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Chapter 1
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Lucían thought, perhaps naively, that he and Glory would have some time to settle in to their loaner quarters in Granite Falls. They’d ridden quite a way from the Guild Headquarters in Knightsrest, and he was hoping to get the lay of the land around the auxiliary Guild Hall here, maybe unpack his saddlebags and do laundry before he had to face the issue of the strange, dangerous creatures attacking people in the nearby mountain pass, or hunt down the stolen manuscripts that would have brought them here regardless. He thought they’d have time to make some kind of plan, for him to learn more about the city, to at least learn where the library is in this Guild Hall. It really shouldn’t have come as a surprise that he’d thought wrong, he reflects, as he and Glory (aka Glory of the Snow; aka the She-Wolf; aka an actual member of the Warrior’s Guild; aka the woman he loves) find themselves herded directly from breakfast into a meeting.

When she’d first purchased his indenture contract from the Abbot at the monastery he thought he’d help her retrieve some stolen books and then return to the cloister when he was done, slipping back into his life of holy piety and loneliness. Life had had other plans, though, plans that involved several daring thefts, one stabbing, a heart-wrenching confession on Glory’s part, a lot of confused lust on his part, and finally a willingness to cast his vows aside and follow his heart into her arms and bed. Lucían still can’t believe his luck, even as he drags his attention back to the burly, older woman on the other side of the table telling them about the monsters he’s come here to try and stop.

“They attack at night, and they move wrong,” she says, running a hand through her cropped salt-and-pepper hair. “That’s the main thing we’ve gotten from the survivors. It’s not a lot to go on.” She’d introduced herself as the Hammer, right after she’d asked Glory about the new scar on her eyebrow and received a shrug in response. She looks every inch a Guild leader, even as she huffs a sigh and pushes some papers across the desk. Glory neatly slides them aside to Lucían, who picks them up automatically. The papers contain eyewitness accounts of the attacks, taken down by someone with neat, even penmanship, and he settles in to read them while Glory and the Hammer discuss their mission in more detail. Indeed, the most common description is of puppet-like movements, somehow deeply wrong to look at. The creatures have teeth and claws, but some of the accounts say they walk on all fours like an animal and others describe something that walks upright, like a human. There’s something niggling at Lucían’s brain as he reads, familiar like he’s seen it in a dream, something that slides away when he tries to think of it directly, so he leaves it be and keeps collecting information. There’s no theft associated with the attacks, just violence, and it doesn’t seem like the creatures are interested in eating the dead, either, so hunger isn’t a motivator. No one seems to have documented what the wounds look like, or how they’ve healed up, which would be useful information. Lucían sets the papers back down in a neat stack and steeples his hands in front of his mouth, thinking hard.

“Lucían?” Glory’s voice breaks into his reverie, and he blinks and looks up. She and the Hammer turn to him with nearly identical head tilts, and Glory asks, “What do you think?”

He frowns. “It sounds familiar, somehow, but I still can’t place it,” he says, pinching the bridge of his nose like that will help. “When was the latest attack?”

“A week ago,” the Hammer says. “The survivors are recuperating with the healers at Our Lady of Love and Service. It’s a nunnery and public hospital.”

“Oh, yes!” Lucían says. “The Sisters! I know them.” He frowns and waggles a hand in the air. “Well, I know of them. They’re affiliated with Our Lord of Light and Humility somehow, I was never clear on the details exactly. Do you think I might be able to speak to some of those who were attacked? I might be able to learn something from examining the wounds, as well.”

The Hammer nods. “Shouldn’t be hard to arrange. We’re working with the Sisters on this matter since they’re treating the wounded. Once you’ve done what you can here in town I suggest we just send you out with the next large trade party. It’d be a damned sight easier to figure this out if the attacks had any rhyme or reason to them, but our patrols still haven’t seen anything, so the whole Guild is feeling a bit useless at the moment.” She runs her hand through her hair again and rubs the base of her neck, tilting her head from side to side with an audible crack. The wrinkles at the corners of her dark eyes speak of a woman who smiles a lot, but the lines around her mouth show recent stress etched deep into her tea-dark skin. “I’ll send word to the Sisters to expect you this afternoon. I understand you have a side mission?”

“Asset recovery,” Glory says with a nod.

“Feel free to work on that this morning and someone will collect you when the Sisters get back to me. Dismissed.” The Hammer gathers up her papers as Lucían and Glory exit. Lucían can still feel the ghost of an idea itching at the back of his mind, but he knows from experience that it’ll resolve itself when he’s least expecting it, so he pushes it to the side for now. “Is there a map of Granite Falls around here somewhere?” he asks Glory. “We can at least get locations on the books this morning.”

“Should be one in the library,” she says. “It’s laid out the same here as back home. I’ll go up and find a map if you want to drop into the room and grab your supplies?” Lucían nods, and she pulls him in for a quick kiss before striding away. He smiles like a fool all the way back to their room, the novelty of kissing her still new and delightful after the few weeks since he finally screwed up the courage to reciprocate her feelings, and he keeps smiling all the way up to the library. He’s still smiling when Glory looks up from the large map spread over the table. “What?” she asks with a grin of her own, and Lucían shakes his head, pushing up on his toes to kiss her. 

“I just love you, is all,” he says, tucking himself under her chin as he wraps his arms around her waist, and she brings her hands up to scritch at his scalp.

“I love you too, my sweet boy,” she says, pressing a kiss to the top of his head. “Now find us some books!” Lucían extricates himself from her embrace reluctantly and turns to examine the map of Granite Falls. The city layout is, frankly, weird, half of it carved into the cliffs, half of it built on rocky outcroppings, all of it connected with bridges. There’s a huge road that switchbacks through the center, leading up further into what Lucían assumes is the mountain pass, and back down the slopes the way they rode up.

Weird or not, though, his tracking magic should still work, so he glances over the runes for the first book and readies the pendant. Glory stands by with a piece of parchment and some graphite, giving him a nod when he glances over, so he pulls at the Lord’s power within him (which turned out not to be dependent on guiltily obeying vows of celibacy, so the Abbot can go choke) and draws it down into the crystal. It’s the work of just a few minutes to track both books, and when he lets the magic fade Glory looks pleased.

“The holy book is actually in the same neighborhood as Our Lady of Love and Service,” she says, tapping the map. “We can do some further tracking when we head over there this afternoon. The poetry volume is here.” Her finger taps the map in a neighborhood closer to the mountain pass. “It’s... not a good neighborhood,” she says with a sigh. “I think it’s likely we’re going to find it in another smuggler’s den, so we’ll cross that road when we come to it.”

