t be all,” he said urgently. He laid his
hand on Torsten’s shoulder, looking sympathetically from him to
Felix, whom Torsten was holding upright.

“Dot,” Torsten said, calling over his
shoulder for the cook.

Dot passed his horse’s reins to Selon and
hurried over, casting a worried glance at Felix. “King?”

“Dot can tell you what’s happened,” Torsten
told Alex. “I must get him inside. May I—”

“Yes,” Alex nodded. “Take my bed. Anything
you need is yours.”

Torsten grunted his thanks, and, putting an
arm around Felix’s waist, started for the house.

“I’m fine,” Felix urged, though he was
panting. Now that he was on his feet moving again, now that life
was moving again, a panicky pulse had a cold sweat beading on his
forehead. Near fainting, he swayed, and Torsten hauled him into his
arms, hitching his legs up to wrap around his waist. Felix held on,
resting his chin on Torsten’s shoulder. He was carried into Alex’s
house, a three-room affair with well-swept floors and a bed in the
back, its covers tossed, like someone had quickly abandoned it.

Torsten lowered him onto the bed and knelt
in front of him, taking his face in his hands. “Felix.”

Felix stared, taken aback. Torsten had used
his proper name back in Gethrin’s tent, but everything had been
moving too quickly for him to hear it, process it. Now, he was
saying his name in the quiet of a bedroom, and it sounded perfect
on his lips. Felix smiled.

Torsten was less amused. “Where did all this
blood come from?” His hands started roaming carefully over the
dried blood on Felix’s skin, searching for wounds.

“It’s not mine,” he assured him, as
surprised as Torsten to discover he’d come out of such a dangerous
predicament with nary a scratch. A painful throb on the back of his
head reminded him he’d been thrown into a table, but when he poked
at it, there was only a small bump and no blood. The only blood
Gethrin had drawn from him was the now swollen bite on his lower
lip, which Torsten touched carefully, his eyebrows stuck in a
pained furrow.

“He did this,” he said, sounding gutted.

“Yes,” Felix admitted, grimacing at the
memory of Gethrin’s mouth on his. “But it’s all he got to do.”

“Are you sure?” Torsten reached to touch his
face, but hesitated. “You can tell me.”

Felix shook his head fiercely. “He never
touched me. He would have. He was about to. But I stabbed him.”

Torsten’s eyes widened. “You stabbed
him?”

“In his leg,” Felix provided faintly. “With
his dagger. And then in the eye with my fingers.”

“Gods!” Torsten touched him, his hesitation
gone, cupping his cheek in his hand.

“But it wasn’t enough," Felix continued. "If
it hadn’t been for that well-aimed arrow you shot, he would have
killed me.”

Torsten moved from his knees to sit beside
him on the bed, taking his hands in his, maintaining their contact.
“Arrow? What arrow?”

Felix was confused. “Your arrow. I mean, I
assume it was your arrow, since you were outside the tent yelling
my name just a moment after he was hit. Most of this is Gethrin’s
blood,” he explained, sweeping over his messy body with wet eyes.
“Some of it’s from the stabbing, but most of it’s from the arrow.
There was a lot of blood and he landed right on top of me, the
bastard. Did you not see him?” Felix demanded in response to the
quizzical look on Torsten’s face, but then he realized he mustn’t
have. Gethrin’s body had been clear across the tent, on the floor,
face-down, and under the coverlet, and Torsten had only had eyes
for him when he’d charged inside.

“I believe you,” Torsten said, squeezing his
hand. “But it wasn’t my arrow. I would never have fired blindly,
never have put your life at risk like that. I assumed you were in
that tent with him when we rode in, because the tent was closed
tight. But I couldn’t—”

“It doesn’t matter," Felix interrupted, his
breath catching as he shook his head. “It was a stray arrow then,
or perhaps it was loosed by the Gods,” he laughed bitterly. “Either
way, it found its mark. It saved me. And Gethrin is dead.”

He studied Torsten’s face as he absorbed the
news. His relief was evident, but it did nothing to smooth the
worried crease between his eyes. “Let’s clean you up,” Torsten said
after a moment, rising to his feet. “I’ll be right back.”

Felix concentrated on steadying his
breathing while he was gone. It helped that he could hear him
rummaging in the adjacent room. He shrugged the fur pelt from his
shoulders and pulled the boots from his feet, throwing them across
the room and making the damnable bells jingle for what he hoped was
the final time. It had suddenly become unbearable to have any shred
of Gethrin’s clothing on his body. He stood, pulled at the cords of
his tiny leather pants, and stripped them off, picking up the
folded parchment that dropped to the floor.

When Torsten returned, Felix was completely
naked, standing beside the bed with the letter clutched in his
hand. Torsten set aside the bowl of water and cleaning cloth he’d
fetched and crossed to him, wrapping him in a gentle embrace. “I’m
mad at you,” he whispered, stroking his hair. “I woke up and you
were gone.”

Felix snuffled into his neck. “I know. But I
had to go.”

“I knew exactly where you’d gone, what you
were doing,” Torsten continued. “We set out after you as soon as we
possibly could, but I feared the entire time we’d be too late.”
Felix couldn’t hold back the sob in his throat, and Torsten rubbed
a comforting hand over his back. “Tell me you didn’t lie with me
just so you could sneak away. I need to know—I need you to tell me
it meant as much to you as it did to me.”

Felix pulled back, meeting Torsten’s eyes as
he wiped tears from his face. “It meant something,” he said,
leaning in and pressing their foreheads together. “It meant
everything. I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to stay there with you
forever. I only left because I wanted to help you. I needed to help
you.”

Torsten closed his eyes, sighing deeply as
he moved his large hands to wrap protectively over Felix’s bare
hips. “You could have been killed,” he said quietly. “You could
have died. You got lucky, Felix.”

“I did,” Felix said. “And I got this, too.”
He raised his hand, pressing the letter to Torsten’s chest.

Torsten’s eyes moved to the folded
parchment. “What is this?”

“It’s a letter from Gethrin to the
guildmaster,” Felix replied with a small, sly smile. “All about
illegal activities that include a certain royal councilman.”

“You found proof?” Torsten asked
incredulously, his face brightening as he took the letter in
hand.

“I found proof,” Felix affirmed, his smile
widening with Torsten’s excitement. “Read it.”

Unfolding the parchment, Torsten glanced at
it briefly, then went to the table that held the water bowl and
laid it down, securing it beneath a small pewter vase. “The letter
can wait,” he declared, picking up the bowl and rag and crossing
back to Felix. “We need to get you cleaned and warm before you
freeze to death. Now sit.” He placed the bowl on the floor, and
after securing the abandoned pelt around Felix’s bare shoulders,
dropped to his knees in front of him. Dipping the rag and wringing
out the excess water, Torsten moved Felix’s hair behind his ears
and began gently scrubbing the blood from his face.

“Torsten?” Felix said after a minute,
shivering as the cleaning moved on to his chest and stomach, where
the majority of Gethrin’s blood had stained his skin.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you for coming for me,” he said. “And
for trying to take me home. And trying to protect me from the
pirates. And for the bandana.”

Torsten frowned as he moved to wash the
blood from Felix’s thigh. “Did I say you could keep the
bandana?”

“I’m not giving it back,” Felix replied, and
Torsten’s lips turned up into a soft, pleased grin. “And I’m not
going to forgive you for kidnapping me and making me your flute
slave, because that was wrong. But I can’t say I’m sorry you did
it.” He was in the perfect position to stroke his fingers through
Torsten’s hair, and he had no qualms taking advantage. It was
thick, and much softer than it looked.

Torsten leaned into his hand, closing his
eyes. “I’m still angry,” he mumbled, his lips brushing against the
smooth, clean skin of Felix’s hip. But he didn’t look angry, the
tension of before gone from his shoulders. He dropped the rag into
the bowl, now filthy with dirt and bandit blood, and rested his
hands on Felix’s calves. “You can’t just rush into danger like
that.”

Torsten’s breath was warm against his cool,
somewhat mottled skin, and Felix let out a needy little sigh as he
continued to rake fingers through his hair. “But it was worth the
risk," he countered. “I got the proof you need.”

Torsten came to his feet, framing Felix’s
head in his hands. “Thank you for what you did,” he said. “The
letter will be beyond useful. But it’s not what I need just now.”
Taking his hands, he drew Felix to his feet and kissed him, sweet
and slow.

“What do you need?” Felix asked when the
kiss ended several skipped heartbeats later.

Torsten’s fierce eyebrows struck an angle of
disbelief as he stroked his thumbs over Felix’s cheekbones. “Just
you, Flautist.” He leaned in, rubbing his cheek against Felix’s
before pulling him into his arms. “If that’s okay,” he murmured
softly at his ear.

Felix’s brain all but exploded with a
thousand lyrical descriptions hearing those words, but none that
accurately conveyed the feeling in his stomach that overwhelmed him
now, and had been with him, in some degree, since first meeting
Torsten. Thus, he was compelled to believe—with no excuses or
reasons left to fight it—that it had to be love he was feeling, a
love powerful enough to make him take reckless chances, make him
feel crazy, make him feel this formerly unknown urge to lay himself
completely bare.

He sighed, amazed that the night was ending
with him in Torsten’s arms, the way it should end always. “It’s
okay,” he answered, his mouth muffled against Torsten’s neck. He
breathed him in, big gulps of him, with hopes of filling his senses
permanently.

“You were brave,” Torsten whispered, holding
up Felix’s hand to kiss tenderly at his palm. “And strong.” Felix
blushed, looked down at the praise, and Torsten caught him in a
kiss, not nearly as gentle as before, but just as sweet. “And
stubborn.”

“I never knew I was any of those things,”
Felix managed to say before he was caught up in another sweeping
kiss.

“I did, from the first moment I saw you,”
Torsten claimed, backing him closer to the bed. “It’s how I knew
you weren’t a noble."

“You’re a noble,” Felix retorted as Torsten
eased him down onto the mattress.

“No, I’m not,” Torsten smiled, leaning over
him.

Felix laid a hand on his chest, holding him
back. “Maybe not. Not yet. But you could be when this is all
settled. If the letter is as damning as I think it is, Queen
Bellamy will likely retract your banishment and welcome you to
Court. You could be a noble.”

Torsten smirked down at him, his arms
bracketing Felix’s slight frame. “So could you.”

Felix rolled his eyes and laughed. “Me? A
peasant flautist? I don’t think so, Sir Torsten. I have no blood
ties to make me worthy.”

“It would be your right through
association,” Torsten replied. “And your accomplishments.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works.” Felix
laughed again, pulling the bandit king down to him and capturing
his mouth in an eager kiss. He opened his legs, inviting Torsten to
settle his weight between them, thrilling at the hardness in his
trousers that pressed against his stomach. But when Felix’s hands
swept down to smooth over Torsten’s backside, Torsten pulled away,
his worry clear in the thin line of his mouth.

“We shouldn’t do this now,” he said. “You’ve
had an impossible night, and you need rest.”

“Yes, we both do,” Felix countered firmly,
hitching up his legs to hook his feet behind Torsten’s back. “I am
tired, and sore, and I could use a proper bath. But I don’t want
Gethrin to be the last person that grabbed my ass," he said,
looking deep into Torsten’s eyes. “I want you, and I need you to
help me forget all the bad that happened tonight. I want the good
now. If that’s okay.”

“It’s okay,” Torsten said, kissing him again
before getting up to grab his satchel and throw it on the bed. He
clambered back between Felix’s thighs, one hand digging inside the
satchel for the oil.

When he bent again for a kiss, it was with a
rush of blatant need, and Felix’s desire was just as great. With
well-slicked fingers, Torsten stretched him again, eliciting a
groan of pleasure from them both and causing Felix to arch his
back, seeking more.

His fingers flew to Torsten’s trousers, made
quick work of the laces, and pushed them down to his thighs.
Torsten palmed the extra oil from his fingers over his cock, took
himself in hand, and sank inside with a single, deep slide that
made Felix gasp.

Their coupling wasn’t frenzied like it was
the first time, but slower, and far more intense, with Torsten
whispering sweet words in his ear as he moved inside him, deeply,
unhurriedly, thoroughly. It was a claiming and a confession, the
way he sucked bruising kisses along Felix’s neck and gripped his
thighs hard enough to leave the imprint of his fingers, and Felix
joyfully received everything Torsten gave him. He bucked his hips
to meet every thrust, Torsten’s name a perpetual sigh on his
kiss-slack lips. The roughness of Gethrin’s hands and the taste of
his mouth were washed away, the ugly memories kissed clean. When
Torsten came, it was with a tremendous shudder, buried to the hilt,
their mouths locked together in a heated, wet slide of tongues and
lips.

Felix made a low whine in his throat when
Torsten slipped out, and then a louder one when he took Felix fully
into his mouth. The wet heat of it, the play of his tongue, the
gentle yet insistent suction, brought him to his climax in seconds.
Then he placed a soft kiss on Felix’s hip, gentling a bruise his
fingers had made.

Dropping to the bed beside him, Torsten
gathered him in his arms. Felix cozied close, his back against his
chest, sated, elated, and blissfully content to bask in the heat
emanating from his body. He closed his eyes, trusting that, at
least for now, everything really was okay.

 


***

 


He awoke to brilliant sunshine outside the
little window. The air was cold on his face, but his body was warm,
the bedcovers having been tucked in tightly all around him. He
stretched and rolled over to find his bandit sitting on the edge of
the bed. Torsten turned his head and met his eyes with a smile.

“Good afternoon, Flautist,” he said, sitting
back so Felix could lay his head in his lap, tugging the covers
along with him. He stroked Felix’s hair with one hand, the other
hand holding the letter. “Did you read this?”

“No. Gethrin was telling his men what he
wrote. That’s how I knew there even was a letter,” Felix answered
anxiously, shifting in a moment from happiness to dread. “Why? Is
it not what we need?” He sat up, panicked, but Torsten laid a
reassuring hand on his shoulder.

“It is,” Torsten assured him. “It’s proof of
Gethrin’s dealings with the guildmaster and Malcolm. But there’s a
timetable mentioned that worries me.” He pointed at the lines of
thickly inked words. “Gethrin says here he’s set to meet with
Malcolm, to discuss a change in their trade.”

“The trade is people,” Felix said in
disgust. “Gethrin and Malcolm mean to add slaves to their
assortment of goods and services, and they need to persuade
Guildmaster McClintock. That’s what I heard him say, anyway.”

Torsten’s mouth twisted fretfully and he
pulled Felix over to sit in his lap, the blanket draped over them
both. “The letter is outstanding proof of not only my father’s
crooked dealings, but the corruption of the Guardians’ Guild. But I
fear, given my outcast status, there could be an outcry that I
penned it myself to blacken my father’s name. We need more evidence
to prove this is true, and back up this letter’s claim.”

“Like having a bandit show up for an illicit
meeting with Malcolm and having Queen Bellamy know all about it?
Felix asked.

“Exactly, yes,” Torsten agreed quickly. “But
the meeting is set for tomorrow.”

“So?”

“So how is that supposed to happen so
quickly? Given more time, we could find a way, but tomorrow? It
would be impossible enough for me to gain entry into the Royal
Quarter, let alone get an audience with the queen,” Torsten
explained. “Everyone knows my face. No one will be happy to see
me.”

“First of all,” Felix began, moving so he
was straddling Torsten’s waist, “there’s no way anyone could ever
be unhappy to see a face like yours.” He combed at Torsten’s beard
affectionately. “It’s an exceptionally handsome face. Secondly,” he
continued, “there might be a way to reach the queen without needing
to go to the Royal Quarter.”

“She’s not at her secondary residence
anymore, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Torsten said. “Jossy
scouted her return to the Quarter himself.”

Felix could feel the uptick in Torsten’s
pulse at the mention of his dead friend. He tried to soothe his
pain with a kiss. “I know someone who has direct contact with Queen
Bellamy on a daily basis.”

Torsten’s eyes rounded in surprise.
“Seriously? Who?”

Felix shrugged, oozing nonchalance. “If you
had Jossy scouting the area around the Royal Quarter, you probably
know about the school.”

Torsten made a face. “I don’t know anything
about a school. I know there’s an abandoned estate just beyond the
Quarter that’s being used for something new.”

Felix slapped his chest. “That must be
it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I have a friend who’s going to be teaching
at the elemental school, and she can get a message to the queen,”
Felix said, his voice getting higher as he grew more pleased with
his plan.

“Elemental school?” Torsten asked. “I’d
heard rumors of the new decrees, but she’s sponsoring a school for
elementals? Really?”

“Yes!” Felix threw back the covers, sprang
from his lap, and began a desperate search for something to put on,
picking up the discarded leather pants, which lay beneath the bed,
with one finger, considering. Torsten stood, snatching them from
his hand and ripping them apart as he left the room, returning a
moment later to hand him a folded stack of fresh clothing. Alex’s,
no doubt. “Thank you” Felix said, pulling on the garments hastily.
“We’ll go see Audrey, that’s my friend, and she’ll have the queen
fetched for us.” He sighed happily at the fit and feel of the soft
cotton leggings and shirt now on his body, thrilled that they
covered him completely.

“She’ll just fetch the Queen of Viridor, no
problem?” Torsten asked doubtfully.

“Considering I’m pretty sure she’s sleeping
with the Queen of Viridor, yes,” Felix answered, digging into his
satchel for the bandana. He put it around his neck and Torsten
moved to tie it in place.

“Your friend, the elemental teacher, is
sleeping with the queen?” he asked blankly.

“Yes, Torsten, but please try to be tactful
about it when we’re there.” Felix turned around and threw the
satchel over his shoulder. With clothes that didn’t leave him
exposed and a plan in place to set things right, he felt lighter
than he had in days. It had been a monumentally stressful set of
days. “We should tell the others and get moving. Time is of the
essence, right? If you’re okay with the plan, I mean.”

“It’s a good plan,” Torsten said with that
soft smile that made Felix’s knees want to liquefy. “But there’s
one more thing.” He went to where the jingling boots had been
thrown into the corner, snatched the bells from the cords, and
tossed them to Felix. “Put them on. They’ll have to do until we can
get you others.” Then, picking the fur pelt off the floor where it
had been discarded the night before, he placed it lovingly around
Felix’s shoulders. “There. All ready. Let’s gather the others.”

Felix smiled. “I’m right behind you.”


 


 


 


17 - The Eye Never
Lies




They emerged from the cottage to a
resounding chorus of cheers, hearty handshakes, and the aroma of
deliciousness wafting through the cool afternoon air. Felix didn’t
realize how hungry he was until the smells found his nose, and as
Torsten remained surrounded by villagers offering both their
sympathies at the loss of his men and thanks for the disposal of
Gethrin and his bandits, he found a seat beside Dot at the crude
outdoor table, where the ten remaining bandits sat waiting. On it
were multiple loaves of fresh bread, a number of dishes prepared
with apples, and bowls of roasted potatoes and carrots. And as
Torsten was led to his seat at the table’s head, more cheering
arose—this time from the bandits—as a large platter of roasted boar
was brought out and placed in front of him.

“It’s been months since we’ve even sighted a
boar,” Alex explained with a broad smile as pitchers of wine were
passed. “And then yesterday morning, not a hundred paces into the
wood, there he was, the most magnificent beast you’ve ever seen, as
if the Gods knew we’d have need of him. The timing couldn’t have
been more perfect.”

“We thank you immensely,” Torsten said,
shooting a disapproving look at Selon as she speared a small potato
with her blade and popped it surreptitiously into her mouth. “But
this bounty should be yours to enjoy, and we’ve no time to linger
over such a banquet.”

“Nonsense,” Alex laughed, patting his
stomach. “We’ve already eaten our fill of this boar and then some,
you gifted us these apples, and the remainder was purchased with
the coin you provided. So please, eat what you will now, and we
will pack the remainder for your journey,” he begged, stabbing a
succulent hunk of meat and dropping it onto Torsten’s plate. “It
will give you strength for the tasks that lie ahead.”

As Torsten considered, the growling,
gurgling noises of a hungry stomach filled the silence, and Felix
dropped his head in embarrassment as all eyes turned to him.
"Sorry," he murmured.

Thus, the food was passed and they ate,
albeit with Torsten’s stern warning not to overindulge, as doing so
would render them sluggish. Dot, who was initially seated between
Felix and his king, had quietly exchanged places with Felix,
allowing the two of them to engage in private conversation.

“Forgive me, Flautist,” Torsten said,
securing Felix’s curls behind his ear so as to better see his face.
“I should have seen to feeding you last night.”

“It’s all right,” Felix responded with a
playful smile as he swallowed a spoonful of apple dumplings and
loaded up another. “Your attentions last night left me delightfully
full, actually.”

Torsten’s face reddened at his unexpectedly
bold reply. “I’m serious,” he continued, flustered. “Did that
bastard not feed you?”

“No,” Felix murmured behind his hand as he
continued to chew. “I was offered a bit of ale, though.” If you
could call having it all but forced down your throat being offered,
he thought. But not wishing to think of his time with Gethrin, he
swallowed, and then quickly changed the subject. “Has Alex always
walked with such a bad limp?” he asked, nodding toward their host,
who was leading two of the bandit’s horses from the stables with a
decidedly uneven gait. “I didn’t notice it when we were here
before.”

Torsten shrugged noncommittally. “It comes
and goes, I think, with the cool of the weather. Or his age,
perhaps. I wouldn’t mention it.” The explanation sounded suspect to
Felix, given that today’s weather was considerably warmer than on
their previous visit, and Alex was hardly what anyone would
consider old. But before he could press further, Torsten was
pushing his plate away and coming to his feet. “Enough. Finish up,
see to any necessaries, gather your gear, and thank our generous
hosts. We must be off.”

Again sharing a mount with Torsten, Felix
munched on the bread he’d stuffed in his pockets as they made their
way through the forest to the main road. The afternoon was bright
and nearly cloudless, the ground below more bare of snow than it
had been in some time, and he sensed the beginning of spring in the
air.

His plan, explained before they took leave
of the village, had been well-received by Torsten’s bandits, and
even though Selon had caught his arm and called him a princeling as
he made to mount, she’d said it with a sprig of amusement, with no
nastiness evident. They would travel on the main road, so as to
make their best time, until they came nearer their destination or
had cause to leave it, with a lookout riding ahead and behind. Once
close in, where they risked detection, they would continue through
the forest, on toward the abandoned estate and the Royal
Quarter.

In time, his surroundings began to look
familiar, and Felix studied them closely as they trotted along.
Leaning back, content and secure against Torsten’s well-muscled
chest, he remembered the ill-fated carriage ride he’d taken through
this same section of road a little over a week earlier—if it could
be called ill-fated at all now, given how things had turned out.
What a difference a week made, and how radically and wonderfully
his life had changed.

The downed tree that had led to his capture
by Torsten’s bandits now lay along the edge of the road, where
someone, or rather a lot of someones, had come along and moved it.
Felix eyed it skeptically as they cantered past. Its trunk was
thick, its jutting limbs alone weighing far more than a man. It
couldn’t have been easy to move, or even cut down in the first
place without a lot of time and work and proper tools. He turned
his head to look at Torsten, who had remained thoughtfully silent
throughout their ride.

“How did Jossy and the others get the tree
in the road?” he asked. “It’s enormous.”

Torsten’s mouth twitched before curving into
a smirk. “Marilyn is an Earth.”

“What?” He twisted in the saddle to look at
the small blonde riding a few yards behind them. He’d not even
noticed her the day he’d been taken. “You’ve had an elemental in
your camp this whole time and I never knew it?”

Torsten laughed. “It’s not the kind of thing
one shares with strangers, is it? You were a stranger to me then.
And most people aren’t elemental friendly.”

Felix puffed out his chest and scoffed. “I
am extremely elemental friendly. And you’ve heard about the queen’s
new decrees. Elementals are to be safe in society now. That’s why
the school is being opened, to support them in their training.” He
grinned thoughtfully. “I think Audrey is going to love
Marilyn.”

“Queen Bellamy can open as many elemental
schools as she likes,” Torsten countered, shaking his head. “But
it’s all for show as far as I’m concerned. I never saw her show
compassion for elementals when I lived in the palace, nor for any
other magically inclined folk. And I was there for twenty
years.”

Felix lowered his voice to a whisper and
laid a hand on Torsten’s thigh. “What if I told you Queen Bellamy
herself was an elemental?” he asked.

Torsten stared at him, his mouth open in
shock.

“It’s a secret,” Felix hurried. “I’m not
supposed to tell anyone. But,” he bit his lip and squeezed
Torsten’s leg, “if she tries to have you arrested, I have no
problem with blackmail.”

“You have an unexpected dark side,” Torsten
said, cocking a bushy brow.

“I don’t think it’s dark to protect the
people important to you,” Felix argued, but then he considered for
a moment. “But maybe I do have a bit of a dark side. If I do, I
think I like it.”

“I know I like it,” Torsten whispered
playfully in his ear before planting a soft kiss on his mouth.

The tender exchange was in sharp contrast to
the horrors of the night before, as was the sunlit, peaceful
afternoon and the hopefulness that now surged expectantly in
Felix’s chest. Deep in the forest, at the campsite where he’d first
met Torsten, the bulk of his bandits were now no more than bones
and ash in the remnants of a funeral pyre, Gethrin and most of his
men lay dead and were likely being feasted on by vultures, and he
and Torsten had only narrowly escaped drowning by pirates. Yet,
despite all the grimness and fear and sorrow, or perhaps because of
it, he felt happier just now than he’d ever been, and he leaned
into his bandit’s chest gratefully, sighing as he closed his
eyes.

He awoke to Torsten shaking him gently. They
were within the cover of the forest again, the sounds of horses
moving along the road a few hundred paces to their left barely
audible. Torsten called everyone to a halt, and the bandits
gathered together on their horses.

“We’re within walking distance now,” he
announced. “Felix and I will approach first.”

“It’s no offense,” Felix added, smiling an
apology. “I just don’t want to startle any jumpy elementals, and,
well, we all look a bit worse for wear, don’t we?”

“Speak for yourself,” Dot snapped, sweeping
his newly braided hair over his shoulder.

“You’ll stay put here until I signal for
you,” commanded Torsten. “And if an hour passes and I don’t, assume
the flautist has lured me to my death and get out of here. Divvy up
the coin we’ve left buried and save yourselves.”

“Excuse me,” Felix huffed indignantly.
“There’s no luring happening here.”

“Best to be prepared for all outcomes,”
Torsten continued as he dismounted. Felix followed, taking his hand
for help. “Stay quiet, friends. Stay safe.”

Amid calls of luck, they parted from the
others, walking side by side through the trees until they came
within sight of the main road, joining those who walked and rode
there with as much nonchalance as possible. They were very near the
Royal Quarter, its surrounding wall visible less than a mile away.
But more importantly, as Felix saw when Torsten pointed, their
immediate destination was just up ahead on the right, its wide,
cobbled-path entry clearly visible. Felix could see how he’d missed
it before, as it appeared the surrounding shrubbery had only
recently been cut back. Or perhaps he’d been too busy writing
sonnets about Merric to notice.

Torsten took his hand as they left the road,
hurrying onto the path toward the estate. It was almost as large as
the queen’s secondary residence, though not nearly as grand, and
the well-trimmed path and recently manicured grounds provided
further evidence that the estate was indeed being used. Near the
front entrance, which stood in heavy, cool shadow, denied the light
and warmth of late afternoon sun, was a long row of winter-blooming
shrubs. Felix paused to pluck one of the deep pink flowers, aware
that it would soon be too warm for the blossoms. He lifted it to
his nose, smelling its sweet scent, and then turned to Torsten and
tucked it into the pocket of his shirt. Torsten looked down in
surprise, but he didn’t remove the flower. Instead, he adjusted it
so the petals were neater. Felix took back his hand and they
continued their walk to the door.

He and Torsten looked rough, worn, and after
the night they’d had he didn’t need a looking glass to know it.
That’s why he wasn’t particularly surprised when Audrey appeared at
the door before they reached it, her double daggers drawn and her
single good eye glaring at them malevolently. Torsten’s attire was
filthy, with more than a few bloodstains making it worse. Though
Felix’s clothing was clean, it was still the clothing of a
dirt-poor villager, and with the bulking fur pelt and black bandana
added, no one would have recognized his silhouette from far away.
But as they came closer, as Audrey inspected the new arrivals with
her intensely blue stare, the daggers in her hands were sheathed,
and the smile seldom shown on her face began to creep.

“She looks like she’s going to kill us,”
Torsten said beneath his breath.

“She always looks like that,” Felix
said.

They stopped a few feet away, and Audrey
peered down at them from the height of the steps. She hadn’t traded
in her assassin blacks, but her eye patch had changed. The one she
wore now had fancy silver stitching around the edge. Her hair was
swept back in a low, loose bun, and there was new ink on her bare
forearms: a swirling vine of flowers that looped around her
wrist.