Lucían shudders, the memory of their previous encounter with smugglers crawling into his memory and bringing with it trauma, screaming, and the smell of burnt flesh. “I’d like to avoid getting stabbed again, for sure,” he says with a grimace, and Glory pulls him in for a tight hug and lays her cheek on the top of his head.

“Never again, Lucían,” she whispers, voice intense and deadly. “I will kill any man who lays a hand on you.” That... that shouldn’t be a turn-on, but it definitely is, the determination in the She-Wolf’s voice rippling up and down his spine, and Lucían momentarily wonders if they can have sex in the library. She releases him from her embrace before that thought can fully form, though, pressing a kiss to his forehead and turning to pick up her notes.

“Should we check the location of the grimoire?” she asks gently. Lucían grimaces again, resenting that hateful, horrible grimoire and how it refuses to leave his life. “I suppose,” he says reluctantly, “but it’s bad enough I had to illuminate the thing. After we retrieve it I swear I will find a way to never think about it ever again.”

“This is a noble goal and one in which you will have my support,” Glory says with only slightly exaggerated seriousness. “You’ll have only to whisper the need for distraction to me and I will remove the grimoire from your thoughts with exceptional thoroughness.” She unrolls her regional map across the table as she speaks, bending over much further than she needs to and arching her back. The view is almost excellent enough to make up for having to think about the book, which he knows is the point.

Well, nothing for it. Lucían presses his magic back into the tracking crystal and concentrates on the runes embedded in that fucking book. As with the previous times he’s tracked it, the grimoire hides from him, his magic sliding away from it like water from a duck. As with the previous times, he grits his teeth and struggles on, feeding the spell with spite and frustration. I made you, he reminds the book, I spent three weeks locked away with only you and my inks for company. You can’t hide from me. He pushes a bit more power into the spell, concentrating on the vision of runes on a page, the time he cut himself sharpening his quill and had to ink over the bloodstain, that horrific illustration of an animal sacrifice that he’d wept over, and finally the crystal snaps taut on its chain. Bitter triumph fills him, along with a distant shiver of evil magic and dread and the whisper of claws, and then the spell snaps and Lucían shuts his eyes against a headache.

“It’s still in the Cloudpath Ruins,” he says, and Glory’s hands settle on his neck to rub out the tension at the base of his skull. He relaxes under her warmth, letting it wash away the residual pain of the magic backlash and the bitter memories and the lingering dread in his guts.

“We’ll see what we can do here and leave that one until last,” she says, kissing his forehead as she drops her hands. “We probably have a couple of hours before we hear from the hospital. Would you like to explore the neighborhood, or do some training, or...?” When he opens his eyes Glory’s looking at him expectantly, and Lucían drags his thoughts away from the grimoire to answer her question.

“Explore, a little, I think,” he says, drumming his fingers on the table. “Are there any foods Granite Falls is specifically known for?” Lucían settles the tracking spell items back into their little leather case and starts rolling up the large map, Glory immediately leaning in beside him to help.

“They do a very good steamed bun,” she says as they safely return the map to the shelves. “And the views of the mountains are obviously spectacular. Oh! And the things they do with puff pastry! I’ll take you to a bakery, come on!” Glory grabs his hand and tugs, pulling him out of the library, and Lucían lets her, trying to suppress his laughter at her excitement as she continues to extol the virtues of the city.

There’s a cliffside plaza not far from the Guild, so she takes him there, buys him some of the steamed buns from a street cart, and Lucían forgets to eat his for a long moment when they step out from behind a building and the mountains are right there, huge and snow-capped and so close it seems like he could touch them. They sit under a tree, shaded from the warm spring sunlight, eat their dumplings with their shoulders pressed together, and Lucían finds enough bravery to lean up and kiss her, heedless of the midday crowd around them. She slides her hand into his hair, deepens the kiss just a little, and then pulls away so she can drop a tiny kiss on his nose. He’s beaming, he knows it, knows he must look ridiculous, but Glory just wraps her arm around him and pulls him in against her side, so he drops his head on her shoulder. They stay there, leaning together and watching the world pass by. It’s wonderful, spending quiet time with Glory, it feels luxurious and indulgent after their eventful stay in Knightsrest and their weeks of travel, and Lucían lets it wrap around him like a blanket, turns it into a memory he can cradle for when their lives explode again.

Too soon Glory decides they should head back, and they arrive at the Guild shortly before the messenger returns from the Sisters. “They’d be happy to let you speak to the survivors, and welcome any assistance you can offer in ridding us of this plague,” the young woman says, handing them a folded sheet of parchment and pushing her sweaty bangs out of her blue eyes.

“Thank you. Please tell the Hammer we’re heading out immediately.” Glory claps the shorter woman on the shoulder, who nods, turns, and hurries off down the hallway. Lucían makes a quick stop at their quarters to grab some supplies, and when he meets Glory at the stables she already has both horses saddled and ready to go. They mount up and ride out, the quiet moment shredded away under the weight of duty. Lucían rolls his shoulders back and takes a deep breath.

Time to get to work.
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Chapter 2
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“Our Lady of Love and Service,” Glory says with an expansive wave, after their mildly harrowing ride through the streets and bridges of Granite Falls. (Lucían had thought he was over his fear of horses, but adding elevation to the mix? No thank you, it’s terrifying.) The wave has to be expansive, he reflects, because the hospital is huge, several stories high and at least as wide as the Knightsrest Guildhouse, the white stone walls set back from the road behind a carefully tended garden. He follows Glory to a side entrance into the stables, and they leave the horses in the care of a short nun whose broad, round face seems built for smiling. There’s a covered pathway from the stables to the hospital, and as they pass through the gardens Lucían notes that they’re ornamental and practical, some beds containing medicinal herbs carefully pruned to look beautiful while providing necessary ingredients, others containing flowers that he knows to be both aesthetically pleasing and extremely useful in a tincture. It’s impressive, and he’d love a chance to talk to whoever designed it.

The hospital interior proves to be just as well-designed as the exterior, with bright, airy architecture and windows high-up on the walls that allow light to pass from the outside rooms to the inside hallways. It smells clean and herbal, and women of every age and skin tone walk smoothly and quietly from room to room, all wearing matching habits in a simple, practical design. Lucían finds the place more impressive the further inside they get, can’t help comparing it to the cold, cramped stone of the monastery and finding his former home extremely lacking. He can even hear a choir in the distance, their harmonies echoing through what he thinks is a courtyard outside, adding an additional calming and ethereal air to the place. Why couldn’t the monastery run a place like this? he wonders suddenly, anger blossoming in his chest. Why couldn’t we help people directly, like the Lord called us to? Why did we have to be under his thumb?

“We should announce ourselves to the Senior Mother,” Glory says, leading him down a hall to the left, deeper into the facility. “She’ll be able to tell us where we need to go. Also, it’s polite.” Lucían lives to be polite and also wants to see more of the hospital, so he nods and goes where he’s led. It’s hard to resist the urge to peek into every room that they pass, but his curiosity is no reason to invade someone’s privacy, so he settles for learning what he can from the public spaces. At one point he spots a nun carrying a basket of bottles, gets the barest glimpse of the characteristic luminescence of a potion infused with magic, and wonders how much this hospital had to pay the monastery for the contents of that basket. What else could they have spent that money on if the Abbot didn’t hoard knowledge and money like a damned miser? How many more people could this hospital serve if they didn’t have to beg potions out of a hidebound old man?

The anger still simmers deep in his guts when they reach the Senior Mother’s office, or rather, the waiting area outside. A tall nun with midnight dark skin directs them to sit while she informs the Mother of their arrival, so Lucían settles on a padded bench and tries to calm down. There’s nothing he can do about the Abbot right now, he reminds himself. Better to focus on the issue at hand, to concentrate on the people he can help here by figuring out whatever is behind these attacks. After, though... Lucían’s hands clench into fists, unbidden, and he takes a deep breath, forces himself to relax and sets his hands deliberately on his thighs.

Glory bumps her shoulder into his, raising her eyebrows in question when he glances up at her. Lucían shakes his head, leans further into her and exhales, slowly, through his nose. “We should have been like this,” he says, quietly, gesturing at the hospital around them. “We should have been using the Blessing to help people, not locked away and lied to by a cruel old man.”

“You can make it like this,” she tells him, setting her hand on his thigh and squeezing, and he takes another deep breath and feels the tension and anger slide away. His timing proves excellent, as the tall nun re-enters the room and says, “Senior Mother Geraldine will see you now.”

Mother Geraldine turns out to be a stout middle-aged woman, shorter even than Lucían, but with the kind of personality that fills up a room and makes him want to improve his posture, neaten his clothes, and generally be as formal as possible. She looks up from behind her dark oak desk with assessing hazel eyes in a pale face, her brown hair neatly tucked under a gray scarf, the only evidence of her station a slightly more elaborate pin with the blooming flower of Our Lady picked out in enamel and silver. “Welcome to Our Lady of Love and Service,” she says in an even, authoritative voice that Lucían instantly respects. “It’s nice to see you again, She-Wolf, but what did you do to your face this time?” 

“Can’t remember. Probably won a fight,” Glory says with a grin and a shrug, leaning over the desk to clasp hands with the Mother. Geraldine gives her a skeptical look but seems to accept that answer, turning her inquisitive gaze to Lucían as Glory steps back.

“Who’s your young friend?” she asks, and the tone of her voice says the answer had better be good.

Lucían steps forward and bows automatically. “Most holy Senior Mother Geraldine,” he says to the region of her feet, “My name is Lucían. I’m a humble servant of our Lord, may He watch over you and bless the work that you do here.”

“Stop bowing,” she says, a little sharply, and when he straightens she narrows her eyes at him speculatively. “Which monastery are you from?” Mother Geraldine asks, pointing at a chair (Glory’s already seated, looking bemused).

“I—” Lucían starts, confused, and Mother Geraldine waves her hand and cuts him off.

“It’s the bowing, monks stand out like a weed in a flowerbed. Which monastery?”

“Our Lord of Humility and Light outside Fiervlang, holy Mother,” Lucían says, barely perching on the edge of his chair as he sits. Is Mother Geraldine angry with him? They’ve only just met, he doesn’t understand what’s going on here.

“Fiervlang?” the Mother says, raising her eyebrows at Glory, who shrugs. They seem to have an entire conversation without speaking, just a lot of intense eye contact and small head movements. Glory shakes her head, finally, and the Mother nods and turns back to Lucían.

“We have five survivors currently recuperating here. Someone from the Guild has already spoken to them, but I understand you to have different questions and particular expertise that might help this investigation. Don’t disturb my patients more than necessary and leave any of your Abbot’s horseshit out in the stables where it belongs.” Those hazel eyes fix him in place, a pin through a specimen, and Lucían snorts before he can stop himself.

“You’ve met him, then?” he asks, trying not to look amused at the thought. Mother Geraldine would absolutely shred the Abbot, he can tell that right away, and Lord, he’d like to see that.

“By reputation only,” the Mother says, raising an eyebrow in silent question.

Lucían leans forward, folds his hands in his lap politely, and says, “First of all, he’s no Abbot of mine. I have little in common with him, holy Mother, and have recently learned just how much horseshit he’s been feeding me and my former Brothers. I’ll bring none of his attitudes here, you have my word.” He feels like he needs an additional show of his changed views, and on a whim reaches a hand out, feels Glory wrap it in hers and interlace their fingers. “I left those ideas behind with my vows,” Lucían says boldly, his heart skipping in his chest as he lays a claim to Glory out loud where anyone can hear it. Mother Geraldine looks him over for another long moment and then her stern face softens.

“Good,” she says firmly. “I couldn’t imagine that the She-Wolf would bring me a reactionary fool, but somehow the Abbot persists, so I had to be sure.” The Mother pulls open a drawer in her desk, takes out a small, fabric-wrapped rectangle, and holds it out to Lucían, who stands and leans over to accept it. “I assume that’s yours,” she says as he unwraps it to find the illuminated copy of The Words of Our Lord that brought them to Granite Falls in the first place.

Lucían’s jaw drops. “How did you—” he asks, showing the book to Glory, who sits up and blinks, startled.

“We’ve been hired by the monastery to track this down and return it to the Knightsrest University,” Glory says, clearly as surprised as he feels.

“We suspected something like this would happen,” Senior Mother Geraldine says, settling back in her chair with a grin that, on a less holy person, would be called smug. “One of the nuns found this being sold by a less-than-reputable individual in the market square, recognized it as something special, and brought it back here. I checked it for the usual tracking runes in a quality work and decided to hold onto it until someone came to retrieve it.” She fixes Glory with a calculating look. “I assume you’re being paid well?”