“This is interesting,” she said, her voice
deep and raspy and beyond comforting to Felix’s ears. “You look
like someone I know, but he’s been reported dead.”

Felix gazed up at her with wide eyes. “What
did you hear?”

Audrey sauntered down the steps and stood in
front of him, giving Torsten a probing gaze from head to toe.
“Merric said your carriage was attacked by a gang of bloodthirsty
bandits. He said the last thing he remembered was seeing you being
choked, and then a man with a bow said you were dead.” Her eye went
menacingly toward the bow strung across Torsten’s back.

Felix turned to scowl at Torsten, who had
the good sense to look guilty. “It’s a long, complicated story,” he
sighed before turning back to her. “But it ends with the bandits
being good guys, and with me very much alive and greatly in need of
your help.”

“Complicated? That’s my favorite kind of
story. Come inside and tell it, little one,” she said, patting
Felix on his shoulder. She cut her eye back to Torsten. “You may
come in, as well, once you hand your weapons over, and then Felix
can explain why he’s brought a bandit here.”

Felix cleared his throat as Torsten removed
the knives from his boots and waist, and the bow and quiver from
his back, placing them into Audrey’s outstretched hand. “This is
Torsten,” he said as they followed her up the steps and into the
house. “He’s a friendly bandit.” At Audrey’s narrowing eye, he
added, “Once you get to know him, I mean. Sort of. As I said, it’s
complicated.”

“It is that,” Torsten mumbled as Audrey laid
his weapons on the foyer table. “But rest assured, I mean you no
harm.”

Felix leaned in close to Audrey as she
returned. “He’s quite handsome, isn’t he?”

She gave Torsten a another slow once-over as
she pushed closed the heavy front door, which made for a startling
echo, then nodded her head approvingly. Felix grinned widely as
they followed her through the foyer and into the main room.

The room was huge, with darkly stained
parquet floors, a high, ornately carved ceiling, and walls covered
in a floral wallpaper that closely matched the blossom in Torsten’s
front pocket. A crimson-carpeted, grand staircase led to a second
floor, branching left and right from its wide landing, and above
this, a magnificent crystal chandelier, its candles unlit,
reflected prisms of sunlight from the floor-to-ceiling window
behind it.

Just as they reached a set of wide double
doors, a liveried servant opened them, and after conferring quietly
with the tall, older man for a moment, Audrey led them from the
grand room and into a long, spacious, well-lit hallway, whose walls
held colorful tapestries, portraits in gilded frames, and doors
behind which voices could occasionally be heard. “Are there
students living here already?” Felix asked in surprise. “Have
classes started?”

“How about we get all my questions answered
before we start on yours,” Audrey replied, stopping before a new
set of double doors, flinging them open, and nodding for Torsten
and Felix to follow. It was a spacious suite, featuring a finely
decorated parlor with a lavishly carved fireplace, a highly
polished, open piano, and a series of leaded glass doors that led
to the grounds and gardens beyond.

“This is nice,” Felix murmured, painfully
aware of how neither he nor Torsten were clean enough to even be
standing in the room, much less sit on any of the velvet-tufted
chairs.

“It is,” Audrey agreed with a smirk. “It’s
the best guest suite. Which is why I’m going to insist that you two
bathe and change into fresh clothing before touching anything other
than the floor.” She crossed the room to an archway, and at the end
of it, opened a door. Inside was a tiled bath with porcelain
fixtures. “You go first,” she said, nodding at Torsten as she went
to a second archway and opened the door to a bedchamber. “Felix and
I would like some alone time by the fire.”

Torsten looked at Felix, who gave him a nod
of encouragement. “It’s okay. We can trust her. And we do both
really need a bath.”

There was a brief knock, the hall doors
opened, and, led by the servant they’d seen earlier, no less than
ten maids began making their way through to the bath, each toting
two buckets of steaming water.

“How did you get the water heated so fast—”
Felix began.

“Having a house filled with elementals can
result in some amazing things,” Audrey offered casually as she
plopped down in a fine leather chair by the fire. “Off you go now,”
she said, waving her hand at Torsten. “You’ll find a door also
leads directly to the bedchamber, and there’ll be fresh clothes
there for you in a bit.”

Torsten grunted, and after a final look at
Felix, headed off through the archway.

“Is that bandit holding you against your
will?” Audrey asked quietly as Felix moved to join her. “Has he
hurt you? Because handsome or not, I can make him dead before you
can count to ten.”

Felix laughed, touching her hand as he
settled on the floor at her feet. “Thank you, Audrey, but no. I’m
not Torsten’s captive—at least, not anymore—and he hasn’t hurt me.
He’s done quite the opposite.”

Audrey studied his eyes closely for moment,
nodded, then fiddled with the strap of her eye patch before sitting
back, crossing her legs and propping her elbow on the armrest.
“Very well,” she said. “I believe you. Not because of your words,
but because of how you look at one another. The eye never lies. Now
tell me everything.”

The maids began streaming out with their
empty buckets. “Was that ample water for two baths, Winchester?”
she called.

“Yes, Miss Audrey,” the liveried man replied
with a bow. “I’ll see to their clothing now.”

“And we’ll have wine now. Three glasses, if
you will.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He went to the sideboard,
removed an etched glass decanter and matching goblets from the
cabinet beneath, and, bringing it to them, poured.

“Is Merric okay?” Felix asked as Winchester
closed the door behind him. “Is he around?”

“I haven’t seen him since the day after you
were taken,” Audrey admitted. “He and the others were found on the
road and brought back. They were all hurt, but no one died, except
for you,” she scoffed. “Merric was badly injured, worse than the
others. He’d taken an arrow to his leg, on top of his other injury.
He couldn’t walk when he left.”

Felix felt a burdensome swell of guilt
rising in his chest and dropped his head. “Oh, Merric.”

Audrey leaned forward in her chair. “‘Oh,
Merric’ is right. He was a mess. He believed you were dead—we all
believed you were dead—and that it was his fault for not protecting
you.” Her blue eye gleamed. “So what did happen? Have you been off
playing house with your bandit all this time? Where have you
been?”

It was so strange to be sitting with Audrey
in a fine parlor, in a fine house, chatting and drinking wine.
Their time together had been short, but he felt a bond with her—a
strong bond formed during their dangerous quest to save the
queen—and as a consequence, he trusted her as much as he’d ever
trusted anyone.

It was also strange to have a story to tell,
an exciting one, where he, for once, was the main character. And
Felix hardly knew where to begin. “Well, when we left that day I
was terribly worried, about Merric’s leg, about our relationship
and where it was leading—”

“Stop,” Audrey said, holding out a hand. “We
don’t have time for the ‘thoughts and feelings’ version. Tell me
‘the stable next door is on fire, but no one will leave to go fight
it until they’ve heard the story’ version.”

Felix blinked. “Okay. So I was kidnapped by
bandits,” he began. “But they didn’t kill me. Obviously. And I
wasn’t hurt, unless you count being carried kind of upside down on
a horse far longer than I liked. But the bandit king took a liking
to me, and they realized I wasn’t at all who they thought I was,
and the whole thing never should have happened. And so I became
his, um, flautist.”

Audrey rested her chin on her hand and
looked at him quizzically. “Did you say bandit king?”

Felix coughed. “Well, it turns out there’s
no such thing. But I didn’t know that at first. At first, I was
afraid. But soon I realized these bandits weren’t that bad. I mean,
Torsten did make me spend the night chained up in the snow, but
then he gave me his fur,” he said, coming to his feet and holding
the pelt open to show her, “and his bandana.

“And after we robbed that wagon, we gave all
the coin to the poor, and I found out they’d been stealing to feed
the hungry villagers, and that they were really fruit bandits, not
bad at all. But then the real bad bandits came to the camp, and
Gethrin—now that’s a really, really bad bandit, but he’s dead
now—not only threatened Torsten with troubling information, he
tried to bargain it to get in my pants,” Felix continued with a
shudder. “But Torsten protected me and tried to bring me home. But
then our boat was boarded by a pirate who’d been hired to kill us.
He was horrible, Audrey, but weirdly polite at the same time, even
when he made us walk the plank, like in the stories. Oh, and he was
a Water, like you,” he continued breathlessly. “So—”

“Stop!” Audrey yelled, sitting up straight
in her chair. “What was this pirate’s name?”

“Captain Quinn,” Felix answered quickly.
“Ellison Quinn. And what a piece of work he was.”

Audrey’s face split into a wide grin, and
she held a palm briefly over her mouth to stifle a laugh.
“Ellison,” she said fondly. “He’s my brother.”

“What?” Felix gasped. “That’s impossible.”
But then he remembered how blue Quinn’s eyes had been, and how
they’d seemed a bit familiar to him at the time. “My Gods!” he
exclaimed, peering at Audrey’s eye closely. “Your brother tried to
kill us, Audrey! Torsten and I could be fish food right now because
of him!”

“But how was he? Was he well?” Audrey asked,
shrugging off Felix’s exclamations. “He’s always been abysmal at
correspondence, and I worry when I haven’t heard from him in
months.”

“How was he?” Felix asked. “Well, let’s see.
He was murderous, heartless, a thief—” He stopped, dropping the
fingers he’d been using to count all the bad things about Ellison
Quinn, then shook his head. Audrey wasn’t responsible for her
brother’s actions, and he knew well how it felt to worry about
someone you love. “He was also annoyingly good-looking to be such a
horrible person. And he seemed in high spirits, if that helps.”

Audrey nodded. “It does. Good. You sure
don’t want to be around my brother when he’s in low spirits.”

“Does it get worse than him trying to murder
Torsten and me?”

She rolled her eye. “Ellie’s not so
bad.”

“I’m going to politely disagree and move
on,” Felix said, “because your brother’s murder attempt, oddly
enough, is not the worst thing to have happened since you saw me
last, and those things are why we’re here.”

Audrey blinked the reminiscence from her
eye, and then nodded for him to continue.

Felix told how they’d returned to the camp
to the horror of Gethrin’s massacre, and how, in its aftermath,
he’d been compelled to go to Gethrin. “And I wasn’t there a minute
before he was bragging about a letter he’d written, bragging about
conspiring with Torsten’s father and the guildmaster against the
queen. That letter was the proof I needed. And I got it.”

Audrey had listened patiently and carefully
throughout, but at the news of the guildmaster’s involvement, she
visibly stiffened. “Bellamy said there’s been a steady increase in
calls for guardian protection over the last few months, because of
bandits,” she offered. “She also mentioned the guildmaster wanting
to increase the number of students training at the guild and asking
more coin for it. And now you say this may be some elaborate
swindle being pulled? It’s a good thing Vivid and Scorch left when
they did, or they might have found themselves forced into service
at the guild by royal command, to investigate the McClintocks.”

“No, Audrey. Not McClintocks plural,” Felix
admonished. “I want that to be perfectly clear. No matter what the
guildmaster has gotten himself into, I don’t believe for a second
Merric knows anything about it.”

She looked unconvinced. “Merric is
McClintock’s son.”

“And he’s also my friend, and a good man,”
Felix maintained. “I can’t believe he knows anything about his
father’s dealings, or he’d have put a stop to it. I won’t allow his
character to be questioned. And I need you to back me up on this
with the queen. Please, Audrey.”

She relaxed back into her chair. “Running
with bandits is a good look on you,” she said, after a thoughtful
pause. “You’re not the boy you were when we were last
together.”

Felix fiddled self-consciously with the
bandana around his neck. “You can blame that on Torsten, I
think.”

“I think the credit belongs to you.” She
clasped her hands together. “I’ll back you up on Merric, so rest
easy on that while you tell me the plan I know is knocking around
in that clever head of yours. Best not to burden royalty with a
problem without also offering a solution.”

Felix laid out his plan in great detail, and
by the time he reached the part that concerned Queen Bellamy,
Audrey was reaching for the servant’s bell. “Send word to Bellamy,”
she told Winchester when he appeared. He was flanked by two maids,
each with a stack of clothes and several pairs of footwear, and
they hurried through with them to the bedchamber. “Tell her I
request her presence as soon as possible. Tell her it’s
urgent.”

“Yes, Miss Audrey,” Winchester answered as
the maids came scurrying back. “Right away.”

Audrey turned to Felix with a quirk of her
brows as the door closed, and he couldn’t help but see the family
resemblance now that he knew it was there. He wondered how it came
to pass that Audrey became an assassin and her brother a
pirate—they must have had interesting parents— but he decided those
questions were for another day.

“The queen will come soon?” he asked.
“Truly?”

“She always comes when I call,” Audrey
replied casually. “But she doesn’t come running, so I don’t expect
she’ll be here for another hour or so. Why don’t you join your
bandit and get cleaned and dressed?”

“Thank you,” Felix said, pulling her into a
hug when she stood.

She patted him awkwardly on the back before
quickly pulling away. “I’m glad you’re alive,” she said, turning to
leave. “Hopefully, after you bathe, you’ll actually smell as if you
are.”

Felix smiled until the door closed behind
her, crossed beneath the archway into the tiled bathing chamber,
where Torsten was only now stepping into an oversized porcelain
tub. Gods, he was beautiful naked. “You waited for me?” he asked.
There were four tubs in the room, two large ones situated side by
side, and two child-sized, and he marveled at how he’d ever ended
up surrounded by such opulence as he began shimmying out of Alex’s
trousers.

Torsten dunked his head beneath the water,
then leaned back against the rim, his eyes on Felix. “Of course I
waited. I wanted to hear what your friend had to say.”

“You heard everything, then?” Felix asked,
stripping off the remainder of his clothes and trailing his fingers
through the water, which remained almost too hot. Torsten was so
near, and so deliciously naked, and in his mind’s eye he pictured
stepping into the tub with him, lowering himself onto his lap,
covering his mouth with his and—

Dirty water splashed onto his face. “Get in
and stop looking like that,” Torsten said with a laugh. “I want
you, too, Flautist, but we need to bathe. So bathe,” he continued,
dropping the remaining bar of lavender soap from the shelf between
them into Felix’s water.

Blushing fiercely, Felix lowered himself
into the water.

“Your friend is not only Quinn’s sister, but
an assassin, if I had to wager,” Torsten continued.

“I know Audrey to be a woman of many
talents,” Felix said. “Lucky for us, Queen Bellamy agrees.”

“You’ve met her before, haven’t you? The
queen?”

“You know I’ve met her,” he admitted. “She
gave me the magic flute.”

Torsten gaped. “You were serious? I thought
you were joking when you said that.”

Felix dunked his head, scrubbing his fingers
vigorously through his mass of hair. “I wasn’t joking,” he replied.
“Where else would I acquire a magic flute?”

“But you didn’t say anything,” Torsten
countered quizzically as he scrubbed. “Why didn’t you say something
when we brought you to the camp and called you a princeling?”

“Because I’m not a princeling,” Felix
continued, soaping up his hands and beginning to wash his face.

“Yet you’re friendly enough with the Queen
of Viridor for her to give you a magic flute?” Torsten asked
pointedly. “And you didn’t try to use that to your advantage? You
could have bargained for a ransom. Why didn’t you?”

“I’m not really sure,” Felix admitted. It
would have made sense, but at the time, it hadn’t occurred to him
to even consider that he would be important enough for anyone to
pay coin for his safe return. He told Torsten as much before he
dunked again, then moved on to scrub at the rest of his body.

“Audrey dropped everything to help you just
now,” Torsten said to him quietly. “Harold had to tell your friend
Merric you were dead the day you were taken, to stop him from
coming after you, and not a one of my people balked for a single
moment about risking their lives to rescue you.” He reached out his
hand, laying it on the rim of Felix’s tub, and Felix laid his hand
over it. “You’re more important than you think you are, Felix,” he
said earnestly, “to more people than you think.”

Felix looked away as he felt his face flush
violently. “You’re just impressed because the queen gave me a magic
flute,” he said shyly.

“Maybe,” Torsten said. “Maybe because
everything about you is impressive.” He turned his hand over and
fitted his fingers with Felix’s, lifting an eyebrow
suggestively.

Felix laughed, swatting Torsten’s hand away.
They finished bathing, wrapped one another’s warm bodies in soft
towels, and went hand in hand into the bedchamber, where an
assortment of clothes and footwear were laid out upon a dusky pink
couch. Felix laughed in delight when he saw all the black leather.
Even though Audrey was no longer with the assassins, it seemed her
affinity for their customary attire hadn’t changed.

As Torsten held up a pair of black leather
trousers with a frown, Felix pulled his on with an excited squeak.
They were skintight and hugged his ass, and the matching top was
similar to the one Audrey wore, sleeveless, stitched down the
center, and a snug fit against his lithe frame. He looked happily
at Torsten, who’d managed to get his pants on, but was struggling
with the ties on his soft leather cuirass. Felix tugged it more
firmly over his shoulders and smoothed it down, then attended to
the ties with care. When finished, he turned his attention to their
boot choices, and while bending to study them for size, heard
Torsten make a strange, low growl. He spun to face him as Torsten’s
eyes shot back up from where they’d been fixated on his
backside.

“What is it?” Felix asked, looking down at
his body self-consciously. “Do I look silly?”

Torsten shook his head. “No,” he announced,
a little too loudly. “No. You look good.” He was blushing, just a
little. “We should get on our boots and go. Before we get …
sidetracked.”

Felix admired his bandit’s good looks and
supple build as they crossed the room, watching the way his muscles
moved beneath the tight leather, and Torsten was appreciating him
in kind. In fact, they were both so busy gazing at one another that
they nearly collided with Audrey as they stepped through the
archway.

“I was just coming for you,” she said, eying
them both from head to toe and clearly satisfied with their
appearance. “Glad to see everything fits,” she continued as she led
the way into the parlor. “You clean up well, bandit. I can almost
see where Felix would forgive you for kidnapping him.”

Felix pushed back a slew of damp curls that
had fallen over his forehead. “Thank you for the clothes, Audrey.
Did you just have these lying around, or do you have a tailor
stashed around here somewhere?”

“Thank Bellamy,” she said. “She insisted the
students wear uniforms.”

Felix laughed. “And you decided to dress
them as assassins.”

Audrey looked insulted. “The Assassins’
Hollow does not have the monopoly on black leather. I do.” She
pushed back a loose strand of her hair. “By the way, Bellamy sent
back word.”

Torsten stepped forward and offered his hand
to her. “Thank you for your help, Audrey, and your
hospitality.”

Audrey looked past him to Felix with a
perplexed expression. When Felix smiled, she sighed and accepted
Torsten’s hand, giving it a firm shake. “If Felix wasn’t so
enamored with you, I’d slit your throat for causing him so much
trouble,” she sneered.

“Audrey,” Felix whispered.

Torsten cleared his throat nervously, but
then he nodded. “Perfectly understandable.”

“And if you hurt him again,” she continued,
her voice venomous, “there will be no more warnings.”

“Audrey, stop.”

She turned from Torsten and patted Felix on
the head, a strange dose of affection. “I like him,” she declared.
“He takes death threats a lot better than Merric did when I told
him the same thing.” Felix gawked. “Now, I have eyes telling me
there’s near a dozen armed bandits in the trees a few hundred paces
from here. Are they yours or do I need to kill them?”

“They’re mine. Ours,” Torsten answered
quickly. “We’re all that’s left after Gethrin’s killing spree. I’d
like permission for them and the horses to shelter here tonight, if
that would be acceptable.”

Audrey barely hesitated. “They must leave
their weapons,” she began, going for the servant’s bell and ringing
it, “and I want your word they’ll keep out of sight while Bellamy
is here. She likes to think she’s inclusive, but I’m certain an
estate full of bandits would put her on edge. You know how delicate
royalty can be. We have another ten men coming,” she said, turning
to address Winchester as he entered. “Five of the smaller rooms on
the second floor should suffice, but have baths prepared for
all—I’m assuming they’re at least as filthy as these two were—and
notify the kitchen and the stables. Can you think of anything
else?” she asked, turning back to Torsten.

“No,” Torsten replied. “Except that two of
my men are women.”

“Really?” Audrey asked, her interest piqued.
“I can’t wait to meet them.”

“Thank you, Audrey,” Torsten said. “I really
can’t thank you enough.”

“Stop thanking me and go get your bandit
horde before the royal guard finds them,” Audrey said as she made
for the door. “I’ll be waiting for you out back.”

Felix took Torsten’s hand, oddly grateful to
have him out from beneath Audrey’s penetrative gaze—for even she
was not immune to the sight of Torsten in tight black leather—and
they headed out to collect their bandits, of whom Felix had no
problem assuming a portion of ownership.
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The remaining bandits had made their way to
the perimeter of the estate, and were bent over a hastily sketched
map on the hard dirt of the forest floor, arguing rescue options,
when Torsten and Felix were sighted. “Wow,” Marilyn said, taking in
their cleanliness and leathers as they approached. “And to think we
were picturing you chained up naked in the dungeons.” She reached
in her pocket for another slice of apple to feed her insistently
nudging horse. “This is a much better look.”

Though everyone laughed and wore smiles of
relief, it was but a temporary mask for the grief and exhaustion
they all were feeling, and Felix bristled with guilt. Though he
knew that having been kidnapped in the first place certainly wasn’t
his fault, he felt much of what had happened since was, and if he’d
wanted to hate himself for it, it would have been easy.

If instead of being fearful, he’d
cooperated, even encouraged Torsten to give him to Gethrin that
night, the bandits would never have attacked. If he’d refused to
allow Torsten to take him home, they’d have been there to fight
when Gethrin did attack. And if he’d not snuck away from Torsten’s
bed with the compulsion to try to save everybody, the surviving
bandits wouldn’t have needed to rescue him, and wouldn’t have
suffered more wounds. He watched as Dot took Selon’s hand to
uncover and examine a particularly nasty cut. Yes. If everyone here
were to lay blame on him it would be understandable, even logical.
But no one had. No one had screamed or cursed. No one had uttered a
single harsh word or even given him a dirty look. Torsten’s bandits
had been nothing but kind.

“So what’s the story, King?” Marilyn asked.
“Where are your weapons? What’s happened?” There was no worry in
her face or voice. None of them appeared worried. Their trust in
Torsten was immense.

Torsten grasped her shoulder. “Our flautist
may not be a noble, but he seems to have been hiding princely
connections.” He smiled, and it was sweet to see, and Felix felt
the others taking strength from it. “The queen will see us this
evening,” he announced, to a collective murmur of astonishment.
“Hence our need to be properly attired and weapon free. They will
be returned.”

“Is she going to arrest us?” asked a man
Felix had yet to learn the name of, though he bore a strong
resemblance to Harold, with his wispy blond hair and dark eyes.

“Hopefully not,” Torsten replied, looking
sideways at Felix. “Hopefully, she’ll listen and act on the truths
we have to say.”

“Hopefully?” Selon spat. “The queen is no
friend, King. We can’t trust her.”

“But you can trust me,” Felix said, stepping
forward. His leather trousers squeaked, and Selon grinned at him
smugly. “She won’t be making any arrests. Queen Bellamy values her
reputation too much to risk angering a flautist with a secret.” He
gave the bandits a knowing look. “And it’s a really big secret,
too. Plus, my friend Audrey is on our side, and the queen holds her
in high regard.”

This announcement elicited confused mutters
and calls to share the secret, but Torsten stole back everyone’s
attention with a tip of his head. “We’ve no time for this now. The
queen is coming, and we’re expected at the estate—all of us—for
baths and food and beds, so let’s waste no more time.”

They walked their horses from the woods,
Torsten and Felix leading the way. Outside the stables, servants
were waiting to take their reins, and after a confident nod from
Torsten, the bandits handed them over. “I hope this doesn’t turn
out to be one of those spider and fly situations,” Dot offered as
they followed a cobbled walkway around to the back.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” one of the
men asked.

“You know,” Dot explained. “Spider lures you
in, promising a meal you don’t have to cook yourself for the first
time in months, and then whoosh. She grabs you up and off you go to
the dungeon.”

“I’m no spider,” Audrey said, walking out
from behind the tall hedge where she’d been waiting. “And as long
as you keep out of sight ‘til you’re called, and leave all your
weapons in the lock box, there’s no need to fear anything here.
Isn’t that right, Felix?” she asked, patting him on the shoulder
before leading the way up the back stairs.

“As for flies,” she continued, going through
to a room that contained oilskin capes and snowshoes, and opening
the lid to a large wooden box where Torsten’s weapons lay, “they
shouldn’t be a problem once you bathe and get into some fresh
clothes.”

“My clothes are fine,” Selon snapped as the
bandits began removing their weapons.

“There is an odor,” Audrey said, stepping
close to glare at her with one bright blue eye.

“Try living outside and see how you smell,”
Selon retorted.

“I lived in a cave for years and still found
time to wash regularly,” Audrey replied coolly.

“Enough,” Torsten said gruffly, eyeing them
both. “Don’t forget this one,” he murmured as Audrey walked by,
placing his hand on Selon’s back. “I know it’s your favorite, but
I’ve given my word.”

Selon pulled the chain holding a small, slim
dagger from her neck and dropped it into the corner of the box. “Do
I smell bad?” she asked quietly.

He bent, kissing her cheek. “You smell of
wood smoke and sweat and a battle hard-fought,” Torsten said. “You
earned that smell. Wear it proudly.”

“If you want to leave your boots, I’ll have
them seen to,” Audrey announced, closing the weapons box and
turning the lock with a key she took from her pocket. “This is
Winchester,” she nodded, indicating the man who’d just entered the
doorway. “He’ll take you to your rooms.”

As the bandits followed him up the back
stairs—all but Selon in their bare or stockinged feet—Torsten
turned to Audrey. “Please don’t thank me again,” she said, holding
her hand up as soon as he opened his mouth. “Having all of you here
is good practice for when the bulk of the students arrive. Now,
let’s grab a quick supper and get back to the parlor. I’d like a
drink or two before Bellamy gets here.”

On their return to the parlor, they found
the fire newly made, the heavy curtains drawn, and the lamps and
candles freshly filled and wicked. On the table was a plate of
nuts, cheeses and dried fruits, drinking glasses, and a crystal
decanter filled with whiskey. As Audrey poured, Torsten eyed the
amber liquid charily, which did not go unnoticed. “Do you not like
whiskey, bandit?” she asked. “Shall I ask the kitchen to warm you
some goat’s milk instead?”

“No,” he responded, “but I assume this is
guild-brewed whiskey. And given what we now know,” he continued,
taking the proffered glass from Audrey’s hand, “we’re adding to the
coffers of a man betraying the queen each time we imbibe.”

“Possibly,” she agreed, handing a glass to
Felix and taking one for herself. “But trust me when I tell you
that you don’t want Bellamy to go through the conversation we’re
about to have without it. To the queen,” she said, raising her
glass.

“To the queen,” Torsten and Felix echoed,
each taking a small sip of their brew as Audrey drained her glass
and poured another.

The queen’s arrival some twenty minutes
later was heralded by a servant opening the parlor doors and the
sounds of a small procession in the adjoining hall.

“Are you nervous?” Felix asked Torsten as
Audrey made her way to the door.

“No,” Torsten replied, grabbing up the near
full whiskey glass he’d placed on the table and quickly downing its
contents. “Not at all.”

Audrey met the Queen of Viridor at the door,
sweeping her inside and shutting out the accompanying swarm of
guards and servants. Felix and Torsten bowed as she entered, and
after exchanging hello kisses with Audrey, Queen Bellamy’s eyes
widened at the sight of them.

“Felix?” she gasped, her hand going to the
richly embroidered neckline of her open-necked blouse. She stood
frozen in place, her usually stoic face contorted into one of shock
and confusion. For the first time since knowing her, even counting
the time Scorch had pulled her from the depths of a juniper bush,
she didn’t look royal. Her regality had seeped away, leaving an
ashen countenance in lieu of the almost ethereal glow that normally
illuminated her dark, flawless skin.

Though his eyes never left hers, Felix bowed
deeply again, his efforts made squeaky by the tight leather. “Your
Majesty,” he said. “I sincerely apologize for shocking you. I
believe you were under the impression I’d been killed. But as you
can see, I am very much alive and well, and happy to see you
again.”

“Yes,” Bellamy said after a moment, dropping
her hand as the light began returning to her face. “I see that. You
appear very much alive, and I am glad for it. I would be gladder
still had I been informed previously that we had guests.” She shot
an accusatory scowl at Audrey.

“Felix isn’t a guest,” Audrey tutted,
leaving the queen’s side and crossing to her chair. “This one
really isn’t either,” she added, stopping briefly by Torsten before
she sat.

Bellamy’s eyes moved to the darkly handsome
man at Felix’s side. Years had passed since she’d last seen him,
and he was no longer the lanky, fresh-faced boy she remembered from
his youth in the servant’s quarters. It took her a moment.