“I overcharge the Abbot wildly,” Glory says with a proud toss of her head. “It’s nearly obscene, really.”

“Good,” the holy Mother says, satisfied. She rings a bell on her desk and says, “Sister Abigail will show you where to go. May the Lady be with you.”

“And the Lord with you,” Lucían replies automatically, inclining his head respectfully as he rises. The darkskinned nun from outside appears and nods at them before leading them away, down another hall. “What the hells,” he whispers to Glory as he re-wraps the book and tucks it carefully away into his satchel. She grins down at him, amusement glinting in her green eyes like light off emeralds, and shrugs.

“The Abbot isn’t very popular around these parts,” she says. “I mean, he’s not very popular anywhere, but he’s especially unpopular among the kind of religious folks who, hm, how do I put this—”

“Actually give a shit about helping people?” Lucían suggests, and he hears Sister Abigail snort in front of them. Glory grins even wider.

“Something like that,” she allows. 

Further conversation stalls when Sister Abigail slows to a halt outside of a ward door. “I’ll go in and let the patient know you’re here,” she says with a quick nod of her head, and then she slips inside, leaving the two of them alone in the hallway.

“Do you want me to come in with you or no?” Glory asks, leaning against the wall, all casual comfort and easy lines. “I don’t know how much help I’ll be, I’m neither a healer nor am I an expert in weird possibly magical creatures.”

“You are very good at making people comfortable,” Lucían says, digging in his satchel for parchment and a graphite stick. “I think that would be useful. These people are probably traumatized and in pain.” Glory nods, and Sister Abigail steps back into the hall to gesture them inside.

The first survivor they speak to is a tall woman in her mid-thirties who, more than anything, is annoyed by the whole situation. “I have things to do,” she tells Lucían as she paces in her room, arm bandaged and bound up in a sling. “I can’t do the things I need to do while my arm is all messed up, so yes, if I can help you kill those freaky bastards? Whatever you need.”

Glory, leaning against the door, huffs out an amused breath and says, “I like her,” to the room at large, which doesn’t quite make the injured woman smile, but it does quirk the corner of her mouth a bit.

“Right now I’d like to ask you some questions, and then examine your wounds if Sister Abigail can remove the bandages?” Lucían lets his voice tip up into a question as he turns to the Sister, and she nods. “What is your name, my lady?” he asks the injured woman, and she huffs a sigh as she plops down onto her bed.

“Harriet,” she says, scrubbing her free hand back through her dark blond hair roughly, shoving some stray locks out her face. “What do you need to know that the Guild folks didn’t already ask?”

“I was actually hoping to get a clearer description of the creatures,” Lucían says, settling down with his parchment and graphite. “About how large were they?”

“Varied. One was large enough to kill my horse without much of a sweat, but some of them were closer to the size of a wolf.” Harriet grimaces. “That was a good godsdamned horse, too, I’ll have you know.”

“Let’s start with the largest one, then,” Lucían says, taking notes. “Should I draw something with long limbs or short limbs? Bipedal or on all fours?”

He spends about twenty minutes like that, sketching while Harriet frowns her way through the memories and answers his questions, and when he turns his parchment around she recoils. “You nailed the ugly, smelly bastard,” she says, wrinkling her nose. “I didn’t get as good a look at the others, being focused on how my horse was being killed and all.”

“Thank you, this has been extremely helpful,” Lucían says, glancing down at his drawing and then back up as her words register. “Wait, smelly?”

Harriet nods. “It was... sour, almost, like a dough starter gone off. Didn’t smell like a regular beast, not like a bear or a boar or even a wet dog. It was a bit like...” She pauses, thinking hard, and finally says, “You ever smelt it when a wound goes bad?”

Lucían nods, straightening as a horrible theory starts to unwind itself in the back of his head. He senses Glory’s eyes on him and waves a hand at his side. “Later,” he sends her silently. After all, he might still be wrong. He hopes he’s still wrong.

“It smelled like that.” Harriet shrugs, one-armed, trying not to jostle the sling. “Don’t know if that does you any good but that’s all I got.”

“Thank you, Harriet,” Lucían says, tucking away his sketch and standing up. “May I see your injury?”

She doesn’t answer, just holds her elbow out away from her side, offering it to him, and Sister Abigail wheels over a small metal table. Harriet sets her arm on the table for support as the Sister removes the sling and starts unwrapping the bandages. She nods him to a ewer and basin in the corner, so Lucían rolls up his sleeves and scrubs his hands. By the time he’s returned the bandages are gone and he gets his first look at the wound.

Lucían has to resist the urge to whistle through his teeth as he steps close and leans in to examine the injury. It’s... not good. Livid red gashes criss-cross Harriet’s arm, and the flesh at her shoulder has been mangled. He can make out the punctures of sharp teeth and the longer slashes of claws. All the wounds have been carefully and expertly washed and stitched, and he would have expected no less from the Sisters, but even with the tell-tale shimmer of a magical wound cream the injuries all look much fresher than expected.

“This was treated a week ago?” he asks Sister Abigail. She nods, her mouth set in a hard line. “Can you describe the full treatment to me?”

“It was cleaned, thoroughly, with water and strong spirits,” Sister Abigail says, taking a small pot of wound salve out of her pocket and offering it to Lucían. He takes it automatically, opens it, and, after waiting for Harriet’s nod of approval, carefully starts applying it over the mess of her arm. “Then, obviously, we stitched it, applied the salve, and when she woke up we gave her a healing potion.”

“Magic infused, or herbal only?”

“Magic.”

Lucían frowns at Sister Abigail and she nods back. “I know,” she says, “Normally with the salve and the healing potion they’d be further along by now, but they’re just... not. It is healing—” this she directs to Harriet, who is glaring daggers at both of them “—but definitely not at the speed we would normally expect.”

Lucían nods, frowning down at the wound. “Harriet,” he says, finishing up his application of wound salve and wiping his hands on a cloth, “I’m going to try something, and I’ll need to touch your skin for it to work. Is that acceptable?”

“I believe I already said that whatever will help you kill these freaky bastards is fine by me,” Harriet says dryly. “Pretty sure those were my exact words, even.”

“Point taken,” Lucían says, and after looking over Harriet’s arm again, carefully takes one of her hands in his and sets the other on her upper shoulder, close to her neck, where the skin is still intact. “This could sting, assuming it works,” he tells her. Harriet nods her consent, and Lucían feels Glory step up closer behind him, either to watch or just offer support. Lucían closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and reaches down down down, deep inside, to the core of light and magic that lives somewhere below his ribcage. With a pull he draws out threads of that power, brings it up through his arms and presses it out through his hands, and into Harriet, and then—

Lucían’s eyes snap open as his head starts pounding. Something is deeply, profoundly wrong, and he startles back away from Harriet, feels the threads of magic snap, painfully. He stumbles, and strong arms catch him before he can fall, Glory ready and waiting for him. She lowers him back into his chair, carefully, as Sister Abigail and Harriet look at him with twin expressions of bewilderment. His hand shakes when he brings it to his face, pinches the bridge of his nose and rubs his sweaty forehead. Glory slides one large warm hand into his hair and massages his scalp while he tries to catch his breath.

“What was that?” the Sister asks. “I felt something when you did that, it was like the air was sucked out of the room.”

“I’m still not sure. I’ve never felt anything like it before,” he says, dropping his hands and leaning his head into Glory’s fingers. The headache is receding, making it easier to think, and that’s a blessing. “I have a theory. Could I have some water, please?”

“For drinking or cleaning?” Sister Abigail asks, crossing to the table in the corner.

“One for each, if it’s not too much trouble,” Lucían says, rolling his shoulders back and nodding his thanks to Glory, who takes her hand out of his hair and steps back, but not very far. He accepts a glass from the Sister and drinks gratefully, and then exchanges it for a small ceramic pitcher of purified water. With a deep breath, Lucían pulls the magic inside of him and then pushes it into the water, infusing it with the Lord’s power almost, but not quite, like he would a potion. It’s been a while since he’s actually made holy water, but he remembers the technique, and when he opens his eyes again the liquid in the pitcher carries just a slight amount of pearly radiance. Perfect. He hands the pitcher back to Sister Abigail and stands, takes a moment to make sure his legs are going to support him, and crosses back to Harriet.

“If my theory is correct,” he tells her, settling some spare cloth under her arm to catch the extra liquid, “then after this your healing will go much more quickly. Unfortunately, it will probably also hurt a lot in the moment. Would you like the She-Wolf to hold your hand?”

Harriet sets her jaw and reaches her uninjured hand out to Glory, who sits next to the smaller woman on the bed and clasps it in both of hers. Lucían nods. “Sister Abigail, can you please try to immobilize her arm?” The Sister hands him back the pitcher of water and does so, one dark hand wrapped around Harriet’s wrist, pressing it into the table, the other settled up on her neck, the same place Lucían had touched her as part of his failed healing spell.

“Okay,” he says, sending a quick prayer to the Lord to ask that this will actually work. “Keep breathing, it’ll be over soon.”

When the first stream of the holy water hits Harriet’s shoulder, the wound actually fucking hisses, steam rising from it like from an overheated kitchen pot. She doesn’t scream, exactly, but she does strangle a rough sound deep in her throat and exhales through her nose sharply. Sister Abigail’s hands tighten on her arm, stilling the reflexive jerk away that Harriet clearly struggles to suppress. Lucían keeps pouring, hands steady, the blessed water running over the ugly ruin of her skin and dripping down to the cloth on the table below, and everywhere it touches steam erupts, obscuring his vision. The steam smells sour, unpleasant, like it’s carrying an infection with it, even though the wounds themselves were clean. Harriet keeps breathing, smothering pained grunts between her teeth, keeps her arm steady in the Sister’s grip even as it shakes violently. Lucían works the water down over the injuries, making sure to get full coverage as it runs lower in the pitcher, and when it runs dry he sets it down, steps back, and exhales a deep breath. “You’re done,” he tells Harriet, “You did so well, my lady Harriet. Please, rest for a moment.” Sister Abigail releases her grip and immediately crosses to the window, throwing it open to vent the noxious steam. The warm breeze is an incredibly welcome change to the heavy, cloying air in the hospital room, and when the Sister turns back she’s looking at Lucían with a sharp, questioning gaze. He cuts one hand through the air, trying to say later, and turns back to Harriet.

“I’m going to try what I did earlier, Harriet,” he says. “If it goes well I think you’ll feel much better.” Harriet nods, her breath slowing, but leaves her hand in Glory’s grip. Her face is sweaty and flushed, and he feels bad throwing so much at her at once but he has to know, and if this works... Lucían retakes his earlier position, one hand on her hand, one hand near her neck, and he closes his eyes, looks deep to find the Lord’s power, and once again, he pulls, draws up those sparkling threads of light, and pushes them down, though his hands, into Harriet, tensing slightly, just in case—

The light pours through him, fills up Harriet, and he lets out a slow breath, because it’s working, he knows this feeling. He points it at the angry, pulsing red pain of the cuts and gashes, and the light skitters there, twines itself in and through every point of agony and knits it back together, the power of it coursing through him and washing over Harriet like warm rain, like a blanket on a cold night, and after a silent, internal eternity there’s no red left, only the pure white glittering warmth of the magic, circling back to him like an obedient dog. You did well, he tells it, pulling the power back into himself and letting it curl back up, happy and comfortable where it lives below his heart. Finally he inhales, deep and long, blows the air out through his nose slowly, and opens his eyes again.

Glory immediately releases Harriet’s hand, is at his side to help him sit back down, and Lucían leans forward and breathes for a minute or two, blinking away the lightheaded feeling. “By the Lady,” he hears Sister Abigail breathe, and when he looks back up Harriet is flexing her fingers, testing the range of motion in her elbow, and yes, instead of angry red cuts her arm is covered in thin pink scars.

“Fucking finally,” she says, rolling her shoulder and groaning as muscles start working again. Lucían can’t help grinning.

“You’ll be extremely hungry for the rest of today, and part of tomorrow,” he says, once his voice steadies. “Make sure to get protein, the accelerated healing is hard on the body and you need to fuel it. Lots of water, sleep well tonight, and you may experience some pain along the scar tissue for the next week or so. That’s normal.” To Sister Abigail he adds, “Someone will need to take out her stitches, but otherwise she should be fine.”

“I’ll call someone,” the Sister says, pinning him with an inquisitive look, “but first, let’s discuss treatment options for our other patients?” Lucían nods, picks up his satchel, and makes to follow Glory out of the room.

“Hey. Healer man.” When he turns, Harriet nods at him, perfunctory, but with genuine gratitude. “Thanks.”

Lucían inclines his head. “It was my duty and my pleasure,” he says, and then Sister Abigail closes the door behind them, snags him by the collar and drags him away from the ward room to an unoccupied alcove with a water pump in it.