Felix saw the spark of recognition in
Bellamy’s face just before she spoke. “Torsten,” she said
matter-of-factly, an edge of irritation in her voice. He returned
her gaze too intently, and unlike Felix, did not volunteer a
second, supplicating bow. “Why is he here?” she asked, turning with
a frown to Audrey. “Are we entertaining all bandits now, or only
the ones I’ve banished?”

“Come have a drink, Bellamy,” Audrey said,
wiggling the decanter in her hand. The amber liquid within sloshed
enticingly, tantalizing the queen until she sighed and reluctantly
moved forward, perching on the edge of the tufted, gilded chair,
specially designed for her use.

Felix sat, and Torsten followed, sitting so
near to him on the sofa that their thighs touched. Felix glanced at
him and saw he wore the fierce face of the bandit king, the
formidable face he’d seen when he’d first been dragged into camp.
He put a hand on Torsten’s knee to soothe him, but it did nothing
to soften his expression.

“Here we are,” Audrey said, pouring out two
fingers of the whiskey and passing the crystal glasses. “To Felix
not being dead,” she said, raising her glass. All mumbled in assent
before Torsten and the queen took large gulps. Audrey enjoyed a
long, slow sip, and Felix simply touched the glass to his lips
before holding it tightly between his hands.

After pouring herself a second glass and
taking a deep sip, Bellamy sat back, gradually reassuming her
queenly dignity. She wore ankle boots of black leather trimmed in
ermine, wide black trousers, and a snow-white silk blouse with
pearl buttons. An intricately filigreed flower pendant hung around
her neck, set with pearls and emeralds, and her circlet crown
rested on her forehead, its burnished gold gleaming in the parlor’s
many lights.

“I need answers,” she said, furrowing her
brow at Felix. “Your guardian Merric claimed you’d been killed by
bandits, your body taken away for their amusement. If you were
alive, why did you not send word before now?”

“Because I was taken by bandits,” Felix
explained. “And I couldn’t send word. But they didn’t kill me.
Obviously.”

“He was kidnapped and brought to me,”
Torsten growled, causing Bellamy to empty the rest of her glass in
a single swallow. “He shouldn’t have been—it was a mistake—but he
was, and I take full responsibility. None of this is Felix’s
fault.”

“So you admit it,” she said. “Malcolm was
right when he had me banish you. You were a thief then, and you’re
a thief now, and a kidnapper, it seems.” She turned a curious, yet
unflustered eye to Felix as she held out her glass to Audrey for
more whiskey. “Why are you with this man? And why would you bring
such a dangerous criminal into my school?”

“No disrespect, Your Majesty, but I didn’t,
because he isn’t. Dangerous I mean. Torsten saved my life. And
though he is, admittedly, a bandit, his banditeering has only been
an effort to correct your mistakes.” Felix paused, the silence
punctuated by Audrey’s snickering and the queen slamming down her
glass. He squeezed Torsten’s knee and continued, once the weight of
his words had been absorbed. “You sent the wrong man away from the
Quarter, banished Torsten while keeping the real thief at your side
and on your council. Malcolm is the one who is your enemy, not
Torsten. And I have this to prove it.” He pulled Gethrin’s letter
from his satchel and placed it on the table next to the queen’s
glass.

She picked them both up at once, taking a
slow slip of whiskey while her eyes scanned the parchment.

“As you can see,” Felix continued, “Malcolm
and Guildmaster McClintock have been in cahoots with a group of
bandits, truly dangerous bandits. Trading stolen goods in secret,
collecting coin meant for the crown and to feed the hungry, and
they meant to elevate their cruelty soon, to the level of human
slave trade.”

Audrey was watching Felix with wry
amusement, swirling her drink in her hand, and Torsten was looking
at him, too, respect gleaming through the smirk on his face. Queen
Bellamy’s head was down as she continued to scan the letter, the
parchment trembling slightly in her grip.

“Meant to?” she asked, still not looking up.
“Past tense?”

“The leader of the bandits they conspired
with—Gethrin, the one who wrote that letter—is dead,” Felix
replied. “Some of his bandits still live, but they’re little threat
until they choose a new leader and reorganize. The biggest threat
now is Malcolm or the guildmaster learning of Gethrin’s death, so
we need to act quickly.”

Queen Bellamy placed her newly emptied glass
on the table, dropped the letter to her lap, and, leaning back,
tented her fingers beneath her chin contemplatively. “If I’m to
believe you,” she said after a moment, “then I’m to believe that my
most trusted councilman, a man I have known my entire life, is a
thief who’s been stealing from me for years. And I must also
believe,” she continued, “that Guildmaster McClintock, with whom
I’ve done business for years, and who is among the most esteemed
citizens of Viridor, is a thief and a liar who’s been colluding
with bandits.” She raised her eyes and looked challengingly at
Torsten. “And I’m to believe all these unbelievable things, because
a banished bastard and self-confessed bandit comes to me with a few
words scribbled on parchment? The unsent, unsealed writings of a
dead man I have never even heard of is your notion of proof?”

“I never stole from you,” Torsten began,
dangerously collected. “When I lived in the palace, when I first
discovered my father was thieving, Malcolm laid his crimes on me,
compelled you to banish me, in order to protect himself. I am a
bandit, yes. I’ve been living in your forest and doing my damnedest
to steal back everything that’s been stolen so I might help the
people left destitute and hungry because of it, the poor villagers
you’ve apparently forgotten.” He set his drink down carefully, his
face a handsome picture of controlled anger. “I knew you wouldn’t
believe easily, because believing means admitting your own poor
judgment, and your failure to recognize the treachery that’s been
going on beneath your royal nose for years. But you needn’t take
the word of a bastard, or a flautist. That letter provides a way to
prove that everything we’ve said is true.”

“We will have words about this later,”
Bellamy growled at Audrey, who smiled in return. “As for you,” she
continued, narrowing her eyes at Torsten. “The disrespect and
accusations you’ve levelled at your queen have already earned your
place in my dungeons. But as you are with Felix,” she said,
glancing briefly at their hands, which, while not joined, were
pressed closely together, “and I am in his debt, I will allow you
to speak further of this supposed proof.”

“How gracious of you,” Torsten glowered.
“According to the letter, Gethrin had plans to meet with Malcolm
tomorrow at the Queen’s Men Tavern. If Malcolm shows, it’s proof of
their collusion.”

“Hardly,” countered the queen. “You could
have known his schedule beforehand and written his arrival to the
tavern into the letter. It’s not enough.”

Sensing the end of Torsten’s patience, Felix
decided to interject. “But he didn’t. We didn’t,” he said
forcefully. “Everything we are telling you is true. And if this
meeting was to discuss the implementation of a renewed slave trade
in Viridor, a trade of your people, isn’t it your duty as sovereign
to do everything you can to stop it?” he pleaded. “Let us go there.
Let us see if we can trap Malcolm into admitting his involvement.
That would be proof enough, wouldn’t it, Your Majesty?”

Queen Bellamy didn’t look happy as she
considered him. “And just how do you propose to trap him, if this
Gethrin he was to meet with is dead?”

Felix shrugged. To him, it was obvious. “The
meeting was to talk about selling slaves. Would it be so out of the
ordinary for Gethrin to send ahead one of his trusted bandits with
an actual slave in their possession? All traders like to sample the
product before they buy it, right? You wouldn’t buy a crate of
whiskey without tasting it first.”

“Damn right,” Audrey offered, pouring up
another glass.

“And where do you propose we procure a
slave?” Bellamy asked in confusion.

Felix laughed. “No procurement necessary.
I’ll be the slave.”

Beside him, Torsten groaned. “You’re not
pretending to be a slave.”

“I don’t know,” Audrey said, straightening
in her chair. “It’s not a bad plan.” The queen scowled at her, but
she met the look head on. “It’s not a bad plan at all. And we could
station eyes and ears inside the tavern before Malcolm arrives to
witness the whole thing, so it would be perfectly safe. And he’s
never seen Felix, so he won’t recognize him.”

“And you think Malcolm would want to buy
Felix?” the queen asked in disgust.

“Not buy him,” Audrey answered coolly. “Just
sample the product, like he said. So all we need now is for someone
to play the bandit.”

“I’m doing it,” Torsten insisted. “No way am
I letting Felix go on his own.”

“You can’t do it,” Felix said firmly.
“There’s no way Malcolm wouldn’t recognize his own son.”

“I can do it,” Torsten argued. “I’ve been to
that tavern. The lighting is horrible. I can comb my hair into my
face, borrow some clothes and a hat—”

“No,” Audrey interrupted. “It’s too risky.
We’ll have one of your bandits do it.”

“What bandits?” the queen demanded. “There
are more bandits near here?”

“Only the ten upstairs,” Audrey answered.
“But no worries, Bellamy. We’re keeping their savagery and lust in
check with hot baths and plates of roasted chicken.” Now Felix
understood why she’d wanted the upstairs occupants to be so quiet.
She’d wanted to deliver the shocking news of their presence to
Bellamy herself. Honestly, Felix was such a fan.

“Felix,” Torsten said, ignoring the hissed
curses being hurled at Audrey by the queen. “Do you really feel
comfortable posing as a slave and being pretend-sold to
Malcolm?”

“I’m good at pretending subservience,” he
replied proudly. “I can make him admit he wants to buy me. I know I
can.” It was a shameful part to play, but Felix wasn’t above it,
because he knew it would help. And he wanted, more than anything,
to help Torsten.

“You’re certain?”

“I am.”

Torsten took a deep breath. “I’m in,” he
said. “But only if I’m there. I’ll stay in the shadows and in
disguise, but I have to be there. All right?”

Felix smiled, imagining all the different
ways Merric would have refused him, and there was Torsten, asking
Felix for his permission. “Yes, of course it’s all right. I’ll feel
better knowing you’re there.”

“Good,” Torsten said. “Then we have a plan.”
He looked to the queen. “Assuming it’s acceptable to you, Your
Majesty?”

Felix caught her gaze and held it, trying to
convey with his eyes that anything other than a positive response
from her would mean trouble from him. She seemed surprised by the
steady eye contact, and discomforted, and perhaps it was that very
discomfort that pushed her into nodding in agreement, if only so
she could turn away from his threatening stare.

“I cannot believe Malcolm is what you say he
is,” she said, rising. “But I will allow this test of character to
determine it, one way or the other.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Felix said.

“You’re welcome,” she replied, but her voice
was anything but warm. She turned her eyes to Torsten, studying
him, and Felix began to second think the lyrics he’d considered
about her eyes. They didn’t look like honey at all now; they looked
more like the sludge sometimes found in empty bottles of cheap
whiskey. “I suggest now would be a good time to choose and prepare
your bandit. Audrey, escort Torsten upstairs, where, apparently,
his entire bandit horde is lying in wait.”

Audrey stood, but when Felix made to rise,
Bellamy stopped him with a raised hand. “I’d like a private
word.”

Felix swallowed hard, then looked at Torsten
with a nod. “Of course, Your Majesty,” he said, sitting back
down.

The queen waited until Audrey and Torsten
left, then refilled her glass, sat, and lifted it to Felix. “To
your health,” she toasted, and Felix clinked his barely touched
glass with hers before taking another sip. The whiskey felt warm
all the way down.

“Thank you for agreeing to this, Your
Majesty,” he began, but the queen just laughed at him drily.

“Enough with the niceties, please. I can
imagine what you might have felt compelled to reveal had I refused
to cooperate,” she said as Felix blushed. “Your gumption has grown
exponentially since our last meeting, and I cannot yet decide
whether I like this version of you better.”

“I like this version better,” Felix
admitted.

“I suppose that’s what counts,” she granted.
“We should all strive to be happy with ourselves, whether others
approve or not. But it does seem you have gained Torsten’s
approval.”

“I hope so,” Felix replied with a shy smile.
“He certainly has gained mine.”

“Has he?” Bellamy asked, tilting her head.
“Truly? Do you honestly prefer having an arrogant bastard share
your bed instead of a gentleman like Merric? Or is the bastard
threatening you in some fashion? You can tell me, Felix. I will see
you protected.”

“No,” Felix said, shaking his head. “There
are no threats, Your Majesty. Torsten cares for me, and I for him.
Merric will always be dear to me, and will always be my friend, but
we weren’t right together. Perhaps it’s because Torsten is a
bastard that we’re better suited, seeing as I’m one myself. As for
being arrogant, I don’t really see it, but I suppose you would be a
far better judge of that than I.”

Bellamy stiffened, then shook her head and
smiled. “Fair enough. Well played.”

Her choice of words sparked his own. “The
flute!” he exclaimed with sudden excitement. “You must tell me more
about its magic! I was only able to make it work a few times, but
the things it was capable of! I’m afraid it’s been stolen by
pirates, but the pirate who took it is Audrey’s brother, so I’m
sure she could get it back. I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave
a magic flute in the hands of a pirate, no matter who his sister
is. Not a good idea at all.”

Bellamy blinked, frazzled by Felix’s
animated speech. “I’m not following,” she said slowly. “Did you say
‘magic flute’?”

“Yes,” Felix said. “The flute you gifted me,
the heirloom, the magic flute.”

“I’m confused.” She touched a finger to her
temple as if to rub away a sudden headache. “The flute I gave you
was old and valuable, but it wasn’t magic. Are you drunk?” She
frowned at his half-full glass of whiskey. “You are rather small.
Maybe you’ve had too much to drink.”

Felix sat absolutely still. The queen was
not the only one confused. “But I played the flute and an entire
camp of bandits fell asleep,” he said. “I played it again and a
ship filled with pirates fell unconscious. And a bandit king
decided to keep me as his personal flautist because of the flute’s
magic.”

“Bandit king?” Bellamy asked before letting
out an exasperated sigh. “Let’s be serious now, shall we? That
flute was crafted generations ago and you’re hardly the first to
play it. Do you really believe, had there been reports of it having
magical powers, I would have given it to you? There’s no such thing
as a magic flute, Felix, outside of tavern tales and children’s
stories.”

Flustered, he felt himself nodding along as
if he understood. “I must be mistaken,” he heard himself say,
though he knew he was not. “It’s been a long day. A long few days,
actually,” he said. “Perhaps that bit of whiskey did go to my
head.”

“You’ve endured much,” the queen agreed
sympathetically. “And tomorrow you will endure more. You’d best
retire for the night.” She looked at him with genuine concern, and
all it did was embarrass Felix further.

He stood and bowed clumsily. “Then I’ll
excuse myself, Your Majesty, by your leave.”

“Good night, Felix,” she said in return.
“Sleep well.”

His head was swimming as he left Bellamy in
the parlor. He swept past the servants waiting outside the door,
hurried down the hall and through the doors into the main room. At
the top of the stairs, he heard Torsten’s voice and followed it.
One of the many doors had been left ajar, and he stopped, peeking
in. Inside was an unfurnished room lit only by a row of short
candles. Standing in the center of the bare space were Audrey,
Torsten, and Selon. Felix nudged his way past the door, the smell
of fresh paint filling his nostrils.

Torsten crossed to him immediately, a frown
creasing his forehead. “You look pale,” he said in a hushed voice
just for Felix.

“I’m tired. And quite possibly insane,”
Felix confessed with a frustrated sigh.

Torsten’s frown intensified, but when Felix
shook his head in dismissal, he let it drop. Taking his hand, he
led him to the others. “We have our bandit,” he said, nodding at
Selon. “We just need to get her a leather cape so Malcom won’t
doubt she’s one of Gethrin’s.”

“I can have one made tonight,” Audrey
assured, “if you’ll come with me to the queen’s tailor and describe
what it should look like.”

Selon nodded. “It would be my pleasure.”

Audrey looked Selon over with a pleased
expression before cutting her gaze to Felix. “Any special requests
for your slave clothes? Do you know anything specific about how
they might be dressed?”

Felix sighed and looked to Torsten tiredly.
“Unfortunately, yes, but I’d rather not appear in a public tavern
jingling, with my bare backside on display.”

Torsten rubbed a hand soothingly over his
back. “Have them make something alluring, but not too revealing,”
he told Audrey. “But the bells, I believe, are expected. Better
have small ones attached to the laces.”

Audrey looked questioningly at Felix until
he nodded his concurrence. “I’ll see what we can do.” She motioned
for Selon to follow her, then stopped in the doorway. “There’s a
bed,” she said, “right through there.” She pointed to a nondescript
door near the back corner of the room. “Sorry about this. We aren’t
quite up to speed on getting all the bedrooms refurnished, and
we’ve been using this one for practice. Try to get some rest. I’ll
tell the servants not to bother you.”

“Thanks,” Felix said.

“Be careful with Selon,” Torsten told
Audrey. “I’ll be wanting her back.”

Audrey rolled her eye.

“Don’t worry about me, King,” Selon said
with a wink. “See you in the morning.”

As soon as the women closed the door behind
them, Felix collapsed into Torsten’s chest and wrapped his arms
around his neck. Torsten hugged him gently, kissing his head, then
picked up a candle and walked with his arm around him to the door.
Inside was a small bed and side table—a place to rest after
training—and the mattress felt heavenly as Torsten laid him down on
it. Fit for a king.

“You don’t have to be the slave,” Torsten
said as he pulled off Felix’s boots. “Any of the others can do it.
Dot was especially eager to volunteer.”

“It’s not that,” Felix sighed, shaking his
head to dislodge the image of Dot with bare buttocks and jingly
boots. He propped up on his elbows and watched as Torsten undressed
and then climbed onto the bed to begin loosening the ties of
Felix’s trousers. Despite his worry for his sanity, he couldn’t
ignore the rush of arousal that coursed through him at having a
naked Torsten remove his clothes. When he’d peeled the trousers
from his legs, Felix sighed at the cool air on his skin, followed
by the brush of Torsten’s lips on his thigh.

“Tired?” Torsten asked with a pompously
arched brow.

“Supposedly,” Felix responded breathily, his
own fingers already working to unlace the ties down the front of
his leather top. “Bellamy said the flute isn’t magical.” He slid
the garment off his shoulders and sprawled naked on the bed. He
didn’t know how Vivid and Audrey managed to wear so much tight
leather. It looked good, yes, but it made everything sticky with
sweat. It was a relief to be out of it.

“Well, that’s probably because magic flutes
don’t exist,” Torsten said, moving to lie beside him.

“How can you say that? You saw what that
flute could do!” Felix protested, turning to face him and trying to
keep his eyes from wandering too long over the length of his bare
body.

“No. I saw what you could do,” Torsten said,
running his hand over Felix’s hip.

“No,” Felix insisted. “The flute has to be
magical, because if it isn’t, that means I was the one making those
things happen, and that doesn’t make any sense.”

“I told you that you were more than just a
flautist,” Torsten said, his voice deepening as he pulled Felix
closer.

“But I’m not magical,” Felix argued, letting
himself be coaxed forward until their bodies were flush.

“We live in a world with elementals,”
Torsten whispered, quite rationally for a man who was
simultaneously propping Felix’s thigh over his hip and kneading his
ass. “Is it so hard to believe you’re touched by the
extraordinary?” He smoothed his hand up Felix’s back and brought
their mouths together for a deep kiss.

Felix sighed, pushing against Torsten’s hips
and trying to ignore the sensation in his chest that was telling
him Torsten was right. Flautists who could magically influence
people were flautists who had songs and stories written about them.
And that wasn’t Felix. He was completely ordinary. But that didn’t
mean he couldn’t enjoy the touch of the extraordinary as Torsten
moved him onto his back and spread his thighs wide.


 


 


 


19 - Honey
Trap




Felix slept heavily and dreamed little, his
eyes opening to the small room’s only window, through which he
could see the pale blue sky of early dawn. He was wrapped around
Torsten, in the same position he’d adopted before conking out,
completely on top of him, his head on Torsten’s chest and his legs
straddling his hips. Beneath him, Torsten was still sleeping, and
Felix took advantage, rolling off and onto his side to examine his
face. All remnants of charcoal had been washed from his eyes during
yesterday’s bath, allowing Felix to see the skin around his lids
without streaks of black. His eyebrows rested in a furrow-free line
above his eyes, a bit wild and disorderly, just like the man.

Felix traced the straight line of his nose
with a delicate fingertip, then pressed gently at the plush give of
his lips. He felt the strong jaw beneath the thick scruff of beard,
then roamed down the hard planes of his chest. All the while, in
his head, he composed, the notes coming to him freely, as if they’d
been there all along, waiting for a chance to come together in an
order that made sense. Aloud, he hummed the melody until Torsten’s
eyes fluttered open.

“Watching me sleep, Flautist?” he asked, his
voice rough with the early hour.

“Yes,” Felix readily admitted, with none of
the shyness he might have once felt. “You’re an attractive
sleeper.”

“Hmm.” Torsten turned his head on the
pillow, his eyes falling closed again. “You were humming something.
What was the tune?”

“Something new,” Felix replied, snatching up
Torsten’s hand as it began to wander down his stomach. “I’ll play
it for you when it’s finished.”

Torsten cracked open his eyes and assessed
him. “I look forward to it.” He yawned, stretching his arms and
sitting up. His hair was mussed from sleep, and Felix took pleasure
in smoothing it down with his fingers. “Are you ready for today?”
Torsten asked, trying to hide the gravity in his tone, but failing
to keep it from his eyes.

“I should be asking you that question,”
Felix answered. “All I have to do is play dress up. You’re the one
whose reputation is on the line.”

“It’s not on the line,” Torsten said. “It’s
in your hands, and that’s where I trust it to be.” He kissed Felix
chastely on the mouth. “I’m not doing this for my reputation, you
know,” he added after a moment. “I don’t care what the nobles or
the queen think of me. This is about stopping Malcolm.”

Felix idled lazily in the moment, running
his fingers through Torsten’s thick hair and admiring the flecks of
icy blue in his eyes. “I know,” he agreed. “We’ll stop him.”

Torsten nodded, as if actually reassured by
Felix’s words. “Let’s find your leathery friend and see what
costumes she’s concocted, shall we?” He removed himself reluctantly
from the bed and began to dress. “I wonder if there’s any good tea
around here?” he murmured as he pulled on his boots. “I could do
with a cup of good tea.”

They did find tea in the dining room
downstairs, but whether or not it was up to Torsten’s standards
would remain a mystery, as he didn’t say. He remained silent
throughout breakfast, sipping at his dainty teacup and nibbling at
triangles of buttered toast, waving off the servants who offered a
variety of eggs, meats, fruits, and cheeses. Felix found himself
with a similar lack of appetite, though he did partake of some
bacon. Audrey seemed the only one in the mood for abundant food and
conversation, relaying the details of her trip to the tailor’s
between continual, hearty bites.

The queen was nowhere in sight, but Felix
had a hunch she’d spent the night, if the self-satisfied expression
on Audrey’s face was any indication. But it was fortunate that
Bellamy had decided not to join them for breakfast, given that
Torsten’s “horde”, having been reprieved from hiding quietly in
their rooms, made their appearance just as Felix began his second
cup. He heard the excited clamor of ten boisterous bandits long
before they reached the dining room, and when they were ushered in
the door, it grew even louder, in anticipation of yet another fine
culinary experience. Selon stood at the head of them, wearing a
confident smile.

She was already dressed in her costume for
the day, and Felix was startled to see her in the long leather cape
and crudely cut attire beneath. She had even taken care to dirty
her face more than usual and ruffle her rust-bucket curls into a
feral tousle. Altogether, it was as if one of Gethrin’s bandits had
suddenly manifested in the dining room and was reaching for a slice
of Felix’s toast.

Marilyn, Dot, and the others, each of them
squeaky clean and some of them newly clean-shaven, took seats at
the long table, and the servants began feeding them with an
immediacy that made Felix think Audrey must have had words with
them beforehand. Each member of the horde wore freshly laundered
clothes, and some wore new items, as well—mainly leather bodices
and leggings provided by Audrey. As Felix looked around at their
excited, happy faces, he couldn’t help but smile. It was amazing to
be surrounded by people he’d once found so frightening, but who now
provided such comfort and joy with their company.

But the feeling came to an abrupt halt as
soon as Audrey said his clothing for the day was waiting for him in
the parlor. Torsten, his meager appetite long-sated, joined Felix
in his trek to the suite. And there, lying over the back of the
bedroom couch, and not taking up nearly as much surface area as he
would have liked, was the slave costume.

He studied it warily as Torsten held it up
against his own body. It was worlds better than the tiny, tacky
outfit Gethrin had forced him to wear, and certainly better
stitched, but it was still severely lacking in modesty. And
fabric.

“This isn’t bad,” Felix said, forcing a
smile. “And it looks a far better fit than what I wore before.” He
gathered it into his hands, nodding towards the door. “Maybe you
should wait outside while I put it on.”

“Felix,” Torsten said softly, stepping close
and kissing him lightly on the mouth. “It’s perfectly fine if
you’ve changed your mind. We’ll find another way.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s fine.
I’m fine. And the plan is perfect. I just hate looking ridiculous
in front of you.”

“But you never could,” Torsten replied,
pulling him into his arms. “You’re beautiful to me. You could be
dressed as a mermaid, or a housemaid, and it wouldn’t change
that.”

The thin, black trousers were long—thank the
Gods—but they laced loosely up the sides and exposed bare skin from
his hips to his ankles. The top was also black, thin, and
long-sleeved, but a dramatic v-shaped dip exposed everything from
his collarbones to his navel. When he shifted, even a little, his
nipples were exposed, and the tiny bells sewn along the length of
his sleeves made tiny dings that announced his every movement. He
pulled on his boots—at least his feet would be warm and adequately
covered—and jingled out to join Torsten.

“Well, here I am,” he said, shaking his arms
for maximum ringage as he joined Torsten in the archway. “But I
don’t know what I’m supposed to do with this. Audrey must have
picked it up by mistake.” He handed the small, well-stitched bit of
leather to Torsten.

After examining it, Torsten shook his head,
and then held the leather up to his throat. “It’s a collar,” he
said. “See this metal loop? I’m guessing that’s where the chain
would attach.”

“Oh. O-okay,” Felix stuttered, before
turning and raising his curls from the nape of his neck so Torsten
could buckle it on. “But I’d much rather be wearing your
bandana.”

“A suggestion from the tailor,” Audrey said,
appearing in the doorway. “Rumor has it the councilman is a fan of
them. You don’t have to wear it, if it’s too much.”

“No, I’ll wear it,” Felix said, squaring his
shoulders. “Anything that will help sell it. Or me, rather.” He
stood back and did a full turn for their approval. “So what do you
think? Would you buy me?”

“Absolutely,” Audrey announced. “You’re the
only boy I would ever buy.”

“Same,” added Torsten. “Even if it took the
last of my coin.”

The others must have been warned to keep
quiet about Felix’s state of dress, because no one said a word or
looked directly at him when they returned to the dining room.
Still, he felt the purposeful absence of their eyes as heavily as
if they’d been staring.

“Selon, are you ready to take me to town?”
he asked, eager to break the awkward silence.

Selon stood, gulped the remainder of her
tea, and returned the cup to the table, far too hard. The sound of
breaking porcelain filled the quiet room. “Oops,” she said, looking
at Audrey to make an apology, but Audrey merely rolled her
shoulders in a stretch.

“Let’s hope setting down teacups is the only
thing you’re bad at today,” she said stoically. “Torsten, come with
me. I’ve got something special for you.”

Torsten cast a glance at Felix. “Is this the
part where she takes me aside and kills me?”

“Only if you keep wasting my time,” Audrey
answered loudly. “Follow me, King.”

Torsten smirked and followed her from the
room, the other bandits smiling at one another over an outsider’s
fearless use of his nickname. While they were gone, Felix and Selon
went over the details of the plan together. Surprisingly, she had a
few qualms about bossing him around and bartering him off like a
whore, but Felix reassured her as confidently as he could that he
didn’t mind, that it was necessary. The worse she treated him in
front of Malcolm, the better it would be for them all. By the time
Torsten and Audrey returned, Selon was practicing how best to hold
Felix by the back of the neck. She was shoving him forward—very
believably—when Felix caught sight of Torsten in the doorway, and
his mouth fell open in surprise.

Torsten had shaved, which made him look much
younger, and Felix gaped at the smooth, clean cut of his chin,
strong and dimpled. With the beard gone, all the attention was
drawn to his hazel eyes, and, Gods, was he gorgeous. “The last time
Malcolm saw me, I had my beard,” he explained self-consciously,
running his hands repeatedly over his smooth, angular jaw.

Felix had to touch, and did, freeing himself
from Selon’s grasp and closing the distance between them. Torsten’s
face was something to look at, indeed, but it was not the only
thing. Audrey had dressed him in clothes fit for a nobleman. The
collar was high on his neck and the cuffs of his well-tailored
shirt were lacy and white. His trousers were tan and snug in all
the right places, and his boots were so shiny, Felix could see his
own transfixed reflection in the toe. On the coat’s lapel, he wore
the queen’s sigil.