“What,” she hisses, “in the name of Our Lady was that?”

“I would also like to know the answer to that question,” Glory chimes in, leaning against the wall and effectively blocking any escape from the alcove, and also any prying eyes that might be nearby.

Lucían sighs and lets himself slump back against the stone wall, running his hands over his face. “The wound was cursed,” he says, and he hears Sister Abigail’s harsh intake of breath. “That’s why it wasn’t healing, the unholy taint on it was rejecting the magic. I had to dispel it, and thank the Lord that holy water actually did the trick, because otherwise I don’t know what I would have done.”

“What kind of creature,” Glory says slowly, “carries an unholy curse when it attacks?”

Lucían grits his teeth. “I won’t be able to say for sure until I can see one in person, but my current prevailing theory?” He tilts his head so he can look her in the eyes, doesn’t bother trying to hide his concern. “Undead.”

Glory swears in Norka loudly enough to cover whatever unbecoming curse comes out of Sister Abigail’s mouth at the same time. “I have to tell the Mother,” the nun says at the same time that Glory says, “We have to tell the Guild.”

Lucían waves at both of them and cuts in with, “Yes, to both of those things, but right now I should speak with your head potionmaker about treating the rest of the survivors.”

Sister Abigail nods. “Yes, of course. She’s close by, actually. I’ll take you there, and then the She-Wolf and I can go speak to Mother Geraldine and send word to the Guild immediately.” Tthey follow the Sister back out the hallway they came down, but then left instead of right, and she stops at a set of double doors, the wall above labeled “Potions and Tonics.”

“You’ll find the potion mistress here,” she tells Lucían. “We’ll come back for you once we’ve spoken to the Mother.” The last she says over her shoulder as they speed off back down the hall, leaving him alone in a quiet hallway. It’s a chance to stand and breathe for a long moment, to center himself after the revelations of the last quarter-hour, and when he’s feeling steady again he pushes through the doors. They lead into an anteroom attached to a large workshop, as nicely appointed as the one back at the monastery, but all bright white stone and large glass windows letting in the light from outside.

“Just a moment,” says the nun behind the counter, her back to him as she measures something. There’s something about her voice that’s vaguely familiar, but Lucían is too busy admiring the clean, efficient layout of the workshop to pay terribly close attention to it. He senses the magical energy of a potion being infused, which surprises him since as far as he knows the monastery has held that knowledge tight behind its cloistered doors, and then the nun turns around and Lucían knows her, only he doesn’t, because the person he knows with that face is Brother Eric. He blinks, several times, feels like he’s just been kicked by a horse because dear, kind little Brother Eric disappeared from the monastery three years ago, four years after taking vows. Lucían still prays for his safety every night before he goes to sleep.

“What—” he starts to say, when the nun’s gray eyes go huge and she blurts, “Brother Lucían?” He sees the recognition flash across her face, followed, in order, by deep confusion, abject terror, and stony determination. She squares her shoulders and sets her jaw, those eyes going dark as she glares at him.

“I don’t know how you found me,” she says, and yes, she even sounds like Brother Eric, her voice tugging at his heart because he’d missed his potionmaking apprentice terribly for months, “but you’re not taking me back, I don’t care what the Abbot says!”

“I’m not here to take you anywhere,” Lucían says, feeling rather like he missed part of the conversation. “I’m here to help.”

The nun frowns, taken aback, and looks him over. He takes the opportunity to get a closer look at her as well, and she’s absolutely the spitting image of the Eric he remembers, but she’s softer around the face, her skin more luminous somehow, and there are definitely some curves under her habit that Eric never had, scraps of auburn hair escaping from her headscarf to curl around her chin. Did Brother Eric have a sister? But that can’t be right, because she called him by name, and he’s never met this woman before in his life—

Shannon from Knightsrest, neither man nor woman but both and neither, suddenly flashes through Lucían’s mind, and he realizes the nun said “take me back.” Lucían looks at her again and mentally adds three years of age and hair growth to the teenaged monk he’d known, thinks of some of the rarer herbs he saw outside in the garden, and something shifts and he suddenly understands. His grin is huge and apparently startling, since the nun takes half a step back from him and raises her eyebrows, but he’s just so happy to know his friend is safe that he can’t control his face.

“Sister,” he says, inclining his head. “Forgive me, I think we met in another cloister, but I’m afraid I don’t remember your name correctly.”

The nun tilts her head at him suspiciously, hands twitching at her sides in a nervous tic he recognizes from years before. “My name is Sister Evelyn,” she says, raising her chin in challenge, like she expects him to argue.

“Sister Evelyn,” Lucían says warmly. “It’s very nice to see you again. Are you well, these days?” His hands itch to clasp hers, to pull her into a hug like he would if she was the same monk he’d known, but that’s too forward for this situation and she still looks wary of him.

“I am,” Sister Evelyn says, some of the tension draining from her stance. She frowns at him, a facial expression so familiar from all the times it was directed at him above a potion lesson that he almost laughs at it. “You are Brother Lucían, aren’t you?”

“I don’t go by Brother these days,” he says cheerfully, “but I am still Lucían. I don’t know if it’s obvious—” he waves a hand at his everything “—but I’ve rather left the cloister.” Lucían leans a little closer. “Everyone seems to be able to still tell I was a monk, though. I think it’s because I keep bowing.”

A smile tugs at the corners of the nun’s mouth. “It took me almost a year to stop doing that,” she admits. “You’re really not here because of the Abbot?”

“Fuck the Abbot,” Lucían says immediately. “The next time I go back there it’s to depose that hidebound, abusive, controlling old goat. Did you know how many lies he told us?” His hands clench involuntarily into fists, and he has to consciously relax them.

Evelyn raises an eyebrow at him. “No offense, Lucían, but I think I’m a little more familiar with the extent of the Abbot’s lies than you are.” He laughs at that, because obviously, and she starts laughing too, and the horrible pressure in the room that started when they first set eyes on each other finally dissipates.

“Can I hug you?” Lucían asks, “is that appropriate?” Instead of answering, she jumps lightly over the counter and barrels into him, lets him wrap his arms around her shoulders and squeeze. “I was just—we worried so much, you were just gone and the Abbot never said why, I was afraid he’d Banished you, or that you’d died and I’m—it’s so good to see you.” His eyes prickle with tears, and he blinks them back, hard. “Did he? Were you Banished?”