“Holy Gods,” Felix whispered as the bandits
hooped and whistled. “Who are you supposed to be?”

Torsten’s cheeks blushed bright red. “I
wanted to be a hooded tavern patron who lurked in dark corners,” he
grumbled.

“And I told him the best way to fit in
amongst a tavern frequented by the queen’s noblemen was to look
like a nobleman. We have visiting nobility at court every week from
all over Viridor, so no one will question it. And even someone who
remembered your face would never connect it to your being the
councilman’s bastard son. Trust me. I was an assassin. I am a
stealth expert.”

Torsten sighed and turned to face his bandit
compatriots. “Go ahead,” he said. “Let’s hear it.”

No one spoke at first, and then Marilyn,
mirth ringing high in her voice, said, “You look like you did when
you first got booted from the Quarter. Like a wee babe.”

“Minus the scraggly baby beard you were
trying so hard to grow,” Selon added.

The wispy blond man Felix had recently
learned was called Peter offered his opinion as he poured himself
more tea. “You look like an easy mark. If I saw you on the road,
I’d take you for all you had.”

They all laughed heartily, and for a few
moments, it was almost possible to forget the tragedy that had
struck them so recently and so hard.

Felix leaned over while the others were
still chuckling and throwing quips, straightening Torsten’s stiff
collar and mouthing at the smooth skin by his ear. “I think you
look like someone I’d like to buy, when this is all over,” he
whispered.

Torsten smiled. “You couldn’t afford
me.”

“I’d be willing to offer an exchange of
services,” Felix returned, leaving his hand to rest on Torsten’s
bottom.

“You can service him later,” Audrey said,
suddenly behind Felix, making him jump. “We need to head out. The
meeting is in an hour.”

Felix, Torsten, and Selon said their
goodbyes to the bandits, who waved them off with calls of luck and
a few rowdy whistles, and then Audrey was leading them outside,
where a carriage was waiting by the road.

“We’re going through the city gates together
so there will be no question of you getting inside, but then we
have to split up,” Audrey explained as they walked. “Torsten and I
will arrive in the carriage to the tavern and situate ourselves
with the soldiers selected by Bellamy to be there. You two,” she
pointed to Felix and Selon, “will travel on foot to the tavern, in
character the entire time. When you get to the Queen’s Men, pretend
you don’t see us and continue on with the plan. Understood?”

They nodded.

“If all goes accordingly, this should go
down relatively quickly. If the plan falls to pieces,” she touched
her hand to the daggers in her thigh holsters, “I’ll make sure
Malcolm ends up in pieces, too.”

“Audrey, no,” Felix said.

“I told you I had your back. If you say
Malcolm is the bad guy, I don’t need any more proof than that.” Her
gaze was steadfast and more than a little scary. “Besides, I don’t
like slavers. He’s either leaving the tavern under arrest or dead.
If that’s agreeable with his son.” She looked at Torsten
questioningly.

Torsten sighed. “Yes,” he said quietly. “If
he chooses to resist, then do as you will.”

“Good,” she said, adjusting the patch over
her eye. “Everyone ready?” At their nods, she stepped into the
carriage.

Torsten and Selon stared after her and then
looked at Felix. After a second, Selon broke into a wide grin. “Is
she for real?”

Felix nodded proudly and hopped into the
carriage after Audrey. Once Torsten and Selon climbed in, the
driver clicked at the horses and they were on their way. Felix sat
cozied against Torsten’s side as they made the mile long journey to
the Royal Quarter gates, trying to enjoy his ridiculously handsome,
calming presence for as long as he could before the charade had to
begin. Torsten held tightly onto his hand the entire way.

When they reached the gate, Audrey simply
had to show her face through the window and speak a few words to
the sentry to be allowed through. A few minutes later, the carriage
pulled off onto a side street, and Felix turned to Torsten
wistfully.

“I have a feeling,” he confessed, wringing
his hands anxiously. “Like something big is about to happen.”

“We’re about to take down nobleman scum,”
Selon said, toning down her cackle for optimum discretion. “That’s
pretty big.”

“Listen to your bandit master,” Audrey
rasped, “and try not to look so damn clever.”

Felix swallowed nervously, relaxing only
when Torsten grabbed him and kissed him hard on the mouth. “I’ll be
right there watching,” he promised. “This will be over soon.”

Felix gathered himself, trying to pull the
flimsy material of his top over as much of his chest as he could,
but the effort was fruitless, and all he managed was an awful lot
of bell jingling. With a huff, he gave Audrey and Torsten a brave
nod and leapt from the carriage. Selon followed smoothly, instantly
weaving her hand beneath his curls and into the neck hold they’d
practiced.

The carriage didn’t linger, rolling away as
soon as they’d cleared the wheels. Torsten watched through the
window as long as he could before they disappeared into the busy
streets, then Selon gave Felix’s neck a squeeze and started pushing
him down the road.

“You’re good for him,” she said, so casually
it took Felix a moment to understand her.

“He’s good for me,” he responded, gasping
when Selon bullied him out of the way of a turnip cart.

The air was filled with city smells: cook
smoke, baking bread, the ubiquitous richness of horse manure, the
occasional muskiness of urine. He had been in the city before, once
with the trader Rex, and then again with Merric. But he’d never
traveled it by foot and walked the crowded streets among its
people. There were merchants hawking their wares and foodstuffs,
servants and ladies haggling prices, a clutch of laughing children
being hustled along by a harried-looking matron. And because of all
this busyness, most didn’t favor the all but bare-chested, jingling
man with a second glance. It was exhilarating, though he wished he
were dressed more appropriately, both for modesty and for the
season. It was a warmer morning than yesterday, and spring was
definitely on the way, but the air still boasted a chill that
tweaked his too-often exposed nipples and made him dearly miss the
fur pelts to which he’d grown accustomed.

“Torsten’s not a man who messes around,”
Selon said, continuing their conversation as they dodged a woman
selling jewelry with a finesse Audrey would have found impressive.
“Until you came along, I’d written him off as uninterested.”

Felix glanced back at her skeptically.
“Because he showed no interest in sleeping with you?”

“Not just me. He’d shown no interest in
sleeping with anyone,” she rebutted. “Not since I’ve known him.”
She scrunched her face in disdain. “Five years it’s been, and then
you show up out of nowhere and everything changes.”

“I was kidnapped and taken against my will
to him, I think you mean,” Felix muttered, wincing as she tightened
her grip on his neck.

“Will you shut up for a second so I can
compliment you? You used to be so quiet. Gods.”

“Sorry,” he murmured. “Go ahead.”

She shook her head, a strand of springy red
hair bouncing in front of her face. She wasn’t wearing the charcoal
lining on her eyes, either, and it made her look much younger and
not nearly as mean. He wondered if she was really mean at all, or
if he’d misjudged her from the beginning, just as he’d done with
Torsten. “I’m trying to say that I’m glad you got dragged into
camp,” she continued, keeping her eyes straight ahead and her face
relaxed, acting as if she wasn’t being the nicest she’d ever been
to him. “I’m thrilled that King finally found someone he wants to
fuck. We all are.”

“Selon!” Felix hissed indignantly.

She rolled her eyes at his reddening face.
“Modesty will do you no favors all the way out here, princeling,”
she scolded. “I told you.”

“We’re no longer in the forest,” he pointed
out.

“Sure we are,” she said. “It’s just made of
mortar and stone instead of trees.”

Felix glanced around thoughtfully. “A lot of
these buildings actually appear to be brick.”

“Shut up.”

“Yes, alright.”

They continued in silence, moving into a
more affluent area of the city. Audrey must have shown her the way
on a map, or when they’d gone last night to the royal tailor,
because she wound their way through the streets without needing to
stop even once to orient herself. At one point, a loathsome looking
man sidled close and grabbed Felix’s bottom as they stopped amongst
a crowd for a series of passing wagons, and in the wink of an eye
Selon punched him, knocking him out cold, all the while keeping her
other hand securely on Felix’s collar.

“You’ll have to teach me how to do that,”
Felix said, nearly tripping over the unconscious man as they began
to move again.

Selon grinned as she tightened her grip and
pushed him forward. “Ready yourself,” she said. “We’re almost
there.” Ahead, Felix saw the tavern, which would have been easy to
distinguish even from a distance. It was tucked between
plain-fronted buildings, upscale businesses selling leather goods
and fine jewelry, but the Queen’s Men Tavern had tall stone pillars
topped by torches in front of its entrance, and the sounds of
ribaldry could be heard coming from within, which Felix thought odd
for so early in the day.

Reading his flummoxed expression, Selon
said, “It caters primarily to the queen’s guard, I understand, and
guards keep odd hours.”

“But why would Malcolm have a meeting about
the slave trade in a tavern full of guards?” he whispered, keeping
his head down as they approached the swinging doors.

“Hiding in plain sight,” Selon answered. “Or
maybe the regulars know exactly what Malcolm’s up to, and they
don’t care. Now be quiet.”

Selon forced him inside, her fingers digging
deeply into his neck. Once through the door, it was a ruckus. The
music was loud and the patrons were louder, but that didn’t stop
most every head from turning to check out the new arrivals,
including one of a fiercely handsome, black haired, freshly shaven
nobleman who sat nursing a drink at the bar. Felix cut his eyes
away and bent his head submissively as Selon propelled him through
the busy tavern. There was a single empty table near the back,
reserved ahead of time for their use, and Selon shoved him roughly
into one of the chairs. He went with a painful cry, certain he was
bruising from her rough handling, which was good; as a slave
handler, Selon was very believable.

Felix made a surreptitious scan of the room
once they were seated, looking about with half-closed lids. He saw
a sea of people, mostly men, primarily guards wearing their bronze
armor and those of the noble class dressed similarly to Torsten,
with an abundance of lace at their wrists and collars. He
purposefully avoided looking at the bar, where Torsten sat, and
Audrey was nowhere in sight, but he knew that was because she
wished to be invisible.

The crowd began to clap and cheer as two
suggestively dressed young women mounted a small platform near the
stairs, a buxomly redhead who seated herself behind a set of East
Viridor drums, and a petite, ebony-skinned brunette cradling a
lute. When they began to play, Felix frowned at his inability to
place the melody. But when they began to sing, he blushed, quickly
dropping his head to hide both his color and a ridiculously wide
smile.

They were singing his song, “The Sun
Guardian”! He’d written and performed the ballad of how Scorch had
freed the slaves from the Circle, where they’d been forced to fight
to the death, long before he and Scorch had become friends. But
they were friends now. And the joy of hearing his friend’s heroism
celebrated in song—his song—even as he sat feigning enslavement in
the hopes of keeping it from happening again? It was just too much
irony.

Selon smacked him on the back of the head,
causing sufficient pain to remove the smile from his face. Felix
winced and sank further down in his chair, but she grabbed his
collar and yanked until he sat up straight. Her face was grim, her
mood dark, and he was wincing beneath her stern gaze when a man
approached their table. Felix spotted his gold-buttoned, red velvet
sleeves first, then looked up to see an attractive man with silver
hair and not unfamiliar hazel eyes. And that’s all he got to see of
Malcolm before Selon pulled his collar tight enough to make him
choke.

“Are you Malcolm?” Selon asked, and Felix
wanted to laugh at the deep inflection her voice had taken on. But
he made sure to keep his face properly composed, pulling it into a
shallow frown before he glanced back up at Malcolm. When the
councilman met his eyes, Felix batted his lashes, bit his lip, and
then returned his gaze to his lap, where his hands were demurely
clasped.

“Councilman Malcolm Carwyn,” he snapped
haughtily. “Do I know you?” He was lingering by the table, but made
no move to sit.

“We have a mutual acquaintance,” Selon
answered gruffly. A moment later, a barmaid was scooting up to take
their order. “Ale,” Selon commanded, annoyed by the interruption.
“Councilman?”

It was a pivotal few seconds, as Malcolm
weighed the decision to join them or walk away, but after another
shy glance from Felix, he nodded curtly and took a seat. “Tea,” he
ordered. “Peppermint.” He had chosen the chair opposite Felix, and
when he pulled it in, their knees touched beneath the table.

The barmaid looked at Felix. “What about
you?”

“He’s not thirsty,” Selon barked, glaring at
her. The barmaid hurried off.

“I assume there’s an excellent reason our
mutual acquaintance isn’t here and you are,” Malcolm remarked,
taking in the roughness of Selon’s appearance. He did not doubt she
was one of Gethrin’s bandits. There was no mistaking the leather
cape, the hard face, and the cool sharpness of her eyes.

“He didn’t want to be seen with the new
goods until he was sure you were truly agreeable,” Selon answered,
matching Malcolm’s snide glare and adding her own unique brand of
nastiness. The hand she’d been using to hold onto Felix’s collar
stroked up his throat, and she pulled a fistful of curls through
her fingers, effectively forcing Felix’s head to the side and
exposing the long, slim line of his neck. “Are you agreeable,
Councilman?”

Torsten’s father was looking at Felix with
interest. “Perhaps. We shall see.”

The song ended then, the room filling with
clamorous calls for an encore and men standing to beat their fists
on tables while chanting “Sun Guardian! Sun Guardian!”. When the
song began again and the appeased crowd settled in for another
listen, the barmaid returned, setting the tea before Malcolm and
the ale before Selon. She smiled hastily at Felix and left.

Malcolm brought the teacup to his lips, his
eyes fixed on Felix as he sipped. “He is young,” he said, in a way
that left Felix confused as to whether Malcolm considered his age
to be a good thing or bad. Then he felt the hand grasp his knee
beneath the table and decided it was the former. Definitely the
former.

“He’s old enough,” Selon informed him with
harsh laugh. “But we will supply whatever the demand is for.
Younger, older, those with less unruly hair.” She released Felix’s
curls with a harsh twist.

Felix whimpered and raised a hand to stoke
his tender head, aware his every move was being closely watched.
Malcolm’s hand on his knee squeezed and then moved slightly higher,
and Felix parted his legs invitingly. He refused to be afraid.
Malcolm’s hand could reach no further from his seat across the
table than it already had, and opening his thighs would only make
the councilman more desirous. And careless.

“But how do I know recipients will be
pleased with the product we’re providing?” he asked. “Looks are
important, yes, but they only go so far. I’ll need to test this
one. Ensure he’s compliant.”

Felix’s heart sped up, but Selon remained
unshaken. “I don’t think so.” She pulled at Felix’s collar,
effectively dragging him from the reach of Malcolm’s groping hand.
“If you want a sample, you’ll need to leave a deposit.” She leaned
across the table and whispered loudly, “Gethrin ordered
specifically that we’re not to use this one unless payment is
received, not even by you. That’s how special he is. And that’s how
you can prove your loyalty to the new arrangement.”

She’d done it. She’d said Gethrin’s name and
removed the veil of secrecy from the table. Malcolm didn’t deny
knowing Gethrin, and all he had to do now was hand over the coin
and he’d be irrevocably caught, the letter legitimized. This farce
would be over.

But he sat back, saying nothing, though his
eyes still roamed Felix’s body, focusing on his mouth and smooth
chest. There was no question Malcolm wanted him, but would he pay?
Felix felt a sinking feeling in his stomach that no, he would not,
and he was about to speak up, to say or do something to convince
him, when he felt a large hand clamp down on his shoulder.

At first, he thought it must be Torsten,
that he’d grown tired of watching his father lust over him, but
when he tipped his head back, he saw the face of one of the queen’s
guards. It wasn’t a face he’d seen more than once, but he
remembered it well, and he remembered the name that belonged to
it.

Niall. The man who had given him the coins
and kissed his cheek and run his fingers through Felix’s hair while
Torsten raided the back of the royal wagon. He was standing, tall
and rail-thin, at Felix’s back, his hand clasped confidently over
his shoulder, like he already owned that piece of Felix’s body.

“Sorry to intrude, Councilman Carwyn,” Niall
said, with a smile that conveyed he was anything but. “But I saw
who you were speaking with and couldn’t help myself. This is an old
friend of mine.” He bent his head down to Felix’s level. “I hoped
we would meet again,” he purred. “Did you come here looking for me,
beautiful?” He placed a kiss on his shoulder, Felix unable to deter
him.

Selon moved quickly. She wrenched Felix back
from Niall, pulling his collar so hard he was ripped from his
chair. He landed hard on his knees beside her, coughing from the
pressure at his throat. The commotion stole the attention of the
tavern patrons, curious eyes drifting to the scantily clad young
man on his knees, but then someone yelled for free rounds—was it
Torsten?—and their attention was instantly diverted.

Felix cowered on his knees beside Selon,
while Niall and Malcolm looked on in surprise and thinly veiled
annoyance.

“You want to touch, you can pay,” Selon
rumbled, and Niall’s expression softened in understanding.

“I see,” he said, clearly relieved. “Well,
if that’s the only problem, I was going to pay regardless. How
much?” He reached for the purse tied to his sword belt, but before
he could put his fingers on a single coin, Malcolm slammed an
entire pouch of his own on the table in front of Selon. He grabbed
Felix’s arm, pulling him off his knees, and took hold of the back
of his collar.

“My apologies,” he told Niall, who was
looking determinedly crushed by the turn of events. “It’s nothing
personal. Just business.” The hand on Felix’s ass didn’t feel like
business, however, as Malcolm’s free hand grabbed hold of it. “Tell
our acquaintance I’m agreeable and will write with more details of
our arrangement,” he barked at Selon, and with that, he began
steering Felix from the table.

It was happening, and it was happening fast.
Coin had changed hands, the arrangement with Gethrin had been
acknowledged, and Torsten’s proof had been verified. Felix allowed
himself to smile as he was led across the tavern floor, completely
unafraid, though he could see neither Torsten nor any of the others
through the crowd. But they were there, watching, waiting to pounce
once Malcolm reached the street. And they were but a few yards shy
of the entrance when Niall stepped in front of them, his sword
drawn.

Felix gasped, thinking that a fight was on
the verge of breaking out—and over him! How exciting! How
flattering! What great material for the ballads he would write!
Then he heard those nearest him grow silent amidst the sound of
more swords sliding from their sheaths, and he understood.

“Malcolm Carwyn, you are under arrest for
colluding with bandits and participating in the buying and selling
of humans,” Niall charged, his manner not nearly as creepy as it
had been a moment ago.

“What are you talking about?” Malcolm
demanded, drawing his own sword as he shoved Felix away. “That is
an entirely false accusation!” Felix went stumbling to the side,
where a strong set of arms saved him from falling.

Torsten smiled down at him. “You were
perfect,” he said, removing his silk-lined jacket and slipping it
around Felix’s shoulders.

Meanwhile, Audrey appeared at Niall’s side
with daggers drawn. “We witnessed the entire exchange,” she
announced as the musicians stopped playing, and the entire room
grew silent, listening. “And we have an incriminating letter, as
well. I believe there’s a cell somewhere we can fit this vermin
into.”

Malcolm’s eyes grew round as soldiers
surrounded him, taking his sword and grabbing firmly onto his arms.
“I don’t know which of you is responsible for this madness, but all
your heads will roll once word of it reaches the queen! You there!
Angelus, isn’t it?” he yelled to a young, blond guardsman who’d
just entered the tavern. “Go now! Alert the queen her first
councilman has been taken!”

“There is no need for that, Malcolm,” came a
refined, decidedly feminine, and very recognizable voice from the
crowd. “I’m right here.” All heads turned toward the bar, where
Queen Bellamy was stepping forward, pushing the black hood from her
head, and allowing the attached cloak to drop to the floor. She was
clad from head to foot in tight black leather, and save for the
jewels that adorned her ears and neck, she might have been mistaken
for an assassin. Felix’s eyes had skimmed right over her when he’d
first entered the tavern. It was evident she’d learned a thing or
two about stealth—and fashion—from Audrey.

“My queen!” Malcolm crowed, struggling
against the hold of the guards. “Tell these fools to release
me!”

She looked regretful, but more than that,
she looked furious. “Your son came to me with a story of your
crimes,” she said, tipping her chin regally as she addressed him.
“I had to see it with my own eyes to believe it, and now I have.
You’ve been stealing from me and conspiring with others to harm the
good people of Viridor, and you will pay for these crimes dearly.”
She nodded at Audrey. “See that he’s taken somewhere secure.
Preferably somewhere dark, befitting of his true character.”

Audrey motioned for the guards to follow
her, the councilman in tow, and as they passed Felix and Torsten,
Malcolm’s eyes grew wide in recognition of his son’s face. Felix
could feel Torsten tensing beside him, but he said nothing, just
stared back at his father. If Malcolm had wished to say something,
he had no chance, because, within moments, he was hustled out into
the street.

When he was gone, Torsten’s shoulders
slumped with a heavy sigh and he turned to wrap Felix in his arms.
Felix hugged him back, smiling against his chest. It was over.

“I owe you an apology, Torsten,” Bellamy
said, striding through the onlookers to reach him.

The crowd, who’d already begun discussing
what they’d just witnessed, grew silent again at the sound of
Torsten’s name, and every eye turned in astonishment to the man
Queen Bellamy had addressed. There were a few gasps as people
recognized him, but he stood proudly at Felix’s side, ignoring the
whispers.

She bowed her head. “Torsten,” she
announced, loudly enough for her voice to carry throughout the
tavern, “you have done your queen and all the people of Viridor a
great service today. I hereby rescind your banishment and welcome
you back to the Royal Quarter with open arms.”

Felix nudged him, and Torsten returned the
queen’s bow. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

The tavern broke into cheers, and Bellamy
leaned in to speak more privately. “I will come to the school later
to speak further. There is a question I would like to put to
you.”

Torsten nodded and the queen turned to
leave, summoning her escort with the wave of her hand. Niall was
first among them, coming to stand at her right hand before looking
at Felix and winking. Felix responded with a shy smile, then hid
his face in his hands and turned back into Torsten’s arms.

“Look who had the queen bowing to him,”
Selon said, walking up to them with a satisfied grin. “Well done,
King. Let’s get back to the others so I can tell them how many
times I got to throw the princeling around.”

She led the way from the tavern and Torsten
and Felix followed, ignoring the multitude of greetings and
questions being thrown their way. There would be time to answer
them later, but for now, Felix wanted to get back to the others and
celebrate. Torsten had just earned back his good name and his home,
the villain who’d stolen it from him had been captured, and the
slave trade had been stopped before it could get started. And as he
jingled his way out to the waiting carriage, Felix knew he had
helped.
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Feeling




They boarded the carriage with a lightness
to their steps that had certainly been lacking earlier in the
morning. But now, with what they’d set out to do successfully
accomplished—with Malcom headed to the dungeons and Torsten’s
reputation at court publicly restored—they had every reason to feel
less burdened, and to freely express their joy in a job well done.
Selon, whose role-playing at the tavern had been so authentic that
it stopped just short of cruelty, was now all laughter and smiles,
exuberantly retelling every moment of the last hour, in-between
hanging out the window to point at all the shops she wished to
visit and foodstuffs she wished to eat. Felix and Torsten, who sat
across from her, and so close together that Felix was all but in
Torsten’s lap, smiled and laughed along with her, with Felix
occasionally adding particulars Audrey was unaware of: how the song
that had been played—twice—was his original composition, and how
he’d first believed Niall had meant to do battle over him. He chose
not to tell of Malcolm’s hand on his knee, nor that he’d
interpreted the look on Malcolm’s face when he recognized Torsten
to be one of hatred rather than regret. Torsten surely had enough
to occupy his thoughts just now, hence his overall silence, but
Felix knew he would be privy to his most important thoughts
later.

The gossip generated by the morning’s
happenings—a juicy tale of sex and scandal and a councilman brought
low—passed from mouth to ear with such inordinate swiftness that by
the time their carriage arrived at the city gate, the guards
stationed there were both emboldened and curious enough to stop
them, so they might have a look at Torsten, and nod their
acknowledgement of him with friendly eyes. It seemed to Felix that
whatever affection the guards may have harbored for their displaced
councilman, they were willing to quash it in favor of his son.
Hopefully, others in the court, and throughout the realm, would
feel the same way.

When they arrived at the school, the anxious
bandits rushed out, descending upon the carriage, opening both
doors and shoving their heads in the windows.

“Thank the Gods you’re back! What happened?
Tell us everything.”

“Did you pull it off? Is the scoundrel done
for?”

“Did they declare you the prettiest nobleman
and offer you the crown?”

Selon exited first, pushing past the men and
taking Dot’s elbow to begin a second, highly animated retelling of
their adventure. Torsten followed, helping Felix down, and laughing
at the onslaught of excited questions.

“Better tell them before they tip it over,”
Felix warned, watching as the bandits clambered in, on, and atop
the carriage in what appeared to be an effort to examine every inch
of one of the queen’s finer conveyances.

Torsten held up his hand, and the group
instantly hushed. “Malcolm Carwyn has been arrested,” he declared.
“All went as planned, and I’m no longer banished from the Royal
Quarter.”

Much yelling and stomping ensued—along with
much joyful rocking of the carriage—until, having joined with Selon
and Dot, Torsten turned to go inside. The bandits abandoned the
vehicle and followed at a run, catching up to them with
back-clapping and boisterous felicitations. Felix looked to the
driver, raising his hand for a jingly wave goodbye while offering
up his most apologetic smile. The man frowned in reply and took off
speedily, the horses kicking up dust as Felix ran inside.

In the ornate main room, near the foot of
the stairs, a large oaken barrel sat incongruously. Laughing,
Marilyn ran and plopped on top of it, her short legs kicking
merrily. Seeing movement, Felix looked up to find a half dozen
faces peering out from around the corner of the second floor hall,
and surmised they belonged to the new elemental students. He didn’t
blame them for hiding. With all the racket the bandits were making,
they likely feared the school was under attack.

Torsten groaned, shaking his head. “I leave
you alone for the morning and you filch a barrel of ale?”

“We didn’t steal it, King,” Marilyn assured,
coming carefully to her feet atop the wooden barrel. “It was
delivered. Along with other fancies. There’s even turkey.”

“It’s only fair I get another turn at a
leg,” Peter put in quickly. “Selon ate most of mine.”

“Taught you to stop yapping when you’re
supposed to be eating, didn’t it?” she countered haughtily.

“Winchester said to take it to the dining
room,” Dot explained over them. “Said Lady Audrey wanted us to be
able to drink our fill today, whether for celebrating or drowning
sorrows, depending on how things turned out.”

“That was thoughtful of her,” Felix
said.

“It was,” Torsten agreed. “I’m starting to
like her more and more. Well, then,” he continued, taking Marilyn’s
hands as she hopped down, “let’s get this ale in its proper place
and prepare for a celebration.”

“But it can’t be noon yet!” Felix laughed a
short time later. The men had hoisted the keg onto a sturdy
sideboard at Winchester’s direction, and as one of the servants
hammered in the tap, others appeared with trays of mugs and
platters of freshly baked biscuits and soft, salty pretzels.
Politely edging Winchester aside, Dot began filling the mugs,
passing the first to Torsten. Cup after cup was filled and passed
until each of them held a frothy drink in their hands, and then
Torsten raised his high.

“For all the friends we’ve lost,” he
said.

“And to the friends we’ve gained,” Selon
added, tipping her head to Felix.

“And to the King of Bandits,” Felix
declared.

“To the King of Bandits!” they shouted.
“Long live the king!” Torsten colored with embarrassment, shaking
his head as he brought the mug to his lips.

They drank.

Audrey walked into the dining room some half
hour later, her entrance cheered by all. “Is it done?” Torsten
asked as he approached her amidst the clamor, Felix’s arm linked
with his.

“It is,” she answered with a nod. “I locked
the door on Malcolm myself, and just in case, doubled the
guard.”

“And the queen? How is she taking it?”

Audrey shrugged. “Who knows? She’ll be along
later, so you can ask her.”

“Thank you,” Torsten said, extending his
hand, “for everything.”

She looked at his hand for a moment before
giving it a brief shake. “It’s your persistence and Felix’s bravery
that’s seen justice served. I just made sure you were properly
dressed for the occasion.”

Felix hiccupped excitedly and grabbed her
arm, warmed by her words. “I’m glad you’re here!” he gushed. “I was
hoping you’d get here soon.”

It was lucky she only had one seeing eye,
because if she’d had two, her glare might have been lethal. Felix
realized he was clinging to her and hastily corrected himself.
“Sorry,” he said, releasing her, then cocking his head. “Do I hear
a lute? Is there to be music?”

“Are you drunk?” she asked, stepping back to
appraise him.

“Hardly,” Felix said, blowing the hair from
his eyes. One quickly downed mug of ale had him laughing louder and
more frequently than usual, but he could claim nothing more than a
delightful tipsiness. He wasn’t drunk, but he was happy, very
happy. And it felt amazing. “And I do hear music. There’s music!”
he yelled, leading the dash from the room.