“No,” Evelyn says fiercely into his shoulder. “He never got a chance. I ran away. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you, I just knew something was wrong, I knew I didn’t belong there but there wasn’t anyone I could tell, I knew I had to leave and I’ve missed you so much, you were always so kind to me.” She pulls away, wiping her eyes, and gives him a watery smile. “I know you were my Brother, but honestly you always felt like an actual brother to me.”

“I guess that makes you my little sister now,” he says, aware his own eyes threaten to overflow. “You look well, little Evelyn.” It’s true, even if it’s an inadequate description for how much happier she looks. The person he remembers was quiet, shy, always curled away from others, doing as much as possible to avoid being seen. Sister Evelyn is open, confident, and her steady joy radiates out in almost a visible aura around her.

“You do, too,” she says, reaching a hand up to tug on one of his ringlet curls. “This warrior thing you have going on suits you.”

Lucían blushes, like he does literally any time he receives a compliment. “How did you come to be here?” he asks, both to deflect the attention from himself and because he’s genuinely curious.

Sister Evelyn opens her mouth to answer at the same time the door opens behind them, and she looks past his shoulder and squeals, “Glory!” She darts past him, and he turns to watch her go and gets to see her launch herself at the warrior, Glory’s strong arms outstretched and ready to catch her. Their collision is noisy and mid-air, and Evelyn squeals as Glory spins her in a circle, feet flailing wildly.

“What did you do to your face?” Evelyn demands, grabbing both of Glory’s cheeks so she can get a better look at her eyebrow. “Did you plan it to look this good, or was that just a happy accident?”

“Pretty sure I got it in a fight, maybe,” Glory says, slightly too casually. “All my scars make me look good, I don’t have to plan that.”  Evelyn laughs and wraps her arms around Glory’s neck again for another, tighter hug this time.

“You know each other, then,” Lucían cuts in, bewildered, while Glory lowers the shorter woman to the ground and they both grin at him, a little sheepishly.

“Glory is the answer to how I got here,” Evelyn says. “The first time I saw her I finally knew why I’d always felt so wrong, so I snuck into the stables and begged her to take me with her.”

“The Sisters frequently take in women like Sister Evelyn,” Glory says, resting her hand on the nun’s shoulder. “I knew she’d be safe here, and they’d be able to help, but I didn’t know she’d be Head Potionmaker in barely three years.” The latter she directs at Evelyn with a little shake of her shoulder, and the nun blushes and ducks her head. “I didn’t realize you two knew each other so well, though,” Glory continues, tilting her head at Lucían.

“I taught Evelyn potionmaking,” Lucían says. “She was my apprentice for, oh, four years or so.” He waves at the workshop and cocks an eyebrow. “Didn’t expect her to outrank me so soon.”

“Well, I stole all the monastery’s recipes when I left,” Sister Evelyn says bluntly, “and I’m the only one here who can infuse them with magic. As soon as the Sisters figured out what I could do, they stuck me in here and told me to go wild. I never learned the healing spells, anyway, so this is the way I can be most useful.”

“Do you want to learn?” Lucían offers immediately. “I know them, I can teach you while I’m here.” He frowns. It must have been another lie from the Abbot, but... “Sister Evelyn, are you... do you still consider yourself a follower of the Lord, or do you follow the Lady now?”

“The Lady took me in when the Lord didn’t,” Evelyn says, then taps her chin. “That said, I’m not sure what the difference between them is, on a deep level. It seems to me like faith is faith, regardless of where it comes from. But—” and her gray eyes sparkle with mischief “—if you’re asking if I can still do magic, the answer is yes. The Abbot lied about a lot of things. And I would like to learn the healing spells.” She frowns, gesturing in frustration. “I wish I could teach what I can do to others. The potionmaking is easy, but I can’t figure out how to pass along the Blessing. There was a ritual, I know that much, but I’ve tried to do what I remember from it and it doesn’t work.”

Lucían frowns at that, too. The Abbot always claimed that it was by his grace that the Lord’s Blessing was granted to each of the monks, but the actual ceremony was performed by elder Brothers. He’d been on track to become one of those elders had he stayed behind, and for the first time since leaving the cloister he wishes he’d stayed longer.

“Anyway,” Sister Evelyn says, interrupting his musings before they could go further, “if you’re not here to take me back, why are you here? You said something about helping?”

“Yes,” Lucían says, smacking his forehead with his palm lightly. “It’s about the attacks by those creatures, the ones that everyone says move wrong?”

“Oh, yes,” Evelyn says, disgruntled. “My healing potions don’t work on the wounds and I’m starting to take it personally.”

“I successfully healed Harriet,” Lucían tells her. “The wounds are cursed. I used—”

“Holy water!” Sister Evelyn says, smacking herself on the forehead. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that?” She darts back to the counter, launches herself over it easily, and lands lightly on her feet back in the workshop. “I have some purified water here, I’ll make more. I can’t believe I didn’t try holy water.”

“I wouldn’t have thought to, either,” Lucían says, leaning against the counter and watching her work with fond affection. “My healing spell bounced right off it, though, something about the curse broke it. Never felt anything like it before. Gave me a terrible headache.”

“What’s actually committing the attacks, then?” Sister Evelyn turns around and frowns at him, worrying at her lower lip. “If it leaves cursed wounds, then it can’t be anything good.”

“The current prevailing theory is that they’re undead,” Glory says, leaning on the counter next to Lucían, close enough that their shoulders touch. Evelyn’s eyes go wide and her hands clench on the flask of water she’s holding, hard enough that her knuckles go white.

“Indeed, that is... not good,” she says, faintly, staring into space for a long moment, and then she shakes her head. “But we know how to treat the victims, now, so we’re already doing better than we were yesterday. Come back here and give me a hand with the holy water, will you?” Sister Evelyn gestures at a section of the counter that he now notices has hinges, and he lifts it and slips back into the workshop with her. There are clean bottles in a rack to the left, so he transfers them to the table, lining them up in a neat row and then pushing heat each one to sanitize it. He pulls the heat back out, more slowly so they don’t shatter, and nods to Evelyn when they’re ready. Evelyn sets the flask of water down on the table, closes her eyes, and Lucían feels her press her magic into it, watches iridescence flash across the surface. She opens her eyes, looks at the water, and grins in satisfaction.

“How much per bottle?” she asks.