The musicians had set up on the landing of
the great stairs, the same two talented women from the tavern, and
as servants lit the last of the lanterns and carried chairs and
tables into the room, they began to play. Felix began clapping with
delight, and the other bandits joined him.

When the applause ended, Torsten caught
Felix’s hips and pulled him into his chest. Audrey scoffed at an
offer to dance from Peter, then turned to watch Marilyn, who had
plucked a blossom from outside and was making it hover in her
palm.

“Dance with me, Flautist,” Torsten demanded,
leading him to where many of the others had begun stomping around
merrily.

“I told you I don’t dance,” Felix insisted,
yelping when Torsten lifted him in the air and spun him around. He
flailed until he was set back down, and then pushed Torsten
playfully in the chest. “I play the flute, I sing, I seduce evil
men for the greater good, but I don’t dance.”

“You don’t have to do anything,” Torsten
assured, coaxing Felix back into his arms. “I’ll do all the work.”
He took Felix’s hand and pushed him away, then spun him back.

Felix tried to feign upset, but his shrill
laughter gave him away. He let Torsten fling him around the floor
for the span of two songs, bumping into bandits left and right,
stepping on Torsten’s feet, and generally failing at any attempt at
gracefulness. And then, it seemed, the musicians took pity on him
and changed their tune to something slower. Felix was relieved to
rest his head on Torsten’s shoulder, swaying gently with him while
the rest of the party continued prancing and laughing around
them.

“Torsten?” Felix said softly at his ear.
“Help me change out of this costume? I don’t want to look like a
tramp when the queen comes.” He still wore the immodest slave gear,
though it was mostly covered by Torsten’s jacket.

“You don’t look like a tramp,” Torsten said.
“You never could.” But he still took his hand and led him from the
floor. In the parlor bedroom, their black leathers were laid out on
the couch, along with the clothes they’d arrived in, including
Torsten’s fur pelt, all freshly cleaned. Felix sighed as he settled
on the couch and pulled off his boots.

“All the fur and leather,” he lamented,
standing to pull the shirt over his head and grimacing as it
jingled to the floor. “Never thought I’d miss wearing my own
clothes.” Felix bent forward, lifting his hair so Torsten could
remove the collar from his neck. “I’ll never miss wearing
that.”

Torsten scowled at the leather collar before
dropping it unceremoniously to the floor. “You were wearing a
lovely lace shirt the day I met you, and well-cut velvet
trousers.”

“Those weren’t my clothes, either,” Felix
confessed as Torsten dropped to his knees and started unlacing the
ties that held his pants. His fingers were warm, and having Torsten
on his knees before him was more than distracting. “Queen Bellamy
provided my dress that day.”

“What kinds of clothing did you wear
before?” Torsten asked, working the trousers down Felix’s legs and
assisting as he stepped out of them. He kissed Felix’s thigh with
an open mouth, and with his arousal, Felix forgot what clothes even
were.

“I had a h-hat,” he stammered as Torsten
continued to kiss his way up his leg, placing a hand firmly on
Felix’s behind. “It had a little feather in it. Partridge, I think.
I usually wore it when I performed.”

“Mmm," Torsten murmured, slipping his free
hand between Felix’s legs and gently cupping his balls. “And what
else?”

“Nothing fancy,” Felix said, closing his
eyes as Torsten took the length of him into his mouth. “Just simple
clothes,” he whispered, planting his feet more firmly and gathering
two fistfuls of Torsten’s hair. “Nothing squeaked.”

Afterwards, as Felix leaned trembling and
sated against Torsten’s chest and moved to unbuckle his trousers,
Torsten stopped him. “No,” he said, stepping back with his
brightest smile. “I want you, but I want much more of you than can
be had in the short time we have before the queen arrives.” He
reached for the patchwork shirt that had belonged to Alex, and
unfolding it, held it open. “Will this do for now? I promise it
won’t squeak.”

“Yes,” Felix said appreciatively, smiling as
he lifted his arms so Torsten could slip the shirt over his head.
“Did I ever thank you for kidnapping me?” he asked from beneath the
soft fabric.

Torsten met his eyes when Felix’s head
reappeared, then kissed him on the mouth. “Get dressed, or I won’t
be able to resist showing you how thankful I am.”

When Felix got his pants on, Torsten
produced the black bandana, holding it up. Felix nodded and smiled,
breathing in the faint but lingering smell of peppermint and the
deep woods as Torsten tied it on his neck. Mercifully, it had
escaped washing.

Torsten went to the window, looking out.
“You know the Queen rather well to have known her such a brief
time, wouldn’t you say?” he asked.

“Not really,” Felix answered as he sat to
pull on his boots. “I only know her a little.”

“You still have more experience with her,”
Torsten said. “What do you think she’ll do with me?”

“Do with you?” Felix asked. “What do you
mean?”

Torsten turned. The happiness that had
brightened his face since the tavern faded, and he shook his head,
heaving a worried sigh. “Queen Bellamy rescinded my banishment,
yes, but she’s been victimized by my banditry a long time. I’ve
injured her guards, bear responsibility for the death of one of
them, and I’ve repeatedly hi-jacked goods and coin from her
shipments. That it was done for the common good doesn’t change the
fact that I’m a criminal.”

Felix stood and went to him. “Bellamy
welcomed you back to the Royal Quarter with open arms, and she did
it in front of a hundred witnesses,” Felix stated, his voice soft
and soothing. He combed his fingers through Torsten’s hair, hoping
to smooth away his stress with each pass of his hand.

“She did, but those arms could embrace me
while her hands stabbed me in the back. With knives. Sharp knives,”
Torsten said.

“You’re forgetting something important,”
Felix said, moving his hands from Torsten’s hair to his high collar
and arranging the folds of lace. “You and I and a precious few
others know the queen is an Earth, which is something she really
wants to keep secret. If she were to harm you in any way, or even
threaten it, I’d threaten to tell all of Viridor she’s an
elemental.”

“And then she might kill us both,” Torsten
said quietly.

“You’re right,” Felix gasped teasingly.
“Best keep your eyes open and don’t accept any hugs. And I
definitely wouldn’t dance with her.”

Dancing wouldn’t be an issue, however, as by
the time they rejoined the others, the musicians were leaving, the
main room was being cleared and cleaned, and the reveling bandits
were once again being banished upstairs with orders to remain quiet
and unseen.

“Sorry to cut the merriment short,” Audrey
said to Felix and Torsten as they approached. “I was just about to
send for you. Bellamy will be here any minute. We’ll resume the
celebration later, but now we need to wait in the parlor.”

“Why so soon? Is all well?” Felix asked as
they followed her down the hall.

“You know as much as I do,” Audrey
replied.

Queen Bellamy arrived a few minutes later,
entering the parlor unannounced. Torsten and Felix stood quickly
and bowed, but she waved her hand dismissively, and, crossing the
room, sat upon her gilded chair. She’d changed from the morning’s
black leather into a pearl-buttoned, scarlet blouse and pearly
white, knitted trousers. Her hair was coiled into loose tendrils
and her circlet crown was in its rightful place across her brow.
She sat ramrod straight, the very picture of royalty, though her
face looked troubled. Audrey moved to perch on the wide arm of her
chair, oddly straight-faced.

“Torsten,” the queen began, her hands folded
in her lap. Her fingers twitched and her eyes darted to the side
table where the whiskey decanters sat, but she must have thought it
would seem inappropriate to drink so early in the day, unlike the
drunken bandits on the floor above her. “There is an important
matter that must be discussed.”

Torsten glanced at Felix with a fretful
frown before nodding. “I’m listening.”

Felix was listening, too, and he was ready.
He’d been practicing his blackmail speech in his head, and if
necessary, he was fully prepared to give it.

“With Malcolm gone, there is an open
position on my council,” began the queen as she met Torsten’s eyes,
“and I am appointing you to fill it.” The room was silent save for
a squeak of surprise from Felix. “It may seem unorthodox to some,”
she continued, “but you are born of noble blood and obviously
possess the leadership skills I seek. You’ve proven to have a keen
eye for judging character, and apparently I am in need where that
is concerned.” She took a deep breath. It was as if every word
pained her. “I’m fully aware I’ve not been the best leader. I have
made mistakes, momentous ones that have caused great suffering and
hardship for Viridor and her people, even as you continued to help
them.” She was struggling to make the admission, she really was,
but she kept her chin high and carried on admirably. “So I want you
on my council, and I will have you unless you refuse me. This isn’t
an apology, Torsten,” she said, clearing her throat and swallowing
heavily, “it’s a plea.”

Felix looked frantically between Torsten and
the queen, his heart racing. The strange feeling in his gut had
returned, and he stroked absently over his stomach as he waited in
suspense for Torsten’s answer. After what felt like an eternity, he
gave it. “I have conditions.”

Bellamy tilted her head questioningly. “What
are they?” she asked, and Audrey stood from the chair, exiting
swiftly from the room.

“Clemency for my friends,” Torsten said.
“None are to be arrested for past crimes.”

She nodded. “What else?”

“I want to be in charge of food distribution
in the villages.”

“There’s already someone doing that,” the
queen said.

“Yes. And while I’m sure their own larder is
filled to capacity, they’ve done an abysmal job of feeding the
hungry. I want to be in charge of food distribution,” Torsten
repeated, crossing his arms.

Bellamy looked irritated, but gave a stiff
nod of approval. “Fine. Is that all?”

“No,” he huffed. Then he furrowed his brow.
“Well, yes. For now.” He turned to Felix and muttered under his
breath, “Am I missing something important?”

Felix shrugged helplessly. Other than the no
stabbing request, he could think of nothing else important enough
to mention.

“Those are my conditions,” Torsten
declared.

Queen Bellamy stood and extended her hand.
Torsten stood and took it. “It’s settled, then. I’ve brought the
document with me that you need to sign.” She released Torsten’s
hand as Audrey returned from the hallway with ink and a roll of
parchment.

Torsten unrolled it on the table, Felix
looking over his shoulder at the lines of calligraphy culminating
in the declaration that Torsten was to be an official member of the
queen’s Royal Council and a member of the royal court of
Viridor.

“Your signature, please,” instructed the
queen.

Torsten took the ink-dipped quill from
Audrey and looked over at Felix with a smirk before signing along
the bottom with a flourishing hand. Felix blew on it to help it
dry, and then Audrey took it back, showing it to the queen before
rolling it back up.

“Welcome to my council, Torsten Carwyn,” she
said. Some of the discomfort was gone from her mouth. She even let
herself smile.

Torsten returned her smile, his hand firmly
on Felix’s lower back. “Just Torsten, please, Your Majesty.” Felix
felt the pleasure coming off him in waves. But there was still a
nagging sensation in his stomach he couldn’t shake. It was like
when he’d been led into the woods to find Gethrin, as if something
was urging him forward, but he didn’t know in which direction he
was supposed to be going or why.

“There is one more thing,” said the queen,
and Felix held his breath, anxiety rising. “Malcolm was in my
council from the beginning. I trusted him completely.” Her jaw
clenched and her hands were fidgeting before Audrey laid a hand on
her shoulder. Bellamy relaxed at her touch. “I realize that if one
member of my council has betrayed me, there is a healthy chance
that more have done the same. I find myself growing paranoid.
Malcolm’s theft lasted years. He couldn’t have acted alone.”

“I can investigate the other members,”
offered Torsten.

She nodded graciously, but Felix could tell
she was hardly comforted. “I remember when you were younger,” she
said. “You were a polite child.” Her eyes narrowed. “But you were
also constantly sneaking into places you didn’t belong and asking
questions you didn’t have a right to. I want you to do the same
now. I’m counting on it, in fact. As is customary with a new
councilmember, I’ll be throwing a celebration in your honor. There
will be a ceremony in front of the citizens, so everyone can see
you. Afterwards, there will be a private dinner. I want you to
begin sussing out my other councilmembers then, as best you can.
Find out who I can trust.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“See that you do,” she said. “I assume Felix
has told you that not two weeks ago an attempt was made on my life?
He was among those who saved me.”

Torsten shot a look at Felix, not of
surprise, but of intrigue. “He hasn’t told me,” he said, in a way
that meant Felix would be telling him about it as soon as possible,
and in excruciating detail. “Did this happen near the time the
palace was hit by that freak storm?”

“Yes,” the queen replied, skipping over the
part where the storm was actually an elemental attack. Felix would
fill in those details for him later. “The point I’m trying to make
is this," she said, lowering her voice to a near whisper and
stepping in close. “I’m not sure whom among my council I can trust
now, other than yourself. And as I have no children, were I to die
tomorrow, my council would become regents, ruling Viridor until one
of them, or another member of the nobility, was passed the crown.
This process would be messy enough for the people to endure were
each of my councilmembers saints,” she continued, shaking her head,
“but as I trust none of them not to be up to their elbows in deceit
and corruption like Malcolm, the situation as it stands is
untenable. So you must find out who among them I can trust,
Torsten,” she said, laying a hand on his arm, “and you must do so
quickly.”

“I will, Your Majesty,” he replied
solemnly.

“Excellent,” the queen said. “Then I shall
leave you.”

Felix and Torsten offered small bows as
Bellamy turned towards the door. “There’s no time to waste,” she
declared, looking back. “We’ll have the celebration tomorrow
evening, and Audrey will set you both up with appropriate
clothing.” A loud thump was heard from the floor above, followed by
a muffled curse, and the queen looked at the ceiling, pursing her
lips. “Your compatriots are welcome here and in the Quarter, so
long as they behave themselves,” she said. “But let’s refrain from
having them attend a royal dinner until their table manners have
been tested, yes”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” both Felix and Torsten
said quickly, successfully chastised.

Bellamy laughed. “Audrey, join me?”

Audrey linked her arm with Bellamy’s,
looking over her shoulder as they headed out the door. “I’ll send a
carriage tomorrow morning so you can meet with the tailor. Take my
bedchamber tonight,” Audrey added, looking back at the queen. “I’ll
be sleeping elsewhere.”

“Well, that was a surprise,” Torsten said,
letting out a long breath as the doors closed. “And a far better
one than being stabbed.” He glanced at Felix and took hold of his
shoulders. “Are you alright? You look sick.”

“I’m okay,” Felix replied, though there was
still a strange feeling in his stomach that was making him dizzy.
“I think I just need air.” So much had happened so fast that it had
unnerved him. That was all. It had been a remarkable last few
days.

“I think I do, too,” Torsten agreed, taking
his hand and leading him outside. They walked together along the
well-manicured garden path, the air chilly, but the sun warm on
their faces, and Felix was already feeling better, breathing in the
sweet smells of the late winter blooms.

“So you’re a royal councilman,” he
prompted.

“So I am.” Torsten stopped so he could pluck
a flower and give it a new home tucked into the curls behind
Felix’s ear. “It’s madness.” His expression softened. “Are you
feeling better?”

“Much.” The feeling in his stomach, the knot
of strangeness, was soothed now that they were outside, but it felt
temporary. “But it doesn’t matter how I feel. How do you feel?”

“It matters how you feel,” Torsten said,
squeezing Felix’s hand before continuing their stroll. “As for me,
I feel . . . apprehensive. And a little itchy,” he lamented,
tugging at his collar. “I hope I’m not expected to wear this every
day.”

“You certainly don’t have to be so formal
now,” Felix said, stopping to undo the buttons at Torsten’s throat
so the collar would no longer irritate his neck. The dark hair of
his chest was just visible, and he resisted the urge to strip the
shirt from him completely and lay with him within the shrubs. That
would be less than comfortable, especially when they had Audrey’s
bedchamber waiting. “When she pulled that scroll out for your
signature,” he said, stepping back, “I didn’t know if you’d sign,
but you barely hesitated.”

“Did that surprise you?” asked Torsten.

“A little,” Felix admitted. “Only because
you’ve been cursing nobles since the moment I met you.”

Torsten threaded their fingers together and
continued their walk, the sun illuminating their way. “For five
years, I could do more for people outside the Quarter’s walls. But
to be on the Royal Council, it’s something I never considered a
possibility. There’s so much more I can accomplish from the
inside.” He shook his head. “It feels like a dream.”

Felix glanced at the man beside him and
couldn’t help but agree. Nothing about the past week with him had
been ordinary. He’d been walking through a dream since being stolen
from the carriage. But despite the strangeness, it all felt right.
Despite the persistent uneasiness in his gut, he felt like he was
precisely where he needed to be.

“I couldn’t have done any of this without
you,” Torsten said, his tone casual as he led them around a paw-paw
bush and began walking back towards the estate. “You put your life
on the line for me with Gethrin. And then today—”

“My life was hardly on the line today,”
Felix insisted.

“No, but I know it wasn’t easy.” Torsten
stopped, taking Felix’s hands in his. He stared down at them,
smoothing his thumbs over Felix’s skin. “Why didn’t you let me take
you home? Why did you insist on returning with me to camp?”

Felix looked up at him, and his heart
swelled with an undiscovered melody. “It felt wrong to leave you,”
he answered. “I didn’t want to.”

Torsten’s head angled curiously. “And now?”
He swallowed hard, and his fingers twitched against Felix’s hands.
“You’ve helped me. Thoroughly. And more, you’ve learned the truth
about your Guardians’ Guild.” When he continued, his eyes were
guarded and his voice was low. “Will you be leaving? After the
celebration?”

Felix felt his eyebrows furrow, an unusual
occurrence, but he was just that surprised. “I’ve not even thought
of it,” he replied honestly. The idea of leaving Torsten now that
the dramatics had ended had not even crossed his mind. “Is that
what you want?” An uncomfortable thought occurred to him, that he
had overstayed his welcome. No one liked a flautist who didn’t know
when to end a song. “Do you want me to leave?”

Torsten shook his head so fast and hard he
might have hurt himself. “No,” he said adamantly. “I just want to
know how much space I need to request, when the queen appoints me
quarters in the palace.” At Felix’s blank expression, he pressed.
“I want to know if you’ll help me fill that space.”

Felix paused, and then, “You want me
to—”

“Live with me,” Torsten finished. “And not
as my flautist.” At Felix’s shocked silence, he continued on. “I
know we haven’t known one another very long, and I know you have a
life outside of this, and me, and I don’t want you to feel
pressured to say yes, but—”

“Yes!” Felix squealed.

Torsten’s eyes widened. “Yes?”

When Merric had requested he join him at the
guild, Felix had agreed, but only because his other options had
been bleak. What better had he to do than become a guardian’s
companion, and live in a place where he had no real purpose other
than to play his flute and be companionable? But Torsten’s
invitation was different. He didn’t want Felix to merely exist in
his world, he wanted to share his world and make Felix an integral
part of it.

“Do you know,” Felix began, attempting to
school the excited tremor in his voice, “how many quality inns and
taverns there are in the Royal Quarter? There are so many places I
want to perform!”

Torsten eyed him cautiously. “It’s the
greatest place in Viridor to be a musician.”

“Then how could I possibly refuse?” Felix
asked, smiling happily as he put his hands on Torsten’s hips. “Tell
the queen, when she asks, that you’ll be needing plenty of space,
as I’m used to having an entire barn loft to myself.” He closed his
eyes and sought Torsten’s lips in a kiss. The unsettled sensations
in his gut temporarily faded, replaced with warmth as Torsten
joyfully kissed him back.

There were still things to worry about,
still tragedies to be mourned, and deaths to be grieved. Malcolm
would need to be sentenced and the guildmaster would need to be
confronted. But for now, in a quiet, in-between moment, Felix was
happy to be in a garden with Torsten, sharing a kiss in the
sunshine.
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When the carriage arrived to take them to
the tailor the next morning, Felix was still red in the face from
an impromptu, post-breakfast rumpy-pumpy, which began when Felix
reached for an errant sock, and ended with him bent over Audrey’s
high bed, clutching the covers on either side of the tray that held
the remnants of their tea and toast. They’d been first to leave the
feast the previous evening, though they’d stayed plenty late,
eating, dancing, and rejoicing with their bandit compatriots amidst
much discussion of exactly what was to happen next. Torsten had
claimed weariness when he’d begged their leave, but Felix saw no
sign of it over the next few hours as Torsten reached for him
repeatedly, their passions not sated until long after the moon had
set. It had been a blissful, languid night and a wickedly joyful
morning, with the unease troubling his gut yesterday all but
forgotten.

The carriage driver gave him a knowing—and,
honestly, judgmental—onceover when he spied Felix, who smiled at
him happily in return as he finished the lacing-up of his shirt. He
was both satisfied and guilt-free, and if their driver, or anyone
else, had a problem with it, they could take it up with Councilman
Torsten.

Said councilman took his hand and helped him
into the carriage. He’d shaved again this morning, after his bath
and prior to his ravishing, so he was smooth-cheeked and
sharp-jawed, and his damp hair was combed back. He smelled of
peppermint, but also of rosewater and flautist. Felix leaned into
him, nosing into the crook of his neck and smiling against his
skin. Today, all of the Royal Quarter would celebrate the queen’s
new councilmember, but first, they had to visit the tailor for
proper celebration attire. Felix imagined a lot of lace would be
involved, and he was looking forward to Torsten trussed up in
measuring tape and fabric swatches all morning. For now, Felix was
back in the plain villager clothes, and Torsten wore his nobleman
garments from the day before. He hadn’t been thrilled about putting
the high collar back on, but it was either that or the tight black
leather. Felix did his best to hide his disappointment at his
choice.

The morning was lovely, almost suspiciously
perfect, with a cloudless blue sky and the warmest temperature
they’d experienced in months. Spring had arrived, and, as if to
make it official, the gardeners had been at work since sunrise,
tilling the soil and planting fresh shrubs, herbs, and flowers.
Felix suspected the hand of an Earth would be part of helping these
gardens flourish, whether it belonged to Queen Bellamy or one of
the new students. Either way, Felix looked forward to seeing the
floral spectacle that would result, and to receiving more kisses
while strolling with Torsten amongst the blooms.

As they entered the city gates, the good
spirits affecting him appeared to be widespread, with even the
guards on watch happy to greet Torsten and be introduced to Felix.
“My companion,” Torsten called him, his hand on Felix’s knee.

As their carriage moved into the crowded
streets of the Quarter, Felix turned to him. “I think I prefer
flautist,” he said, pleased by the predictable rise of Torsten’s
eyebrows in response.

“Instead of companion?” Torsten asked. “But
why? You’re not my flautist anymore.”

“Of course I am,” Felix insisted. “Every
important man needs a flautist, and I’m your flautist. And it
sounds better than ‘companion’. That’s too stodgy for us.”

“Very well,” Torsten agreed, and then he
smirked the smirk that made Felix bite his lip and wish he were
bent back over the tea tray. “Having you as such makes me a very
fortunate man, indeed. I’ve heard talk you’re the best flautist
this side of the Heartlands.”

“Just this side?”

Their teasing banter continued until the
carriage stopped on a side street in front of a small, nondescript
shop. “This seems odd,” Torsten said, looking perplexed as he gazed
out at the modest building, its simple sign bearing the image of an
unspooling ball of yarn. There was no name affixed, and the shops
on either side were shuttered. “Why would the royal tailor be here?
When I lived in the palace, they had a large suite of workrooms in
the servant’s quarters.”

Felix opened the carriage door and jumped to
the cobbled street. “Considering a good deal of the palace was
recently destroyed, I’m guessing this is a temporary set-up,” he
said, shooting Torsten an amused glance. “Already too fancy to be
seen in such a shop?” he teased. “It’s not good enough for
King?”

Torsten exited the carriage with an amused
snort. He waved off the driver and took Felix’s elbow. “Now that
you mention it, I think it best no one refer to me as ‘King’
anymore. Some might see it as treasonous, and it will be less funny
than ever if it gets someone thrown in a cell next to my father
because of it. Remind me to warn the others.”

A bell rang upon their entrance, but there
was no need; an older woman with snow-white hair and gold-rimmed
spectacles was already in the front room, cradling several bolts of
fabric in her arms. “Finally,” she sighed, setting aside the cloth
as Felix closed the door behind them. “I’ve been waiting for you
all morning.” She clapped her hands, and as two additional women
emerged from the back, each appearing to be near her in age, she
took Torsten’s arm, leading him to stand before a full-length
looking glass. “You are the new councilman, I presume,” she said to
his reflection as she was handed the measuring tape. “My name is
Christine. Let’s get to work.”

Older they may have been, but there was
nothing about Christine or her workers that lacked in energy or
finesse. The women worked together smoothly and efficiently,
measuring tapes winding around biceps and calves and down inseams
and arms, pins pinning, marks marking, materials being cut by one
and stitched by another. So deft were their fingers, it seemed to
Felix that there was something magical about the three.

As Torsten was fitted and his clothing sewn,
Felix’s eyes wandered the shop. Amid all the luxurious bolts of
fancy fabrics, fine laces, and wicker baskets filled with beautiful
notions, he saw a plethora of black leather surely meant to clothe
Audrey and her students. And in the back room, on a dressmaker’s
dummy, which he could just see through the partially open door, was
what had to be a slave outfit. And it was so outrageously
immodest—a series of narrow, body-circling straps attached to a
glittery red codpiece—he blushed at the thought of these women
having to see it, much less make it, before sending a silent thank
you to the Gods that he’d not been asked to wear it.

But mostly, he kept his eyes on Torsten as
his old garments were swiftly—almost preternaturally—replaced with
new. Thankfully, he was not being outfitted in lacy high collars
that itched his neck. Instead, there was a black vest with a rich,
silver-grey fur trimming the neck, worn over a black shirt of only
vaguely ornate cloth with a scant amount of billowing in the
sleeves. There was no lace in sight. The trousers were black as
well, made of a rich, soft looking fabric, certain not to squeak.
These fit him with a pleasant snugness and paired well with the
knee-high black leather boots produced from beneath the counter,
which were piped with the same silver-grey fur as that on the vest.
The final touch was a gold pin placed above his heart bearing the
queen’s sigil, and in less than an hour, Torsten was done.

Felix admired him in the new clothes. Audrey
must have had a word with Christine as to what Torsten was keen on
wearing, and the women had excelled at making it happen. He still
looked like his Torsten, only more elegant, elevated, and refined.
And Torsten appeared pleased, too, smiling broadly as he turned
from the looking glass for Felix’s appraisal.

“What do you think, Flautist?” he asked.

“Perfect,” Felix replied, stepping forward
with the intention of whispering how much more perfect he would
look once out of the new garments. But then Christine grabbed his
arm.

“Now you,” she said, pulling Felix past
Torsten to position him for measuring. “Mistress Audrey had no
opinions about your clothes and said to let you decide. What do you
want?”

“Me?” Felix asked, his thoughts thrown into
confusion. He’d assumed he’d be dressed in whatever clothes the
queen or Audrey wanted him to wear. He hadn’t imagined for a moment
he’d be allowed to choose, and now that he was, he had no idea what
he wanted. He’d always worn clothes either given to him or cast off
by others. Among his earliest memories was that of the inn owner
back home gifting him a bundle of garments left by a forgetful
traveler, which of course, didn’t fit. He’d had to make do. And as
an adult, he’d never had enough coin to spare to afford having
anything new made. “I don’t know,” he said in answer to Christine’s
unwavering gaze. And to his shame, he felt the threat of tears in
his eyes.

“You spoke of fondness for wearing a hat,
one with a feather,” Torsten prompted, meeting Felix’s eyes.

“Yes,” Felix said, letting out a long
breath. “I often wore it when I performed. It had a wide brim in
the back, a bit of point in the front, and a lovely feather here,"
he said, pointing to the area just above his right ear. “Not a
large, tacky feather, like Captain Quinn wore. Just a simple
one.”

“There’s a start,” Christine said, smiling
up at him kindly. “Girls, get the block and bring the feathers.
We’ll start by fashioning a bycocket sturdy enough to hold its own
atop these curls and proceed from there.”

“Thank you,” Felix mouthed to Torsten’s
reflection as the threat of tears evaporated and the women set to
work.

In a short time, he had a new hat—a deep,
indigo-blue velvet with a slender peacock feather—and within the
hour, his clothes. A soft, white shirt with multi-colored flowers
embroidered along the collar and cuffs, and a black velvet vest
with indigo-blue flowers along the front edge. The trousers were
also black, made much like Torsten’s, but his had a circle of lace
around the waist, and he opted for black velvet slippers rather
than boots.

All told, the outfit was nearly perfect. The
fit was certainly perfect, and it was by far the nicest thing he’d
ever worn. But what completed his outfit, the thing that made it
absolutely perfect—and also made Christine tut unhappily and
Torsten plant a kiss on his head—was the well-worn, peppermint and
pine scented bandana Felix tied around his neck.

 


***

 


They were back in the carriage, their old
clothes secured in a bundle, and on their way to meet Audrey at the
queen’s temporary residence in the city, when Felix suddenly
gripped Torsten’s arm. “I have to go to the library,” he declared
anxiously, “now!”

Torsten’s first response, reasonably enough,
was to laugh, but when he met Felix’s eyes, he realized he hadn’t
meant it as a joke. “Now?” he asked, looking bewildered.

“Yes,” Felix replied, nodding almost
violently. With everything else that had happened, he’d nearly
forgotten the tale he’d been told by the stranger in the woods, but
the memory struck him abruptly upon seeing a group of scribes, one
with his arms filled with scrolls, passing along the street. “I
have to go to the library, Torsten. Right now. It’s important.”

Torsten tapped to get the driver’s
attention, and then ordered they be driven immediately to the Royal
Quarter Library. The carriage soon changed directions, the turn
north replacing the sunny street they’d been traveling with one
cast primarily in shadow.

“Alright,” Torsten said, sitting back with a
gentle smile. “Are you going to tell me why we’re going to the
library, or is it to be a surprise?”

“It may be nothing,” Felix said, his breath
harried as he replayed the eerie encounter over in his head. “It’s
just that I met a stranger in the woods the night I went to
Gethrin,” he explained. “She appeared out of nowhere in the middle
of the night—waylaid me, really—and she was odd. Very odd. I didn’t
like her.”

“You met a stranger in the woods that
night?” Torsten asked in alarm. “A woman? Did she hurt you?”

“No,” Felix assured, touching his hand. “She
took me home for tea.”

Torsten not only looked unassured, he looked
worried. “There was a woman in the woods, in the middle of the
night, inviting strangers home for tea? Home where? There aren’t
any proper dwellings within ten miles of where we camped.”

“Believe me, I found the entire episode just
as disconcerting,” Felix replied, thinking back to her burned face,
her burned hands, and the glow of her clever eyes in the
torchlight. “She lived in a cave, a big cave. A lot of people lived
there. It was all very weird, and if she hadn’t given me those
petals, I might have thought the whole thing was a dream.” He sat
back, noting the baffled look on Torsten’s face, and gave a heavy
sigh. His stomach was beginning to feel strange again. “There
hasn’t been time to tell you any of this before, and even now I’d
soon save the details for another day. But the crux of it is this.
That woman said a lot of weird things, but the weirdest was when I
told her about the flute Queen Bellamy gifted me, and how it had
worked like magic. She seemed to believe there was more to it than
that, that I should seek out an old song kept in the Royal Library,
that it would explain things. And I know I don’t have the flute
anymore, but I still have a feeling, like finding out about it is
important. A strong feeling,” he said, moving his hand to his
stomach.

Inwardly, Felix cringed. He knew Torsten
believed his story—he could see that in his eyes—but he feared he
found the whole thing silly, a waste of time. Just as the entire
city was gathering to celebrate Torsten, Felix was insisting on a
side trip to learn more about a flute he no longer owned. But if
Torsten thought any of this, or was regretting his involvement with
a flighty flautist, he hid it splendidly. He moved in close,
putting his arm around him so Felix could rest his head against his
chest. He laid his other hand on the one at Felix’s gut. “If it’s
important to you,” he said, “it will always be important to
me.”

The carriage came to a stop soon after,
outside a large stone building fronted by columns and a high set of
wide steps. Torsten stepped out first, presenting his arm to Felix,
who took it gratefully. There were a good number of well-dressed
people about, and some looked as though they might recognize
Torsten, but neither he nor Felix paid them any mind as they went
up the steps and through the stained-glass doors of the
library.

It was grand inside and well lit, with a
high, glass-domed ceiling and enormous, stained-glass windows
casting brilliant sunlight onto rows upon rows of shelves. There
were at least a dozen patrons studying at tables within the large
space, and more seated in comfortable chairs before the fireplaces
that warmed the room. Felix had never seen anything remotely like
it, and for the second time that morning he sent up a silent thank
you to the Gods that he had been taught to read.

Sensing either their urgency or importance,
a librarian soon approached, acknowledging Felix with a nod, and
seeing the sigil, offering Torsten a deep bow. “How may I assist
you, my lord?” he asked, pushing his spectacles up his nose and
reminding Felix instantly of Dot. “I am Lewis, the chief librarian.
Do you need something chronicled? Perhaps a spring reading
list?”

“Thank you, Lewis,” Torsten replied before
looking to Felix. “But no.”

“I am looking for something very old,” Felix
said. “Maybe so old no one has seen it in a long time. It’s a
song.”

“Of course,” the librarian said with a nod.
“If you will follow me, please?”

After sharing an excited smile, Felix held
onto Torsten’s arm tightly as they followed Lewis through the main
library towards the back, then through a roped off area to a set of
stairs leading to a lower floor. The hall they entered was amply
lit by torches, but the open rooms that adjoined it held windows
that streamed sunlight into the space. Everywhere, there were works
of art—paintings, tapestries, and sculptures—and Torsten nudged
Felix’s attention to an alabaster bust of Malcolm on a fluted
marble column.

“So they’re storing the palace valuables
here for now,” Felix commented quietly.

“As well as some trash, it seems,” Torsten
replied.

Lewis stopped at a set of double doors and
knocked. Within moments, they opened, revealing a room burgeoning
with thousands of unorganized, unshelved scrolls and more than a
bit of dust. “This is William, my lord, sir,” Lewis said,
addressing them both this time as he indicated the slim, slightly
disheveled older man who stood before them with his sleeves rolled
to his elbows. “Forgive the untidiness, but this room is where we
sort through the archives saved from the palace before moving them
to temporary shelving. Our new councilman and his companion are
seeking an old song,” Lewis continued, looking to William as the
man bowed. “I know you will do your best to assist them.”

“I will, yes,” William said, bowing again as
Lewis took his leave. “What song is it you seek, my lord?” he
asked. “There are, I am sure, many songs here.”

“It’s called ‘The Song of Whispers’,” Felix
answered shyly, his initial excitement dampened greatly by the
piles of scrolls in the room. Even if there was such a song and
this man knew of it, and it had survived the near total destruction
of the palace, it could be years before it was found.

William’s eyes widened. “‘The Song of
Whispers’?” he asked in astonishment. “Really?”

Felix hesitated, taken aback by the man’s
reaction. “Yes,” he uttered hopefully.

“Ha!” William laughed so loudly that it
reverberated through the room and out into the hall. “That’s the
strangest thing to happen around here in a long time,” he continued
joyfully before disappearing behind a stack. “I hadn’t seen that
scroll in some twenty years, and found it just earlier this
morning. Somehow it had gotten rolled up inside another scroll, a
rather bad song about pirates.”

Felix stared after him. “Seriously? You have
it?”

“I do,” William called before emerging from
the stack with the scroll in his hand. “It’s right here.” He came
forward and handed it to Felix. “Your luck is hard to overstate. If
you’d come yesterday, I wouldn’t have been able to help you.”

“Thank you,” Felix said, clutching the
scroll to his chest.

William smiled at him, and then looked at
Torsten. “And here’s more luck. If you’d not been graced with the
privilege of being appointed to the queen’s council, my lord, I
couldn’t have let you see it, much less hold it. As it is, I’m not
to let it leave the room, but I’ll be happy to summon a scribe to
make a copy. It’s a short piece, so it won’t take long.”

“Of course,” Torsten said, nodding his
understanding as he looked at Felix. “Perhaps we can return for a
copy later, but for now, could you give us a few moments
alone?”

William nodded. “I haven’t seen you in a
long time, my lord,” he said, heading for the door. “It’s good that
you’re back, I think.”

He was gone before Torsten could
respond.

Torsten turned back to Felix, touching a
finger to the scroll grasped between Felix’s hands. “Do you think
it’s what you were looking for?”

“Let’s find out,” Felix said, moving to the
one clear table that comprised William’s workspace. He took the
only chair there, and Torsten knelt beside him as he unrolled the
parchment slowly.

There, written in a fine hand in swirls of
black ink, was “The Song of Whispers”. Felix brushed his fingers
lightly over the ornate lettering. “This is it,” he whispered,
because it felt like a moment for whispering, then he centered the
parchment between them so they could read it together.
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Felix read it again. And then again. And
then he pushed the scroll away and sat back in his chair. “It
wasn’t the flute,” he said, after several minutes of quiet
processing. He turned to Torsten. “It wasn’t the flute.”

“You’re a Whisp—”

Felix clamped his hand over Torsten’s mouth
before he could finish. “Don’t say it out loud,” he hushed.

“Why not?” Torsten asked against his
palm.

“Because people will either think I’m crazy,
or they’ll want to lock me up and use me for evil,” Felix rushed,
his pulse pounding in his ears.

Torsten nodded, and Felix dropped his hand.
“Okay,” he whispered. “Fair enough. We won’t tell anyone. But,
Felix, do you really think this is real? You think this could be
you?”

Felix sighed. “I don’t know. I’m thinking a
lot of things.” He put his head in his hands and stared down at the
table, feeling Torsten’s hand brushing over his back in comforting
strokes. “I’ve been so lucky. I live when it doesn’t make any sense
for me to live. I run into exactly the right people at exactly the
right time.” He glanced up nervously at Torsten. “Even being
kidnapped was lucky, because if it hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have
met you.”

Torsten grabbed the tie on Felix’s bandana
and pulled him forward, kissing him hard on the mouth—not proper
behavior for a library, but just what Felix needed. Torsten didn’t
let him go right away, either. He kept him close, nipping lightly
at Felix’s lower lip and nuzzling his cheek, his hands pushing into
his curls and nearly knocking the hat from his head.

“I can’t help but think everything that’s
happened has happened for a reason, Torsten,” he whispered,
pressing their foreheads together. “You were meant to be here, on
the council. I think it’s why our paths crossed.” When Torsten
began to protest, Felix cut him off. “I should be dead,” he said.
“I’ve been in the middle of an elemental battle, walked a pirate’s
plank, been beneath the point of Gethrin’s sword, and survived it
all. What could that be, if not a Whisper’s luck?” He touched the
scroll, which had rolled back up into a loose cylinder. The more he
considered it, the stronger his conviction grew. “I thought so much
of my life had depended on chance,” he said. “But what if nothing
that’s happened has been chance at all? What if it’s all been
leading up to something bigger?” He held a hand over his stomach.
The uneasiness was back, stronger than ever, and it felt like the
need to do something.

“It’s hurting again?” Torsten asked, his
eyes on Felix’s stomach. “Is it worse?” He laid his hand over
Felix’s.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m nervous.
Anxious. If this is really true, I don’t know what to think.” He
laughed weakly. “That woman in the woods thought this song would
illuminate things, but I’m more confused than ever. Why would I be
chosen by the Gods? What am I supposed to accomplish?”

“You’ve already accomplished much. Look
where we are. Where we’re going. And it’s all because of you, your
ideas and your instincts,” Torsten said. “I don’t care what made
our paths cross or why, only that they did.” He took Felix’s hand
in his and brought it to his mouth, kissing it. “If you’re a
Whisper,” he said softly, “then we’ll figure out what that means
together. In the meantime, you should keep following your gut. It’s
done a fair job of navigating so far.”

Felix nodded, taking a deep breath in hopes
of slowing his rapid heartbeat. “That’s true.” He closed his eyes a
moment, trying to hone in on the sensation in his stomach, the one
urging him to do something. But what?

“And if your gut is telling you we shouldn’t
go to the celebration, then I understand completely, and we
shouldn’t go,” Torsten offered.

Felix smiled, opening his eyes. “Nice try,
Torsten, but I think your celebration is exactly where we need to
be. The night I went to Gethrin, I had a feeling like I was being
drawn there, drawn into taking action. And I felt the same way when
you told me you were taking me back to my village.”

“And you feel that way now?” Torsten
asked.

“Yes. And I’m also thinking it might go away
once you’ve been officially announced as councilman,” he said,
hoping it was true. Maybe the Gods really did just want Torsten to
be on the queen’s council, and once Felix helped it happen, they’d
leave him alone.

“Alright,” Torsten said, coming to his feet.
“We’ll go. Besides, it’d be a waste to have a perfectly good
flautist in perfectly good, new clothes on my arm, and not show him
off to most of the city’s population.”

Felix stood, touching the scroll a final
time before leaving it on the table.

“Do you want to have a copy made?” Torsten
asked as they went out the door.

“No,” Felix answered, taking his hand. “I
won’t ever forget what it said.”


 


 


 


22 - Fated




They found the already busy streets had
become even more hectic upon rejoining the carriage and setting out
for their lunch date with Audrey. The combination of the first
truly Spring-like day with that of a citywide celebration, however,
had brought throngs of people into the streets, and as a
consequence, they arrived a half hour late. Audrey had not waited.
She did leave a note saying she assumed they’d been long at the
tailors, but she had pressing appointments of her own to keep, and
thus would see them later at the celebration.

Returning to the school, the bandits were
just bounding down the stairs to lunch, and Torsten and Felix
joined them. They had much to say about their new clothes, and
particularly Felix’s hat, which was passed between them until
everyone had a chance to impersonate the flautist rather horribly.
Felix was glad for it. The bandits’ laughter and good-natured
ribbing lessened his anxiety and kept the ill feeling in his
stomach in check. And seeing Torsten doubled over with laughter was
a gift he wished he could receive every day.

They lingered long at lunch among their
friends, the unspoken awareness that this would likely be their
last such informal time together keeping them at the table. Torsten
and Felix would be dining and sleeping almost exclusively among the
nobility soon. And where the bandits would go, and what they were
going to do with their lives, was yet to be determined.

It was Winchester who ended the gathering,
calling Torsten aside and making the strong suggestion that he and
Felix should bathe, shave, and have their clothing brushed and
freshly pressed prior to the celebration. After feeling his
stubbled face and noting a spot of laughter-spewed wine on the
sleeve of Felix’s shirt, he reluctantly agreed. The group said
their goodbyes for now and dispersed, the bandits heading out early
in hopes of securing a prime spot for the festivities, and Felix
and Torsten heading upstairs.

 


***

 


“We’ll never arrive in time at this pace,”
Felix fretted, peeking past the carriage curtain to glimpse the
crowds of people milling forward on the narrow street. He was
becoming increasingly unnerved now that the ceremony was imminent,
and was anxious to have it over. He’d managed to keep his nerves in
check as he and Torsten had readied themselves, thanks primarily to
their shared bath, where Felix’s half-hearted protests that they
didn’t have time for fooling around had been summarily—and
wonderfully—ignored. “Audrey sending a commercial carriage to fetch
us instead of a royal one was not her best idea,” Felix complained,
dropping the curtain and sitting back in a huff. “Her concern with
our being mobbed by well-wishers couldn’t possibly have been worse
than this. What she should have done was send a royal carriage and
a trumpeter so everyone would get out of the way.”

Torsten shook his head and smiled. “And you
said I was the one getting too fancy.” His words were good-humored,
but there was an underlying tone in his voice that suggested his
apprehension. Felix knew Torsten had no problem with their slow
pace, because part of him was reluctant to make it to the ceremony
at all. He had agreed to it, yes, and he was excited about all the
good he could accomplish as a councilman. But it was a radical
change, to say the least, from the life he’d been living and the
good company he’d been keeping, so his desire to put off the
public, official announcement as long as possible was completely
understandable. But while Felix understood it, he didn’t agree. Not
at all. They needed to be at the ceremony, and it was his fervent
wish they arrive as soon as possible. The renewed sense of tugging
in his stomach felt as if it was dragging them there, and Felix had
a visceral need to take action. So he followed his gut and his
instinct, which was urging him to take the flute from his
satchel.

Torsten looked pleasantly surprised. “Are
you going to serenade us to pass the time?”

Felix smiled, then leaned in to kiss him
briefly on the cheek before reaching past to peer through the
curtain on Torsten’s side. “Oh my Gods!” he cried after a moment.
“Is that Selon carrying Dot on her shoulders?”

“What?”

As Torsten looked, Felix stood, opened the
latch on the door, and, with the flute clamped securely in his
mouth, pushed the door open. Then, grabbing the railing that ran
along both sides of the carriage roof, he put a foot in the front
window and pulled himself up. The door had come perilously close to
hitting a gruff looking man in the face, and he’d cursed at Felix
as he’d slammed it shut. But as Felix stood atop the carriage, his
feet spread wide in a stance to help him balance, the man was among
the first to point at him and cheer.

“What are you doing?” Torsten yelled, a look
of worry and incredulity on his face as he gaped up at Felix from
the carriage window. He tried to open the door to go after him, but
the crowd now pressed too close.

“I’m going to be your trumpeter!” Felix
yelled back with a laugh, wishing Torsten wouldn’t worry so much as
he brought the flute to his lips. And as the people around them
cheered at the novelty of seeing a finely dressed man atop a
carriage roof, Felix wished with all his heart that they could get
quickly to the ceremony, and then began to play.

The sound captured the attention of those
nearest the carriage immediately, and the people grew silent as,
one by one, they stopped, turning their faces up to listen. The
tune that had come to Felix was not dissimilar to the one he’d
played to lull the bandits to sleep, though this melody was a bit
more lilting.

“Turn around,” he heard a woman’s voice
call, and turning carefully to face the front of the carriage, he
saw the liveried driver looking back at him. She was an older
woman, with long, grey hair pulled back in a narrow tail, but her
eyes looked young, and even seemed to twinkle. “It’s the ones in
front of us who most need to hear, dear,” she offered with an
innocent, grandmotherly air. Felix bowed his head to her in
salutation as he continued playing, and as she turned back to her
task, the people in the street before them began moving from their
path before stopping to listen, and the wagons and carriages in
their way pulled off onto side streets. And as the carriage drew
ahead of those who stopped, they quickly filled the street in
movement again.

Faster, lovely, move out of the way, Felix
continued to wish as they picked up speed, and so it continued as
they progressed, and within a few more blocks, they exited the
narrow street into the spacious city square where the ceremony was
to take place. It was crowded there as well, but nothing like the
funnel they’d just come out of, and from his vantage, Felix could
see the area where the ceremony was to take place.

He stopped playing, and, dropping from his
stance, knelt in silence, overcome with a feeling of awe. He had
been given the ability to make things happen, and with no need of a
“magic” flute. This flute was magic. Every flute could be magic. It
wasn’t the flute at all, but him, and it was real. It was just as
“The Song of Whispers” had said.

“Are you still there?” he heard Torsten call
worriedly, and, pulled from his reverie, Felix scrambled from the
carriage top to join him, immediately pulling him into a hug.

“I nodded off somehow,” Torsten was saying
at his ear. “One moment I’m worried sick you’re going to fall off
the roof into that crowd and—”

Felix laid his hands on either side of
Torsten’s handsome head and kissed him soundly on the mouth before
falling back onto the opposite seat to look at him, grinning
madly.

“It’s all true, Torsten,” Felix said,
struggling to contain his excitement. “‘The Song of Whispers’ is
real. You didn’t just nod off. I wished that you wouldn’t worry and
you didn’t. The people on the street weren’t so enamored of my
playing that they stopped to listen. I wished they would move out
of the way, and they did. It’s real.”

“You’re saying you didn’t even need to play
the flute to make what you wished for happen?” Torsten asked,
looking at him in amazement.

Felix thought about it a moment. “I don’t
know. It’s always been easier for me to express my feelings through
music than with words,” he said, “so maybe the flute lets me
channel it somehow, or helps me focus it. I guess now that we know,
we need to pay attention and find out.”

Felix wondered if he’d been influencing
people and events all along and just hadn’t noticed. He thought
back to the night he’d first met Scorch. From the moment he’d come
into the inn, Felix had played for him, his eyes on him constantly
as he’d ruminated over what it must be like to be a handsome
Guardian of the Guild. And the people at the inn had flocked to
him. Dear Flora had set herself down on Scorch’s lap, something
Felix had never seen her do before, and patrons of all ages and
sexes had surrounded Scorch with curious questions and lustful
looks. Everyone’s attention had been exclusively on Scorch that
night, including, most unfortunately, the slavers, who’d killed
Flora in the wee hours as she shared his bed. Had he caused that
terrible event? Of course, had it not happened, Scorch would have
never met Vivid, he wouldn’t have met Merric, and Queen Bellamy
wouldn’t have been rescued, which all led to him being with Torsten
right now.

Felix shook his head. Maybe he was reading
too much into it, maybe his playing had nothing to do with anything
that had happened before, but there was no question that it did
now. Still, he wondered how many people and events he may have
influenced in the past, and what he might cause to happen going
forward. There was so much to think about.

“We’re here,” Torsten said as they rolled to
a stop. He laid a gentle hand on Felix’s knee, drawing him from his
musings. “We’ll figure it out, Felix. Together.”

Thousands were gathered with still more
coming, and the crowd was loud and celebratory as the people
awaited a glimpse of their queen. But as they stepped from the
carriage, and he got his first close-up look at the long, narrow
stage, which rested on a dozen wide columns of stacked stone and
rose high above the heads of the surrounding crowd, Felix
shuddered. There was something ominous about the platform,
something that filled him with dread.

“Has that stage always been here?” he asked
as Torsten took his elbow, guiding him forward. “It doesn’t really
look like it belongs.” They’d disembarked from the carriage in the
area set aside for the nobility, and those around them drew quiet
as they passed, watching them, studying. The Royal Guard was also
present in great numbers, with one guardsman having opened their
carriage door, and another now leading them towards the stage.

“The parts are kept in a warehouse, ready to
be assembled as needed,” Torsten explained in a quiet voice. He
kept his eyes forward, acknowledging no one as they passed. “The
queen would normally make an important announcement from the palace
balcony, but as that’s not possible, I guess they had to make do
with a temporary set-up, like with the tailor shop. This is
actually where public executions are held, and that’s the platform
they use. There’s grass beneath there, and this area is often used
for picnics.”

Felix dug in the heels of his slippers and
stopped, eyes widening. “That’s an execution stage?” he whispered
fiercely, just as the crowd roared and turned en masse to view the
royal entourage entering the square. “That’s what they’re using to
hold your ceremony?” Felix was almost shouting now to be heard
above the din, and he could hear the panic in his voice, and feel
it in his stomach. “Who was executed here?” he demanded, his hands
tightening on Torsten’s arm.

“Murderers, rapists, those who’ve committed
crimes against a noble,” Torsten replied matter-of-factly. “And
elementals, and anyone doing anything mystical the queen had a
dislike for.” Felix tore his eyes from the stage to look at Torsten
and saw his expression was grim. “My mother forbade me to attend
them, but I did—once—when I was about fifteen, and saw a woman
killed. I never wanted to see such again.”

“Pardon me, my lord,” the guardsman who’d
been leading them was saying somewhat anxiously. “But I see the
queen’s arriving, so we should hurry.”

“Of course,” Torsten said to him. “Lead
on.”

“Was she an elemental?” Felix asked as they
resumed walking. “The woman you saw executed?”

“No,” Torsten replied thoughtfully. “She was
something else, they said, something from East Viridor. East
Viridor is much like the Heartlands, you know, with monsters and
magic, and they claimed she was an animal. They cut off her
head.”

Felix pulled at him, demanding his eyes.
“What kind of animal?”

“A wolf.”

“There you are,” came a gravelly voice as
Audrey pushed aside the guard and settled her hands in a tight grip
on Felix’s shoulders. “You’re almost late,” she said, addressing
Torsten, “but then again, it’s not as if we could start without
you. And Felix,” she said, turning back to appraise him, “I believe
most of this crowd would have turned out just to see you in that
hat.”

Reluctantly, Felix tore his eyes from
Torsten with a silent vow to ask more questions later. He looked at
Audrey, who had spruced up considerably since he’d seen her last.
Her eye patch was crimson with swirls of black and gold, and her
hair was worn down, shiny and loose, with small braids threaded
throughout. She still wore her signature tight black leathers, but
these were different, softer somehow, with the cuts and angles not
as severe. Altogether, Audrey’s appearance was the most feminine,
even delicate, that Felix had yet seen.

“You look very pretty,” he told her, because
even dangerous and deadly ex-assassins must want to hear a
compliment once in a while.

She grunted, her hands leaving Felix’s
shoulders to rest on the hilts of her double daggers. “I don’t like
the ceremony being here,” she said, ignoring his compliment as she
turned to lead them to the waiting area. “It’s too out in the open.
Anyone holding a grudge over Malcolm will have the perfect
opportunity to try and land an arrow in Torsten’s heart.”

“Gods!” Felix yelped, grasping Torsten’s arm
as they moved into the large waiting area that surrounded the base
of the steps. Save for the guards surrounding it, they were the
only ones there. “Do you think that might happen?” He looked at
Torsten with fearful eyes.

Torsten covered Felix’s hand with his,
smiled, and shook his head. “The Royal Guard is watching,” he said,
nodding his head to indicate the various perches guard members
held: in trees, on buildings, and even atop some of the massive
torchlights used to light the square at night. “And our bandit
friends are spread out and scoping for danger as well,” he
continued soothingly. “We worked it all out earlier, Felix. I’m not
worried.”

Audrey nodded approvingly, but it did little
to reassure Felix. “It’s not enough against this large a crowd,” he
protested. “It’s not nearly enough!”

“Ten bandits, all these guards, and me,”
Audrey said, unsheathing a dagger from her thigh holster and giving
it a dangerous swirl. “I don’t like it, either, Felix, but given
that Bellamy insisted this ceremony be held so soon, and in public,
it’s going to have to be enough. We’re as prepared as we can
possibly be.”

Felix gulped, and as Audrey turned to leave,
took Torsten’s hand, pulling him as far from listening ears as
possible before grabbing him by the sleeves and leaning in close.
“What if this is all a set-up?” he whispered urgently, talking
fast. “What if this ceremony is just an elaborate cover for what
you feared, that Bellamy is looking like she’s welcoming you back,
when her plan all along has been to kill you? Only she’s going to
have someone else do it—in front of the Gods and everybody—by
piercing your heart with an arrow! She’s even marked you with a
target!” This last was punctuated by Felix pressing his hand to
Torsten’s chest atop the royal sigil of gold.

Torsten smirked down at him. “If the queen
wanted me dead, don’t you think she would have seen it done before
she had her beloved councilman tossed into the dungeons?” Felix
looked at him warily, and he sighed. “Of course this could be a
trap,” he admitted. “The sheer audacity of setting this whole thing
up just to create a dramatic public spectacle is something I
believe Bellamy entirely capable of. But what we must remember is
this,” he began, as the cheers of the crowd rose to a crescendo.
They both turned to look as Queen Bellamy descended the steps of
her carriage and began making her way through the nobles. “The
queen has the authority to have anyone killed for any reason, or
for no reason,” Torsten whispered, as the crowd grew silent to meet
her passage with a formal bow. “We aren’t in the woods anymore,
Felix, and there’s no escaping the simple fact that she can kill us
now, or she can kill us later, on a whim. You are wise to fear her.
We all are. But we cannot let our fear prevent us from doing what
is right.”

Felix knew Torsten was right, and he agreed
with him, yet he still felt strongly conflicted. His gut was
telling him they were exactly where they needed to be, but there
nonetheless remained a heavy sense of wrongness in the air.

They bowed as Bellamy and her multitude of
attendants entered the waiting area, where she was quickly
encircled by her guard. He could just see her through the mass of
people, dressed resplendently in a high-collared, woven tapestry
coat that reached her knees, its subtle blend of colors set off by
the soft rose pink of her blouse. The queen was a stunningly
beautiful woman, and she had been kind to him. Perhaps his
suspicion was based more on fear than reality. With the circlet of
gold rimming her ebony head and her whole face lit with a brilliant
smile, she certainly didn’t look as if she were scheming to
murder.

He watched her raise her hand in summons,
and the one she’d summoned was Niall. The people around her parted
just enough that he could see them both clearly, and the lanky
guard glanced over at Felix as he went to her, meeting his eyes
before Felix could look away.

Audrey returned to them then, following
Felix’s gaze with a laugh. “I can’t believe her sometimes,” she
said. “She’s standing in the middle of thousands of people and
still has to have a drink.” Sure enough, Felix looked again to see
Bellamy sipping at a flask that was doubtlessly filled with her
favorite guild-brewed whiskey. A moment later, she returned it to
Niall, who replaced it on his belt as she gave him a nod of
thanks.

“They’ll be calling you in a moment, so I’ll
see you up there,” Audrey announced before quirking a brow at
Felix. “I just came back to let you know that I think you look very
pretty, too, Felix.” She nodded at Torsten and left.

Felix blushed, and the amusement on
Torsten’s face made it worse. “What?” he challenged. “Are you going
to tell me I look pretty now?”

Torsten bit his lip to keep from laughing.
“Oh, you absolutely do look pretty. I think it’s the hat,” he
teased. “That feather is very flattering.”

“My Lord,” a familiar voice called as Felix
searched his wits for a clever retort. Winchester emerged from
among the attendants who’d entered with the queen. “The council is
queuing up,” he said after a short bow. “You are to be the lead, if
you will come with me.” After another short bow he turned, and,
joining hands, Torsten and Felix followed to where a group of
nobles—the nine men and women of the council—stood in a silent
line, waiting. Torsten returned the somber nod of each of them as
he passed, then took his place at their head.

“You are to go up separately, sir,”
Winchester said quietly to Felix, “once the council and queen have
been presented and taken their places.”

“Yes, alright,” Felix replied, holding a
hand to his stomach as members of the Royal Guard came forward to
act as the council’s escort. He gladly moved out of the way for
them—the more armed guards the better— then looked at Torsten with
the biggest smile he could manage. Torsten returned the smile, one
so warm and genuine that it all but melted Felix’s heart. “I’ll see
you in a moment,” Felix mouthed silently. “Be careful up
there.”

“In a moment,” Torsten mouthed back, and
then he turned, and Winchester was leading them away.

The crowd roared as the council appeared on
stage, and Felix watched anxiously as they strode to the center
front, nodding to the crowd before stepping back to their
designated places. Torsten was the youngest man up there, the most
fashionably dressed, and definitely the handsomest. But then, he
would be the handsomest man in any gathering, Felix was sure.

A deafening roar burst from the crowd,
jolting Felix from his thoughts. The queen was traversing the stage
and she was truly in her element, waving and smiling to the people
as her golden crown reflected the rays of the late afternoon sun.
Felix mounted a few of the steps to look out at the sea of people,
and most of them looked ecstatic, genuinely thrilled to see her.
But the crowd also held some stoic faces, and some angry ones, the
faces of those who didn’t like the new decrees for elemental
rights, or who’d been fans of Councilman Carwyn and didn’t like
that he’d been imprisoned and was about to be replaced.

“Felix!” Audrey shouted from the top of the
steps. “Come!”

He bounded up the steps to her, just ahead
of other close friends and family members of the council who’d been
invited to the stage. Winchester directed them to walk along the
back as they proceeded to their places beside their member.
Torsten, having been first, stood at the far end of the line,
providing Felix the opportunity to have a look at the other
councilmembers as he passed.

Each was not only older than Torsten, but
appeared to be older than the queen by some twenty years. Felix had
no problem with that, as he hoped with all his heart that Torsten
would live to grow just as old and grey on the council. But even
viewed primarily in profile, and even on public display on what was
supposed to be a celebratory occasion, each councilmember looked as
if they’d just tasted something particularly vile. Even as Bellamy
continued her promenade across the stage, radiating welcome and
happiness, these men and women wore open expressions of
displeasure, some even bending their heads to glare at Torsten with
distaste. And as he neared Torsten’s side, the man standing to his
left turned completely around and glared at Felix, looking for a
moment as if he meant to spit. Felix glared back at him, tipping
his chin and trying to arch one of his brows. The man grunted,
looking confused as he turned back.

“Are you flirting with other men?” Torsten
asked quietly as Felix joined him.

“No,” Felix said quickly. “That man glared
at me, so I was being intimidating.” He showed Torsten his eyebrow
arch. “See?”

“Oh, yes,” Torsten said, turning to face the
front. “I can see it now. Very nice.”

More of the Royal Guard had come on stage
behind him, lining up along the back before being called to
attention. Felix tugged at his vest, squared his shoulders, and,
assuming his proudest posture, turned his face to the front. He
couldn’t tell if Torsten was being sarcastic, but chose to believe
he was not. “It seems clear these councilors don’t like you,” he
said as he gazed out at the crowd, looking for trouble. “It makes
me think they knew exactly what Malcolm was up to, and may have
even been in on it.”

“That’s precisely what I was thinking,”
Torsten said. He leaned forward, quickly sweeping his eyes along
the line of councilors. “Some of them may just look like they want
to kill me, but are really just jealous of my vest. We’ll know more
after socializing with them at dinner, but it’s looking like my
report to the queen may be a grim one. With so much hatred in
evidence, at least some of it must be directed at her.”

Felix sighed. If there weren’t a few dozen
armed guardsmen behind them, he’d be worried one of the grim-faced
councilors might attack; that’s how disdainful they looked.

As the queen lifted her hand in a request
for silence, Audrey appeared behind them. “Come stand with me now,”
she said, taking Felix’s elbow. “Torsten, go to Bellamy when she
calls you, and for the love of the Gods, don’t forget to bow.”

Felix smiled nervously at Torsten and gave
his hand a quick squeeze before he let Audrey lead him away. They
moved to the center back of the stage, taking their places in front
of Niall. The guard smiled at him, eyes glinting, and Felix offered
him a polite smile in return before discreetly inching closer to
Audrey. If she noticed, she had no time to comment, because the
ceremony was about to begin.

“Citizens of the Royal Quarter,” Queen
Bellamy began, and the cheering resumed. From her place on center
stage, she laughed, then raised her hand again, and the thousands
present fell silent once more. “These have been trying times for
all of us. We’ve had to bear the sad news of our beloved High
Priestess’ passing. Then, a terrible storm destroyed much of the
palace. And now, we suffer the betrayal of a friend and councilman
whom we all trusted, with not only our livelihoods, but with our
lives.” She paused, hanging her head in sorrow, and most all in the
crowd, and all on the stage, did the same. “But now,” she continued
after a few moments, lifting her head and her voice so it could be
heard at the far reaches of the square, “now is a time of joy!
Elementals are no longer beings to be persecuted, but will be
respected and taught. The palace is being reconstructed, and soon
will rise, grander than ever. And today, we welcome a new member to
our esteemed council, with every confidence that he will succeed in
making all of our lives better.”

She turned to Torsten with a nod. As he
crossed to her, she held out her hand. “Members of the Royal
Council, Lords and Ladies of the Court, and all good citizens of
Viridor,” she proclaimed as Torsten bowed, then took her hand. “I
present to you the newest member of our Royal Council, Lord
Torsten!”

The crowd cheered, yelled, stomped, and
applauded, and Felix joined along with them, happily ignoring the
exasperated side-eye he was getting from the stoic Audrey. The
other members of the council, along with their loved ones, were
slow clapping politely, he observed. But Felix primarily kept his
eyes on Torsten as he stood hand in hand with the queen. It was odd
seeing them side by side like that, and in a way Felix hadn’t
expected. Torsten looked so natural there, his demeanor calm, his
stance confident. And when he tilted his head to speak to her, as
he was doing now, his was like a reflection of Bellamy’s own regal
posture. Torsten truly looked like he belonged in a royal setting,
but not just as a councilman.

As a king.

Felix’s jubilant exclamations ceased, his
hands dropping to his sides as a feeling of calm settled over him.
The tugging in his belly was suddenly gone, and his fear of losing
Torsten went with it.

“Thank you,” Audrey said in response to his
silence, even as Bellamy raised her hand to silence the crowd. The
cheering stopped almost immediately, yet the queen’s hand remained
in the air. Felix watched, waiting for her to speak again, or lower
her hand, but as long moments passed, she did neither. Torsten was
looking at her oddly now, speaking to her, and she shook her head
in reply. A moment later, her took her hand and lowered it to her
side, and that’s when Felix saw it begin to shake.

“Bellamy,” he began. “Her hand is—”

“No,” Audrey said. “It’s the stage.”

The floor began to vibrate beneath him and
he instinctively reached for her, but Audrey was already gone,
racing to the queen’s side. As he made to go after her, guardsmen
running from their posts behind him knocked him down, and as he
fell, he saw Bellamy fall, collapsing in Audrey’s arms even as she
shouted something to Torsten that Felix couldn’t hear past the
shrieking crowd. The rumbling beneath Felix intensified as he came
to his feet, and he realized the screams were due not just to the
queen’s collapse, but the people’s realization that the entire
stage was shaking.

In an instant, Torsten was pushing his way
through the guards that had rushed to surround the queen, then past
the councilmembers and their families, some of whom had fallen to
the floor. “Felix!” Torsten yelled, grabbing Felix’s hand and
pulling him towards the far steps.

Much of the council was fleeing before them,
and when one of the councilwomen fell, frantic and sobbing, Torsten
stopped, releasing Felix’s hand to help her. Without hesitation,
Felix sprinted to where the queen was lying, squirming easily
through the surrounding guards kept off-balance by the continued
shaking. He fell to his knees beside Audrey, who was cradling the
queen’s head in her lap. Yelling for passage, Torsten pushed his
way through the guards, grabbing Felix’s shoulders as the ground,
once again, lurched beneath their feet.

“Felix, come!” Torsten demanded even as
Audrey shouted, “I told you to go!” fixing her good eye on Torsten
dangerously.

“No!” Felix exclaimed, laying a hand on
Audrey’s arm. “We wouldn’t be here without you, and we’re not
leaving without you.” He turned to look at Torsten. “It’s okay. I’m
not afraid anymore.”

He then turned to Bellamy, whose honey eyes
were open and seemed to be fixed in a hard stare. A trickle of dark
ooze leaked from her nose, her face held a greyish pallor, and her
entire body was trembling. Her breath was shallow and labored, and
even amid the commotion that surrounded them, Felix could hear a
gurgling rasp in her throat.

Torsten quickly removed his jacket, laying
it on Bellamy’s chest before kneeling at her side, taking up the
bejeweled hand that had so recently held his. “I don’t understand,”
he said, a look of disbelief on his face. “She was well a moment
ago. She was fine.”

“She was poisoned,” Audrey growled, her
voice barely a whisper. “I don’t know when or how, but I know the
effects of poison when I see it.” She bent her head, adjusting the
golden circlet and kissing the queen’s forehead. “I will kill the
coward who did this to you, Bellamy,” she said quietly. “I
promise.”

A loud cracking sound brought about a new
round of terrified screams. Audrey looked up, her eyes landing on
Niall. “Get the council to safety!” she bellowed. “And get
Winchester! Have him fetch a proper litter up here, and
blankets—nice ones. Tell him. Even if you’ve already told him, tell
him again. People don’t always think clearly when they’ve suffered
a shock. And have the guards disperse these crowds! I want everyone
away from here now!”

“Wait!” Torsten said anxiously. The floor
shook again, though not as powerfully as before. “There must be
something we can do, someone who can heal her, or at least try,”
Torsten urged. “We can’t just stay here doing nothing until the
stage collapses. Where’s the royal physician?”

“It won’t collapse,” Audrey said quietly,
her gaze returning to Bellamy. “And the physician will be no help
to us now. Do either of you have a clean handkerchief?” Torsten
drew his from the pocket of his coat, and Audrey immediately began
wiping the ooze from beneath the queen’s nose. “The worst of the
shaking is done, anyway,” Audrey continued. “It will stop
altogether in a moment.”

“You can’t know that,” Torsten replied.
“There could be more quakes on the way, and worse ones.”

Ignoring him, Audrey looked up at the
remaining guards. “Leave us,” she barked.

Felix blinked back his tears, cleared his
throat, and looked at Torsten. “Queen Bellamy is the one making the
ground shake,” he said, keeping his voice low. “It will end as soon
as she …” His voice cracked and he looked sadly to Audrey.

“It will end soon,” she said.

Torsten nodded in understanding and they
lapsed into silence, remaining by Bellamy’s side as the stage
continued to tremble beneath them in concert with the trembling of
her body. And very soon, with a loud exhalation of breath, the
trembling stopped.

The queen was dead.

Audrey sighed, placed a long kiss on
Bellamy’s forehead, and then closed her eyes. As she began to ease
her legs out from beneath the queen’s head, Felix stood, removed
his vest, and folded it to use as a pillow. This done, Audrey rose
slowly to her feet, bowing her head. All those in attendance, both
on stage and in what remained of the crowd, did the same. Save for
the sounds of weeping, the people stood in revered silence.

“It’s really true,” Niall said, crossing the
stage to them after Audrey raised her head and the people had begun
to murmur quietly. His face was damp with sweat. “It’s true,” he
said again, staring down at the queen. “She’s dead. Just look at
the face that was once so lovely.” He was wringing his hands, his
legs shaky.

Audrey stared at Niall, obviously disturbed
by his choice of words. Felix quickly untied the bandana from his
neck, and shaking it out, handed it to her. “You can use this if
you want,” he said. She took the square of black cloth, smoothed it
against her chest, and then stooped to drape it over the queen’s
face.

Felix returned his gaze to Niall, then down
to the flask tucked away in his belt. “It was you, wasn’t it?” he
asked softly. The murmurs rose to urgent whispers in the wake of
his question, sweeping through the crowd, and the guards who
remained on stage grabbed the hilt of their swords as Audrey rose,
drawing her daggers.

“Did you give her poison?” Audrey growled,
her face seemingly torn between rage and disbelief. “Did you put
poison in that flask?”

As a half dozen guards approached, their
swords drawn, Niall backed away. “The bitch asked for it, didn’t
she?” he screamed at Audrey, wild-eyed with fear as he brandished
his weapon before him. “Do you want a sip, you one-eyed whore? I
think you’d like the brew as much as your slut did. It’s specially
made for elemental pigs like you!”

Felix stood trapped between Audrey and
Niall, within easy striking distance of both. Torsten leapt over
Bellamy’s legs, grabbing Felix and pulling him aside. In the next
moment, Felix spotted Selon and the others below, their bows aimed
and arrows ready to loose.

“Drop your weapons!” Audrey yelled as Niall
turned and ran to the front of the stage. “He’s mine!”

“Our queen was an elemental!” Niall shouted,
raising his sword to shake it maniacally. “Don’t you see? The quake
that could have killed us all ended the moment she died! Is this
coincidence? No! She was elemental scum!” The crowd was quiet,
staring at him in open-mouthed, stunned silence, prompting Niall to
yell all the louder. “She said the time for change had come and she
was right! It’s time to strike down all these elemental bastards
like the dangerous beasts they are, once and for all! This bitch
won’t be the last of these monsters to die! We will kill them
all!”

As Niall spoke, Audrey continued moving
slowly and purposely towards him, and Felix was glad to be spared
the murderous look she must have borne on her face. It was enough
to see her stance when she came to a stop behind him, her
leather-clad back straight, her head held high and defiant. In that
moment, he fully expected she would plunge the daggers she held in
either hand into his back. But no. That move wouldn’t have suited
the fearless nature that was Audrey’s. Instead, she called his
name, and as Niall turned to face her, a look of mockery on his
face as he slashed down with his sword, she plunged a dagger deep
into his chest. Then, raising her leg in a powerful kick, her
booted foot met the dagger’s hilt, propelling him into the crowd
below.

There was more screaming, along with gasps
of astonishment, as Audrey immediately leapt after him. Felix and
Torsten reached the edge of the stage in time to watch as she
straddled the very much alive Niall, his eyes wide and fearful, and
as their bandits rushed to form a protective circle around her, she
used her second dagger to slowly slit his throat. Standing, she
pocketed the poison flask, and as the bandits closed in around her,
she walked away, leaving Niall’s body where it lay. Felix looked
away, his ability to process horror breached as Niall’s bloody
corpse was set upon by the crowd, and everything in the immediate
aftermath seemed to pass in a blur.

Running guards appeared with a litter, a
disheveled Winchester trailing behind them, holding a bolt of
cobalt blue cloth that he unrolled to use as a drape. The bandits
appeared, and Felix stood with them in silence as Torsten and a
blood-splattered, stoic Audrey covered the queen and lifted her
onto the litter. And then Torsten was holding him tightly around
the waist as they walked off the stage and down the steps behind
Audrey, who followed close behind the Royal Guard, who bore the
body upon their shoulders. As they crossed the square, the
townspeople bowed low and reverently as they passed. The
lamplighters began to climb and light the enormous torches as dusk
began descending on the city.

As the procession slowed before a
glass-fronted building on the perimeter of the square, Felix
realized it was a music shop, as there were various
instruments—harps, lutes, even a harpsicord—on display in the front
windows. And there were many more inside, everything from bells to
drums displayed on shelves and even mounted along the walls. The
shop was cool and dim, and the space they entered was large enough
for an entire orchestra, with room left for dancing. Near the
center of the space, a young man stood on a ladder, looking
distraught as he rushed to finish lighting the lamps suspended from
a fixture on the ceiling. As the room became better illuminated,
Felix saw the councilmembers and their families had already
arrived, and that Bellamy’s shrouded body had been placed on a high
table near the back that must normally be used for copying sheet
music, as a full ream of it seemed to be scattered haplessly upon
the planked wood floor.

The door closed behind them and Felix heard
slaps against the glass as the crowd surged to get a look inside,
followed by the shouts of a few familiar bandit voices ordering the
curious back. Moments later, members of the Royal Guard took their
places there, lining up shoulder to shoulder in front of the
store.

Audrey stood immediately in front of Felix,
and she looked terrifying up close, bloody and brutal, her one-eyed
glare severe as it roamed the room, scanning for more threats. She
gave instructions to the guards, who moved to flank either side of
the queen. Then, after the ladder was hoisted and moved to the side
of the room, she nodded to Felix and Torsten, leading them forward
to become the center of a semi-circle that formed around the queen.
As the councilmembers took their places, Felix shifted close enough
to Audrey to brush against her shoulder, wanting to comfort her but
knowing it wasn’t really possible. Not now. Audrey hadn’t known the
queen much longer than he’d known Torsten, but if Torsten had been
the one lying before them on a makeshift, music table bier, he knew
nothing anyone could say or do would have lessened his grief.

He leaned his head against Torsten’s
shoulder unashamedly, grasping the soft material of his shirt. He
missed the fur pelt, missed burying his face in it and breathing
deeply of its scent, but he made do, raising his head and letting
go only when one of the councilmembers cleared his throat in
preparation to speak. It was the same man who’d glared so rudely at
Felix before the ceremony, and his expression now was as cruel as
it was then. Still, Felix expected some words of respect or a
prayer to be the first words from his small, thin-lipped mouth,
rather than those he said.

“As the designated spokesman, the eldest,
and the longest serving member of this Royal Council,” the man
announced without preamble, “it is clear that the crown should now
pass to my head.”

“Age is not a determining factor,” countered
one of the councilwomen quickly. “And as for seniority, I was sworn
the same hour as you. And we only voted you spokesman because you
never shut up.”

“You both may have served longer,” another
said, “but you have not been in attendance as often as I, given
your regular and prolonged absences for this reason or that. It is
the actual time put into it that should count, not the time
sworn.”

“I call for a proper vote,” another of the
councilwomen offered. “But it must be now, before money can be used
to purchase a crown that’s not been earned.”

“I’ll vote for none but myself,” voiced
another man. “Everyone knows my advice was heeded far more often
than that of anyone else, particularly that of Lord Ward.”

The calling out by name of the first
councilman to speak led to an open argument, with the
councilmembers, joined by their families, quickly forming into
small groups so as to better harass and intimidate one another.
None seemed to care a whit that Bellamy lay but a few minutes dead
in their presence, and when a heated exchange broke out in close
proximity to her bier, Audrey cursed, then crossed the room to move
them. There she remained, standing a protective vigil before the
queen.

“This is disgusting,” Felix said to Torsten,
who nodded in agreement as the quarreling escalated. “It’s exactly
what she was afraid of, because she didn’t trust any of them. Isn’t
there something you could do as a councilman? Something you could
say?”

Torsten shrugged, looking helpless. “What
could I possibly say that will make them listen? They hate me even
more than they do one another. Even if I had a solution worth
considering, I doubt they’d listen. But I don’t. There is no easy
solution.”

“So what happens?” Felix asked anxiously.
“Does Viridor just go without a ruler until all but one drops dead
from arguing?”

“That could happen,” Torsten replied with a
sad smile. “But it’s far more likely they’ll go to war over the
crown. That’s the usual course of events when a royal dies without
a successor.”

“War?” Felix asked, shaking his head
sorrowfully. “But that’s so wrong. Someone must know another
way.”

“Perhaps I do,” came a voice from behind
them. “But it would be best if it was heard by everyone, and I’m
not about to wade into that,” he said, nodding at the others who
continued arguing unabated. It was William, the librarian who’d
discovered ‘The Song of Whispers’, who spoke, from a perch halfway
up the tall ladder. He was as dusty and rumpled as he’d been in the
library archives, and he held a clutch of scrolls tightly against
his chest.

Felix smiled. Torsten opened his mouth with
the intent of yelling the room to order, but stopped as the young
man who’d been on the ladder when they’d first entered appeared
from the back, gripping an enormous pair of brass cymbals. And with
a nod from William, he clanged them.

“What is the meaning of this, Chronicler?”
Lord Ward demanded with more than a bit of consternation in his
voice as the sound reverberated through the room. “You haven’t been
summoned, and we have no need of you here. Be gone!”

The librarian shrugged unflappably as he
descended the ladder. “By Her Majesty’s decree, and therefore law,
the royal chronicler must be present at all meetings of the Royal
Council to record the minutes thereof,” he began, tousling the hair
of the young man who’d clanged the cymbals as he reached the floor.
“And this does appear to qualify as such a meeting, though I can
see where one might mistake it for a schoolyard brawl. Besides, as
chance would have it, I was already here at our family store,
waiting for the ceremony to end so I might speak with Lord Torsten
about a private matter of great import. But given the unfortunate
events that have now transpired—and may the Gods have mercy on our
beloved queen’s soul—the matter I sought to address with his
lordship has become urgent, and can no longer remain private.”

As the council began murmuring their
speculations, William stopped before Torsten, bowing formally. “We
meet again, my Lord, Sir Felix,” he said, before upending all but
one of the scrolls he held into Felix’s arms. “You don’t mind, do
you, dear?” he asked Felix with a warm smile.

“No,” Felix replied quickly, returning his
smile, “not at all.”

“What is this nonsense, Chronicler?” Lord
Ward demanded. “We have no care to hear of any business you may
have with Lord Torsten,” he spat, his words heavy with sarcasm.
“Record if you must, but do so without further interruption. We
have important matters to attend.”

As the others grumbled their agreement, then
turned to continue the arguments that had been interrupted, William
began unrolling the single scroll he’d retained, then looked again
to his grandson. “Do bring that over here,” he directed, nodding to
the ladder.

“What do you think is it?” Felix asked
Torsten as they waited.

“I’ve no idea,” Torsten replied, looking
perplexed.

“An important document has been languishing
in the royal chronicler’s private safe for more than twenty years,”
William began loudly, after ascending a few feet up the ladder. His
grandson had hold of his legs, keeping him braced so his hands were
free to hold the scroll. The room quieted as curious and suspicious
eyes turned towards him. “After your visit to the library this
morning,” he continued, looking down at Torsten, “I decided it was
time I checked on the document, and once I did, I felt an almost
overpowering desire to remove it from safekeeping.” His eyes now
moved to Felix. “I also felt compelled to have copies made, and the
scrolls I have here are those copies. The original remains safely
tucked away.”

“But what is it, Chronicler?” Torsten asked
impatiently.

“It is your original birth certificate, Lord
Torsten,” William replied solemnly.

Laughter erupted from many of the
councilmembers and their families. “I think Torsten already knows
he’s Malcolm’s bastard!” one of them shouted. “The rest of us have
long known!”

“The whole Quarter knows!” yelled
another.

“Yes,” William nodded in agreement. “You all
appear to be well informed as to Lord Torsten’s paternal lineage.
But whom among you are aware that our late Queen Bellamy was his
mother?”
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Torsten stood rigid and speechless as the
melee erupted around him. Felix did not. As the swell of
councilmembers descended upon him—furious and cursing as they
grabbed at the scrolls in his arms—he yelled for Audrey. But
there’d been no need. She was already crossing to them, six of the
twelve royal guards in tow, and they quickly formed a protective
line between Torsten and the council.

William descended the ladder, moved to stand
between Felix and Torsten, and began elucidating on several key
points of the document held out before him. Torsten had been born
in late summer, his birth had been attended by the Royal Physician,
as well as the royal chronicler—William himself—and the names of
both his parents appeared above their easily recognizable
signatures: Malcolm Carwyn’s small lettered scrawl, and the curved,
elegant loops of Queen Bellamy. And below all of this, was the
royal sigil. “The actual seal is wax, of course,” William
explained, “but rather brittle after all this time. Yet another
reason not to risk bringing the original.”

Felix looked across at Torsten, trying to
gauge his reaction, and was immediately struck by how his deep
furrow of brows, so dark and expressive, were indeed like
Bellamy’s. His hair was thick and shiny like hers, too. And he
moved elegantly, just as she did. Or rather, just as she had.

“This document is naught but hornswoggle and
lies!” Lord Ward yelled, waving his copy at William before throwing
it to the floor. “I could have had my own scribes produce much the
same, were I as devious as you, and named one of my bastards a
child of the queen!”

“Could you have?” one of the councilwomen
sniffed haughtily. “I would think putting together a fraudulent
document in the short time Lord Torsten has been at court would be
quite a skillful undertaking, and I don’t believe for a minute
you’re clever enough.”

“He’s not,” another councilwoman said. “But
William there is. He could have cooked this up years ago and been
biding his time.”

“But for what reason?” one of the councilmen
retorted. “I don’t care for the turn of things any more than the
rest of you, but the Chronicler has nothing to gain if Lord Torsten
ascends to the crown. He already has reputation and money. There is
no motive. And if this were all part of some elaborate plan, he
would have had to be in on our queen’s murder to see it to
fruition, and I would never believe him capable of that.”

As the room erupted in a round of new and
frenzied speculations, Torsten raised his hands. “Everyone stop!”
he commanded, his voice strong. “I’m as confused by this as the
rest of you. I know who my mother was. Her name was Elizabeth and
she worked in the palace kitchens until the day she died.”

“I am sorry, Lord Torsten,” William said
quietly. “Elizabeth did raise you from the day you were born, but
she was not your mother.”

“If he says he’s the son of a kitchen wench,
take the man at his word!” cried Lord Ward, his cheeks red and his
hands clenched in angry fists.

“I have a question,” Felix said hesitantly,
raising his hand slightly as he addressed William. “How could Queen
Bellamy have ever kept this a secret? I don’t know much about life
at court, but wouldn’t someone have noticed if the queen was
pregnant?”

“Right you are. And had it not been for the
circumstances being as they were that unfortunate summer,” William
began, “she’d not have been—”

“What circumstances?” Torsten
interrupted.

There was a loud gasp, and then one of the
councilman’s wives came forward. “The sickness,” she said, pressing
her hand to her chest. “It was the summer of the sickness, wasn’t
it, Chronicler? When we sent away our servants, shuttered our
homes, and only answered our doors when they called for the dead.
No one attended court after the deaths began, and they lasted from
late spring ‘til harvest. The queen was said to have taken ill
during that summer as well, but she never talked about it.”

“Bellamy was quite adept at keeping
secrets,” Audrey said, stepping forward. “But this is one secret
she couldn’t have kept alone. I suggest we adjourn to the dungeons
and allow its newest occupant to shed some light on the
subject.”

“Yes,” Torsten said at once. “Take us to
Malcolm. I wish to speak to my father.”

 


***

 


When the palace was all but destroyed, the
dungeons had been spared, in part because they lay furthest from
the fighting, and in part, because they lay underground. Felix
surveyed the evidence remaining of that battle as their assembly
walked in silence across the smooth stone courtyard: the tree that
had been split by lightning, the juniper bush Scorch had hidden
Bellamy inside, the spot where he had crawled from beneath a pile
of dead bodies. In the glow of the many lanterns that lit their
way, he could also see that most of the debris from that day had
been cleared, and that new walls and windows were rapidly going up.
But the grounds still bore clear signs that something bad had
happened here, in burned and blackened swaths of lawn, massive
roots protruding from the ground, and beds of flowers and shrubs,
now crushed and dead.

Felix sighed. The day he’d been lucky enough
to leave the courtyard alive, he’d never dreamed of returning. Yet
here he was, only a short time later, being escorted by a troop of
royal guards and walking ahead of the Royal Council, hand in hand
with the man who would be king.

When they reached their destination, Audrey
was waiting. She had gone ahead on horseback with some of the
guard, while he and the others had wended their way through the
busy streets in their individual carriages, the one they’d shared
with William in front. It had helped to have some of the Royal
Guard leading the procession, but they hadn’t progressed nearly as
quickly as they would have had Felix taken to the roof with his
flute.

Audrey led them through double doors into a
large, utilitarian foyer with many doors and hallways adjoining it.
It was a service area, rarely seen by royals or nobles. The
servants who lived within the palace came and went this way, as did
the members of the Royal Guard who lived there. But this area also
led to the dungeons. Felix recognized it all readily, despite the
broken plaster in the ceiling and walls, and the deep cracks in the
mosaic tile floor. He had been here before, though they had entered
the dungeon through a different set of steps.

Audrey’s knock was quickly answered by a
guard, who led the way down a wide, well-lit, stone stairway that
ended in a long, narrow hall, where more than a dozen guards stood
attentively, awaiting their arrival. The air was cool, and though
the area was clean, it smelled a bit of mold and damp. On one side
of the hall were the cells, the first in the row being where Merric
and Scorch had been briefly incarcerated. On the other side was the
eating and sleeping area for the guards. Audrey led them into a
large room, where simple stone benches lined the walls and there
were enough tables and chairs for thirty men to eat or play at
cards and dice. “I’m having Malcolm brought in here,” she said.
“There’s not sufficient room in his cell for so many visitors.”

“I would hope not,” someone muttered as
people began to take their seats.

“Does he know?” Torsten asked quietly, still
holding Felix’s hand as he gripped Audrey’s arm and moved them away
from the others. His palm was sweaty and his eyes were a bit
wild.

“No,” she said. “He knows something is going
on, but he doesn’t know anything about Bellamy’s death, or,” she
gestured vaguely, “any of this. The guards are under order not to
speak of it.”

“And Queen Bellamy?” he asked softly. “There
was so much going on that I—”

“Winchester is making arrangements,” she
said plainly, and if Felix hadn’t known her, he would have guessed
she cared nothing at all for the queen. But he did know her, and he
knew better. “He’ll take her to the school tonight, to lay in
state.”

“I’ve saved a table for your lordship,”
William said as he approached. “I believe being in the center suits
your station, and it will allow the others to best witness the
interview.”

“Oh,” Torsten said with a brief nod, looking
overwhelmed. “Thank you.”

“Listen up!” Audrey yelled suddenly, turning
to face the assembled nobles with a singular fierceness. “This is
not a social visit,” she began, glaring at each councilmember in
turn with her one good eye. “Nor is it an opportunity to voice your
opinions. This is an interrogation, and no one but Lord Torsten,
Sir William, or myself are to speak unless they are asked. Failure
to abide by this directive may result in becoming a guest of these
dungeons for an indefinite length of time, and there is ample room
for you all. Understood?”

All heads nodded, though many did so
reluctantly.

As Audrey left to fetch Malcolm, Felix and
Torsten followed William to their table. “I wish I could say or do
something to make this easier,” Felix said, holding tight to
Torsten’s hand.

“Having you beside me makes everything
easier, Flautist,” Torsten replied with a small smile. “And if
you’re going to wish for something, wish for Malcolm to speak the
truth, whatever it may be. It would be the first time in his life,
I’m sure.”

All were seated, some in silence, others
sharing their whispered expectations, when Malcolm appeared in the
doorway. He was dressed as he’d been when arrested the day before,
clean and well-coiffed, looking for all the world as if he might
have been arriving late for tea. He wasn’t shackled, but Audrey
stood right behind him, one hand on the grip of her dagger and the
other on his back as she guided him forward. The guards filed in
behind them, taking up their assigned positions by the door and
along the perimeter of the room. Felix could feel Torsten tense
beside him.

“What is this?” Malcolm asked, looking at
the quiet assemblage with bemusement. “It isn’t my birthday, and if
this was a trial, Bellamy would be in attendance. Wait!” he said,
coming to a sudden stop, a look of excitement lighting his face.
“Has the queen been deposed? Are you all here to free me?”

“We are here to question you,” William said,
coming to his feet and indicating the empty chair at the table he
shared with Felix and Torsten. “Take a seat.”

“I will not be questioned by a chronicler,”
Malcom spat as Audrey pushed him forward. He turned to glare at
her, but shrugged when he saw the severity of her face, turning
with a flourish and taking his seat. “Is this how things are being
run in my absence, Ward?” he asked, meeting eyes with the
councilman at the next table as he adjusted the lace on his
sleeves. “You sit in silence while a glorified librarian in the
company of a worthless bastard and his whore run the show? Have
they taken your balls, man? Your tongue? Speak up.”

Lord Ward’s face was a brilliant red as he
pushed to his feet. He glared at Audrey with pure hatred, kicked
aside his chair, and moved towards the back of the room with an
angry huff.

“Seriously?” Malcolm chuckled uneasily,
looking around at the others as Ward took his seat on the concrete
bench. “And have the rest of you also gone mute?”

William slapped the scroll onto the table.
“The only voice this assemblage wishes to hear is yours, Malcom
Carwyn, as you attest to the validity of this document.”

As Torsten squeezed Felix’s hand beneath the
table, Malcolm took the scroll up, a look of curiosity on his face
as he unrolled it. Upon seeing its contents, his expression turned
immediately to one of fear and disbelief. “What are you playing at,
man?” he whispered, looking wide-eyed at William as he hurriedly
closed the scroll and clutched it tightly in his hands. “Have you
lost your mind? She’ll have you drawn and quartered if she learns
of this betrayal.”

Everyone shifted uncomfortably upon viewing
Malcolm’s reaction, and once William resumed his seat, Torsten
spoke for the first time. “The queen will not learn of a single
word spoken here,” he said to Malcolm, “neither from William nor
anyone else present. On this, you have our sacred vow. Doesn’t he,
Lord Ward? Everyone?”

“Yes,” Ward stammered nervously as the
others quickly nodded their agreement. Felix dropped his head, not
wanting to show the pleasure he felt at the subtle, though obvious
change. The councilmembers’ allegiances were already shifting.

“Now tell us,” Torsten said, leaning forward
with narrowed eyes. “Is the document true?”

Malcolm’s nervousness was palpable as he
returned Torsten’s stare. “She’ll kill us all when she learns of
this,” he hissed. “Vow or not, these people won’t keep their mouths
shut for a moment longer than it takes to be the first to tell her,
in the hopes of having their life spared! You don’t know them like
I do,” he continued, moving his eyes to boldly appraise Felix
before returning them to Torsten. “You know nothing,” he laughed,
sitting back in his chair. “You’re nothing but a foul pretender,
you pillow-biting bastard!”

Torsten rose to his feet, slamming his fist
on the table. “Is she my mother or not?” he demanded. “Or are you
too much of a coward to tell me?”

“Coward?” Malcolm countered angrily, coming
to his feet. “You dare call the man who impregnated a child queen
and lived to tell the tale a coward?” he bellowed, and the room
gasped. “Of course it’s true! Your slut of a mother was hot for me,
they all were, including some of the people in this room that have
grown too ugly and old to acknowledge. And you wouldn’t be a
bastard had the whore seen fit to marry me, but she refused, even
when I generously offered to dispose of my latest wife.”

“Tell us about Elizabeth,” William said
calmly as Torsten stood glaring.

“Who?” Malcolm asked, looking befuddled.

“The woman I believed was my mother!”
Torsten said dangerously.

“Oh, her,” Malcolm replied. “She was nobody.
Bellamy’s maid at the time. She happened to come upon me as I lay
waiting for the queen to return from an outing, and, well, as I was
already in the mood,” he said, his lips forming a malicious grin,
“I seized her. But I’ve no idea if the brat she bore was mine.
Likely not, since it so quickly sickened and died.”

“You raped her?” Torsten asked, enraged.
Felix laid a comforting hand on his back and could feel he was
trembling.

“Rape?” Malcolm laughed. “A noble can’t be
charged with such a crime against a servant, boy. I swear, if you
didn’t have my eyes and I’d not smelled your flesh burning when the
royal sigil was branded on your heel, no one would ever convince me
that such an ignorant pile of excrement was mine.”

Torsten leapt across the table, hurtling
into Malcolm. His chair tipped back, and they crashed to the floor.
“Why did you do it?” Torsten yelled, Felix and the others coming to
their feet as he grabbed Malcolm’s lapels and shook. “Why did you
take me from my true mother?”

“I didn’t,” Malcolm rasped. “Not by myself,
anyway. Bellamy arranged for you to be raised as Elizabeth’s, long
before you were born. She couldn’t keep you! She’d have been
deposed had anyone guessed the truth, and I’d have hanged. But it
was his idea,” he said, looking to William, “the chronicler and the
physician’s, to claim you’d died and present Elizabeth’s dead
daughter to Bellamy as her own. She was at death’s door herself
when you were birthed, and for a week after. She had the sickness.
She never even questioned the dead baby wasn’t hers.”

“Is this true?” Felix asked William.

“Yes,” he admitted. “She was so young, so
gravely ill. The only reason we branded the sigil on Lord Torsten
at all was for fear that she would die.”

“And now she will never know her child
lives,” Torsten said quietly, looking dazed as he came to his feet.
Felix went immediately to his side, putting an arm around his
waist.

“Well,” Malcolm said, adjusting his sleeves
as he stood. “I would think not. As much fun as hearing this
scandal has been for all of you,” he snarled, looking around, “I’m
sure you can see the wisdom in keeping your vow never to speak of
it. Otherwise, you would risk putting this violent barbarian in
queue for the crown.” He glared at Torsten as he straightened his
jacket. “And our queen couldn’t be cajoled into restoring my
position at court if she were to drop dead of shock, and the shame
would certainly kill her.”

“She’s already dead,” Torsten said as
Malcolm bent to brush his trousers.

“What was that?” he asked, straightening up.
“What nonsense did you say?”

“Queen Bellamy is dead,” Torsten said, more
loudly this time.

Malcolm stared at Torsten for a long moment,
fear and anger flashing in his hazel eyes. “How dare you voice such
blasphemy!” he accused. “And how dare you stand mute on hearing
it?” he continued, looking at the others. “He should be hanged for
those words!”

“But he speaks the truth, Malcolm,” William
said quietly. “The queen is dead.”

“Why do you lie?” Malcolm demanded. “I’ve
told you what you wanted to know. I’ve spoken the truth. What can
you possibly hope to gain from this?”

“It’s no lie,” Audrey said, stepping up and
removing the flask from her pocket. She set it down hard on the
table before him. “Bellamy was poisoned this evening, and she died
just after raising your son to your former position on the Royal
Council. Isn’t that right, councilors?”

None of them spoke. She stood back, folded
her arms, and sighed. “You may speak now,” she instructed.

Felix was fully expecting a repeat of the
music shop’s clamor to ensue, but it didn’t. Instead, each member
of the council confirmed the truth of Bellamy’s death with a somber
nod of his or her head and a simple “yes” while looking at Malcolm.
Then they turned their eyes to Torsten, lowering their heads in a
deep, respectful bow.

“No!” Malcolm said, eyes darting about in a
frenzy. “I don’t believe this! Have you all gone mad? You tell me
Bellamy is murdered, and then you shift your allegiance to the
bastard who surely must have killed her!” He raised his arm,
pointing a shaky finger at Torsten. “Can’t you see it’s why the
bastard returned? To be rid of me in the dungeons and to murder his
mother so he could be king!”

“A guardsman killed Queen Bellamy,” Felix
said, his voice calm and certain. “He confessed before Audrey
killed him. As for Torsten’s return, his only wish was to expose
the evil you’ve done and stop you from doing worse. And my wish,”
he said, tilting his head slightly as he held Malcolm’s eyes, “is
that after tonight, he will never have to lay eyes on you
again.”

The council erupted in applause, with calls
of “Well said, Sir Felix!” and “Hear, hear!” and even a few shouts
of “Let Carwyn rot!”

“You!” Malcolm yelled over the ruckus,
turning his eyes from Felix to Torsten. “You both may have your
wishes!” He took up the flask, threw the cap to the floor, and
quickly downed its contents. “I will not be subjected to the rule
of my own bastard!” he yelled, wiping his mouth on his sleeve and
hurling the empty flask at Torsten. “I will not allow you the
pleasure of keeping me jailed!” He grabbed the chair up from the
floor and collapsed into it, dropping his head in his hands.

Torsten moved as if to go to him, but Felix
tightened the grip on his arm. “It’s all right,” he said calmly.
And as the room lapsed into watchful silence and Malcolm began to
weep, Audrey bent over, slapped her hands on her leather-clad
thighs, and began to laugh.

 


***

 


“You could have told me the poison only
works on elementals,” Torsten said as he and Felix exited the
dungeon and stepped into the cool, fresh air of the courtyard.

“Well, I didn’t know for sure. Neither did
Audrey,” Felix replied. “It was only a guess until Malcom proved
it.”

Audrey had hauled Malcolm off to his cell
once she’d stopped laughing, and the agitated, confused whispers
that accompanied their departure had ceased upon William’s
suggestion that Torsten remove his boots in order to quell any
lingering doubt. It was an odd scene that followed, as Felix
watched the councilmembers gather around Torsten’s bare foot,
leaning in close for a better look at the royal sigil that scarred
the back of his left heel, a mark that Torsten had all but
forgotten about since being told it was a birthmark when only a
child. The foot exam would certainly elicit roars of laughter,
should he decide to add it to the song he would write of Torsten,
as would Audrey’s reappearance in the doorway some twenty minutes
later, so she could assure everyone that Malcolm was “still not
dead.”

“Besides,” Felix said, “I didn’t know
Malcolm would empty that flask.”

“You didn’t wish that he would drink it?”
Torsten asked, lifting a doubtful eyebrow.

“I don’t know,” Felix admitted, shaking his
head. “I’ve wished a lot of things tonight. And I’ve never been as
angry with anyone as I was listening to Malcolm. I know I wished he
would never bother you again, but—”

“And he won’t,” Torsten said, pressing a
soft kiss to Felix’s mouth as the doors opened behind them and the
others began filing out. “He’ll never bother us again.” He sighed
deeply.

As the guard began forming and the council
lined up behind them, Torsten turned his head to the sky and
squeezed Felix’s hand. “Is all this really happening?” he asked.
“Is it real?”

“It is,” Felix sighed. “At least, I think
it’s real. If this is a dream, we’ve been asleep an awful long time
to have everything that’s happened happen.”

Torsten laughed, and there was an edge of
hysteria to it that Felix well understood. “You mean meeting you,
then going from being a banished bandit who’s lived five years in
the woods to the bastard King of Viridor in the course of a
week?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean,” Felix
said, watching the top of the moon as it appeared from behind a
cloud, then turning to face Torsten. “Whether the Gods sent me or
not, whether it was willed or not, you were meant to be king,” he
said, knowing with all his heart that it was true. “You’re a good
man, Torsten, and you’ll be a good king, too.” Thinking back, he
wasn’t surprised at all that things turned out the way they had. It
seemed inevitable to him now, as unlikely as it all seemed.

“But will they accept me?” Torsten asked
with a nervous laugh, a look of uncertainty on his face. “A bastard
with only two decent shirts?”

“I accept you,” Felix said, stepping back
and dropping to one knee. “The queen is dead. Long live King
Torsten.”

The guards nearest to them dropped down
beside Felix without hesitation. “The queen is dead. Long live King
Torsten,” they repeated. The entire company began to kneel, the
chronicler, the councilors, and the guard alike, each repeating the
same words, their voices echoing in the broken courtyard.

Audrey appeared at the door, glanced at the
others briefly, and dropped to her knees. “The queen is dead,” she
said quietly, and then, in a loud, strong voice, “Long live King
Torsten.”

Torsten reached for Felix, drawing him to
his feet. “All of you, please, get up.”

As the assemblage rose to their feet,
William came forward, bowing deeply. “Your Majesty,” he said, “the
transfer of power is all but done. We are all on the same page,
yes?” he asked, looking to the councilmembers as they drew
near.

Their heads nodded, though not as eagerly as
they had in the dungeons, and there was a bit of grumbling as Lord
Ward cleared his throat. “The Royal Council will support this
succession,” he said, bowing his head respectfully, “with the
expectation that Your Majesty will lean heavily on the collective
wisdom of his elders for guidance.”

Torsten stood for a moment in silent
consideration. “Am I now King of Viridor?” he asked the chronicler,
sounding far more composed than Felix knew he felt.

“Yes,” William said. “Your council has
verified your right to succession before witnesses, as have I and
your father. All that is left is a formal proclamation—which I will
see to penning tonight—and the coronation, of course, but these are
technicalities.”

“So I am the king now?” Torsten asked again.
“With all the power that entails?”

The chronicler pushed up his spectacles.
“Yes. You absolutely are.”

“Good.” Torsten turned to the council. “Then
my first act as king is to depose every member of this council,
effective immediately. You may remain at court for now, but your
behavior going forward will determine if you stay. Audrey,” he
called, “please have someone see these people off.”

As the council was led away, fretting and
sputtering, the chronicler leaned close to Torsten, speaking
quietly. “If I may be so bold, Your Majesty,” he said. “Your first
proclamation was an incredibly astute one. Yet I’m afraid the royal
charter does require you keep a council.”

“And how many councilors do I require?”
Torsten asked, smirking.

“Ten has been the usual number, sire.”

Torsten’s smirk stretched to a grin. “How
about that, Flautist? Isn’t it lucky we happen to know ten people
perfect for the job?”

 


***

 


The townhouse where Queen Bellamy had been
living appeared to be an unexpectedly modest one, for which Torsten
was surely grateful. Still, he hesitated once he and Felix had been
escorted to the front door. Sensing his discomfort, Felix took his
hand. He flashed a smile at the guards, then led Torsten inside and
up the winding staircase to their rooms. The servants who usually
attended Bellamy were gone, assisting Winchester. They were all
alone in the house.

The queen’s presence was everywhere, from
the whiskey decanters on the side table in the living room, to the
fur-lined silk robe draping her bedroom’s vanity chair. Audrey was
there, as well. A bright pink eye patch lay in a decorative box on
the mantle, and a pair of freshly polished leather boots stood
waiting beside the bed.

Torsten stood in the bedroom doorway,
surveying the space in obvious distress, but Felix was too
exhausted to feel anything but relief as he kicked off his shoes
and collapsed onto the bed. Gods, it was soft.

“We could stay somewhere else, you know,” he
said. “You’re the king, so you can stay anywhere you want.”

“No,” Torsten replied. “This is fine. And
I’m too tired to go anywhere else.”

“Then stop frowning and come here,” Felix
said, patting a pillow. And to his delight, Torsten obeyed, lying
down beside him on the bed.

He rolled to face him. Torsten’s stubble was
in full evidence, and he looked much as he had the first time Felix
saw him. Gruff, serious, devastatingly handsome. Tomorrow, word
would spread that he was the King of Viridor, and their lives would
become impossibly hectic and fast. But for now, it was only the two
of them, and he scooted closer, needing to touch.

“Can I ask a question?”

“Hmmm,” Torsten answered, his eyes
closed

“Are you an elemental?”

Torsten’s brows knitted together in a brief
moment of confusion before they relaxed and he let out a soft
laugh. “Because Bellamy was?” he asked. Felix nodded. “No. And it’s
a good thing, too. I doubt I would have survived my childhood in
the palace if she’d heard even a hint of that.” At Felix’s
horrified face, Torsten’s smile broadened. “Don’t look so shocked.
Bellamy may be dead, and she may have been my birthmother, but I
won’t be swayed into believing she was a better person than she
was. Viridor has been a dangerous place for elementals until the
very recent past, and that includes elemental children. It’s for
the best I wasn’t born with any magic in me.”

“No magic at all?” Felix pondered, knocking
their knees together. “What about your uncanny ability to befriend
wolves?” When Torsten shrugged, Felix sat up, flashes of their
earlier conversation returning to him. “The execution you went to,”
he said, “where they killed the woman because they said she was a
wolf.”

“What about it?” Torsten asked
hesitantly.

“You have a connection with that wolf pack.
They’re not ordinary wolves, are they?” he asked. He remembered the
wolves that attacked Gethrin’s camp, and the wolf that had limped
into the village with the hurt foot, and how Alex had been limping
on the same foot the next morning. Felix could have kicked himself
for not putting it together earlier. “Alex is a wolf, isn’t he?” he
asked, lowering his voice to a rough whisper. “It all makes sense
now. Why didn’t you tell me? Was the woman they executed from the
same pack?”

“It wasn’t my secret to tell,” Torsten said,
sitting up beside him and not looking the least bit apologetic.
“The woman they executed was Alex’s aunt. Of course, I didn’t know
that at the time. I only found out later, when I stayed with him in
their village. I figured it out then, like you have, but it took me
a lot longer.”

Felix’s mind was racing. “I had no idea
anyone like that actually existed outside of the stories,” he
said.

“I guess that’s a good thing,” Torsten said.
“If people knew, people like Niall, the peace they have in the east
and the northern shore would be gone, and people like Alex and his
family would live in constant fear of being hunted down.”

“But they won’t have to now,” Felix said.
“Now that you’re the king, you can fix things.”

Torsten groaned and fell back, rolling onto
his stomach and covering his head with a pillow. “If only being
king came with wisdom,” he said into the fluff-stuffed silk, “and
always knowing what was right. Look how many people I lost to
Gethrin, how many friends are dead because of poor decisions I’ve
made.”

Felix began gently rubbing his back, and
neither spoke for a while. Just when Felix was beginning to believe
Torsten had fallen asleep, he rolled over, his eyes shiny and wet.
Felix leaned down and kissed him softly. “You will be a good king,”
he soothed. “People are going to die in service to you, just like
your friends did. And it’s going to hurt when it happens, but
you’ll be no more to blame for their deaths than you were for the
men Gethrin killed. The bandits don’t blame you. They have nothing
but respect and love for you, and so will the people of Viridor. I
know it, Torsten,” he said. “I can feel it.”

Torsten smiled, running his fingers through
Felix’s hair. “You have a special gut feeling?”

“I have a special gut feeling,” Felix said.
“Plus, you’ll look amazing in a crown, and that’s half the struggle
of being king.”

Torsten laughed, pulling Felix closer.
“Maybe, but you have to say that because you’re the Royal
Flautist.”

“True,” Felix said, running his hand along
Torsten’s stubble. “And as Royal Flautist, I have a request.”

“What is it?”

Felix appraised Torsten thoughtfully. “I
know there are a million things that will need doing in the coming
weeks, but after the funeral and the coronation, I would really
like to follow up on Gethrin’s letter.”

“The letter?” Torsten cocked an eyebrow
before the understanding reached his eyes. “I see. Your concern is
with the Guardians’ Guild.”

“The guildmaster,” Felix corrected. “As far
as we know, McClintock was the only one who knew anything about the
deal with Gethrin and your father.”

“I don’t know about that,” Torsten groaned,
rubbing a hand over his face. “I told you how corrupt the guild is.
The whole establishment needs to be called into question.”

Felix shook his head and climbed on top of
him, straddling his waist and boxing him in with his arms. “I know
McClintock needs to be thrown into the dungeon. But the entirety of
the guardians shouldn’t be made to suffer for his mistakes. The
guardians are good, Torsten, even if their leader isn’t. What they
need is a new leader.”

Torsten eyed him suspiciously. “And I’m
guessing you have an idea who you’d like that leader to be.”

Felix pictured hair gleaming like rubies and
nodded. “Merric should be guildmaster.” He could see him standing
outside the carriage, his sword brandished, yelling for Felix,
trying to run after him, trying to save him, even with his wounded
leg. “He’s brave and loyal.”

Torsten didn’t look persuaded. “I thought he
was just an apprentice.”

“He is," Felix agreed. “But yesterday you
were just a bandit. And having Merric as guildmaster feels right to
me.”

Torsten sighed. “I suppose you’re right. If
I can become king overnight, anything is possible.” He tightened
his hands over Felix’s hips. “You’ll be wanting to go there, won’t
you? To see McClintock arrested and tell Merric about his
promotion?”

Felix smiled, rolling his hips against
Torsten’s. “Yes.”

Torsten smirked. “Fine. But I’m going with
you.”

“But you’re the king,” Felix argued. “You’ll
need to be here, doing kingly things.”

“No. For this, I need to be at your side
doing kingly things.” He smoothed his hands up Felix’s back and
brought him down for a kiss. “Besides, I’ll need to meet the new
guildmaster, won’t I? It’s proper royal etiquette.”

Felix frowned at the thought of Torsten
meeting Merric, but pushed that particular concern aside to save
for another time, a time that would prove to be, without a doubt,
horribly awkward. “All right. Then we’re in agreement. We’ll go to
the Guardians’ Guild as soon as possible, after the funeral and
coronation,” he mumbled against Torsten’s lips, yelping in surprise
when Torsten flipped him onto his back.

“We’ll wait and go after the wedding,
Flautist. If that’s okay with you.”

Felix laughed in surprise, reveling in the
feeling that was filling his heart, a feeling that was most
definitely love. “It’s okay with me,” he said, his mind beginning
to string together a perfect melody as Torsten leaned down to kiss
him.

On their wedding night, Felix would play the
finished song on his flute, throwing all of his feeling and all of
his magic into it. The song would have a perfect ending, a final
stanza that would leave a tavern crying for more. But it wouldn’t
be the end of the story. Not by far. For Felix knew, better than
most, that stories never really ended.

Their heroes just changed.

###


About the
Author




[image: tmp_61fa52a3708ccca1d30ebb2da00c7110_UCtZte_html_6ca9c411.jpg]

T.S. Cleveland is a writer, artist, and
illustrator.

She lives in Atlanta, GA.

 


Find her on the web at

tscleveland.blogspot.com/

facebook.com/artbyvictoriaskye/

 


 


To buy prints or original art from this
novel,

please visit:

Etsy.com/Shop/ArtbyVictoriaSkye


 


 


 


The Sun Guardian


Book One of the Vanguards of Viridor

 


[image: tmp_61fa52a3708ccca1d30ebb2da00c7110_UCtZte_html_5810c0c5.jpg]

 


Scorch is a cocky apprentice at the
Guardians’ Guild, a fellowship of warriors trained to protect the
people of Viridor. But when his first guardianship turns out to be
more treacherous than he’d bargained for, Scorch finds himself in
league with an unlikely companion—the mysterious Vivid, a man as
attractive as he is ill tempered.



“Rich and thoroughly enjoyable throughout .
. . a satisfying ending.” - Gay Book Reviews Recommended Read: 4.5
Stars

 



 


 


The Guildmaster


Book Three of the Vanguards of Viridor

 


COMING SOON

 


[image: tmp_61fa52a3708ccca1d30ebb2da00c7110_UCtZte_html_m56bfd800.jpg]

 



 




tmp_61fa52a3708ccca1d30ebb2da00c7110_UCtZte_html_m56bfd800.jpg
T.S. CLEVELAND

¥
{

THE GUILDMASTER

BOOK THREE OF THE VANGUARDS OF VIRIDOR





tmp_61fa52a3708ccca1d30ebb2da00c7110_UCtZte_html_6ca9c411.jpg





tmp_61fa52a3708ccca1d30ebb2da00c7110_UCtZte_html_5810c0c5.jpg
T.S. CLEVELAND

4

THE SUN GUARDIAN

BOOK ONE OF THE Y ANGUARDS OF VIRIDOR





tmp_61fa52a3708ccca1d30ebb2da00c7110_UCtZte_html_679116bc.jpg





tmp_61fa52a3708ccca1d30ebb2da00c7110_UCtZte_html_5d101d9e.jpg
g






tmp_61fa52a3708ccca1d30ebb2da00c7110_UCtZte_html_m3896c439.jpg
THE GREATER GODS, THE KINGS OF KINGS.
WHO DAILY BID THE SUN TO RISE
/AND SHATE THE MOUNTAINS WITH THEIR HANDS.
DO NOT ATTEND THE COMMON MAN.
FOR GODS WHO WAVE THE MIGHTY SEAS
ND ROLL THE THUNDEROUS. FIRE-STREAK ED SKIES
AND CHOOSE WHICH DAY A KING SHALL DIE
HAVE NOT THE TIME FOR YOU AND |
FOR IN THEIR KINGDOMS AS ON EARTH,
THE GODS ARE SET UPON THEIR BIRTH
ON GREATER PATHS OR LESSER ONES:
TO LIGHT A FLAME OR RAISE THE SUN
TO GUIDE BY STAR OR LIGHT THE MOON
TOSPEAK IN WHISPERS OR MIGHTY BOOMS.
BUT AS EACH BREATH A MAN DOES TAKE
IS WOVEN TO ANOTHER'S FATE
BE HE GENTLEMAN OR SLAVE
ALL TOUCHES ALL FROM BIRTH TO GRAVE.
THE LESSER GODS THEN PLAY THEIR PART
IN EACH MAN'S LUCK AND QUIRK OF FATE.
IN EACH RESPONSE THEY GIVE TO PRAYERS
FOR LIFE. OR LOVE. OR RUIN SPARED.
YET EVEN LESSER GODS LACK TIME
TO STEER EACH COURSE OF YOURS AND MINE.
AND THUS APPOINT UPON THER BIRTH
HOSE WHO WOULD DO THEIR WORK ON EARTH,
“THE VASSALS BLESSED WITH FOR TUNE GREAT
AND POWERS OF PERSUASION RARE.
THE DESTINY OF THOSE CONSIGNED.

AND THUS THE GODS DIRECT ONES FATE
THROUGH UNKNOWING MISS OR MISTER,
AND SHAPE EVENTS AS THEY ORDAIN
THROUGH THOSE THEY CALL THE WHISPER.
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