Lucían shrugs. “Just fill them up, I think. You might need more later.” Evelyn nods and starts pouring, filling each bottle precisely to half an inch before the rim. Lucían finds wooden stoppers organized neatly in a box near the shelf that held the empty bottles, and a pot of solid beeswax next to them, and busies himself with stoppering and sealing the bottles. It’s nice working with another person again, and he knows the way Evelyn is going to move before she does it so he can move to compensate. It’s like a dance, buried somewhere deep in his bones, and it’s the work of only perhaps fifteen minutes and they have four dozen bottles of holy water, glowing very slightly on the workshop table.

“Well,” Lucían says, “now that we’re prepared for an invasion of the undead, would you like to learn healing spells?”

“Absolutely!” Sister Evelyn says. “Should we take some of this with us?” She gestures at the bottles and Lucían shakes his head.

“Earlier I did it with what water was in the room, I don’t think we need to carry this with us. Might as well save it for the future.” Evelyn nods, and Glory pushes open the door to the hallway to let them through. They run into Sister Abigail on the way back to the ward with the rest of the survivors and she joins them.

“You can do things,” she tells Lucían. “I want to know how that works.”

Lucían grimaces and blushes at the same time. “I’ll try to explain,” he says, “but I don’t think I can teach you.”

“I’ll take the explanation, at least,” she says, narrowing her dark eyes at him, and Lucían wishes, not for the first time, that the monastery hadn’t hoarded all this knowledge behind its walls. Sister Abigail wants to help people, has the opportunity to help people, and she could do so much if she was just given the power... but she sensed something, didn’t she, back in the room when his first spell failed. Is it possible?

Lucían comes to a stop, and everyone else stutters to a halt around him. “Sister Abigail,” he says, turning to face her directly. “I want to try something, with your permission.” If this works...

“The last time you tried something you dispelled a curse with some water you prayed over, so I’m willing to give whatever this is a shot,” Sister Abigail says, raising an eyebrow at him. Lucían nods, glances around, and nods at a nearby bench.

“Can you sit, please?” he asks her, and still with the same raised eyebrow, she does. Glory and Sister Evelyn stand back, watching curiously as Lucían sits as well, arranges himself so he’s facing Sister Abigail, and gestures at her to do the same.

“I don’t want to get your hopes up,” Lucían says, wanting to ensure her full understanding, “Because I have no idea if this is going to work.” He takes a deep breath. “I’m going to try and impart a Blessing to you, and if it takes, I’ll be able to teach you to do what I do.”

Sister Abigail takes a deep breath. Her dark eyes flare for a moment, and she bows her head in prayer. Lucían waits for her to finish and when she looks back up, her face speaks of conviction and faith. “Please, try.”

“I’m going to put my hands on you, if that’s all right?” Abigail nods her consent, so Lucían takes one of her hands in his, reaching up to press his fingertips against her sternum with the other hand. “Please, close your eyes and take deep breaths. Match my breathing.” Deep breaths, in through the nose, out through the mouth, and they do that for a long moment, tuning in to the rhythm until they’re in sync, and Lucían can feel her heartbeat in time with his. “Good,” he says quietly, letting his eyes flutter shut. “Sister Abigail, why did you become a nun?”

“I wanted to help people,” she says, immediately.

“And do you swear that you will serve the will of the Lady, to help others and spread Her love?”

“Always.” Her voice is sincere and determined, and it vibrates against his fingers when she speaks. It’s probably just her voice, he’s not willing yet to believe that the tingle he can feel is anything else.

“And do you desire the ability to be able to help others the way She helped us?”

“I do.”

“Then may you receive Her Blessing,” Lucían says, and Lord, he hopes this works, he’s just going off what he can remember from when this happened to him and making the rest up as he goes along. With a deep breath, he casts his awareness inward, reaches down to the core of the Blessing he carries, and then he pulls it up and presses it into Sister Abigail. From far away he hears her intake of breath, feels it against his fingers, but that doesn’t matter right now, because he’s threading those white threads of light down into her, seeking not pain or injury or illness this time, but instead the warm core of her faith, the part of her that drives her to help, to heal. For a long, terrifying moment there’s nothing and Lucían thinks he’s failed, but then he finds the tiniest spark. Yes! Yes! There! Lucían throws the threads of light at that spark, feels them surround and embrace it, sees the moment when the spark kindles into a full-blown light of its own. It catches fire within Sister Abigail, burns through her with a holy warmth, filling her to the brim and then pulling back before it settles itself below her heart and pulses in time to the beating. Lucían draws his own magic back into himself and lets it coil under his ribs. One more deep breath, and then he opens his eyes.

Sister Abigail’s eyes slowly flutter open, and they’re wet with tears when she looks at him. “I felt it,” she whispers, lifting her hand to press just below his fingers on her sternum. “I felt Her Blessing. I can still feel it.”

“Reach for it,” Lucían says quietly. “Reach inside yourself for it, and ask it to show itself for you.” He demonstrates, slowly, taking his hand away from her chest, twitching his fingers and drawing a magelight into the world. She watches, and more than that she senses, he can feel her total attention, and Sister Abigail mimics his hand movement and with a pressure in the air her will catches, and a tiny, watery light sparks into being at her fingertips. 

“By the Lady,” Abigail whispers, and Lucían has to resist the urge to jump off of the bench and punch the air. It worked, it worked! Fuck the Abbot! Lucían is going to teach every single nun at this convent all of the monastery’s carefully-kept secrets, and there’s nothing that can stop him.

“Holy shit.” Sister Evelyn draws closer, examines Abigail’s magelight, and her face splits into a huge grin. “Lucían, Lucían this changes everything!” She practically vibrates with excitement, bouncing on her toes because she can’t hold still. “You can teach all of us! You can teach me how to do whatever you just did and I can teach the others.”

“The other hospitals,” Sister Abigail whispers again, tracing the edges of her magelight, her midnight skin reflecting silver as she does. “They need to know this, too. We’ll be able to do so much.” She blinks, shakes herself a little, and the magelight winks out. When she looks back up at Lucían her eyes are determined. “First, though, there are patients who need this magic. Can you teach me?”

Lucían nods. “Of course. Both of you. The only condition I have is that what you learn from me of healing, you share with others freely. I can’t—” He takes a deep breath, relaxes his fingers, and tries to speak past the catch in his throat. “When I think about how many people my monastery could have helped, but didn’t—”

“We promise, Lucían,” Sister Evelyn says, taking his hand in hers. Sister Abigail nods, drops her free hand on top of where his still loosely clasps her wrist, and squeezes. “We will help others with this, in the name of the Lady and in the name of the Lord,” she says, and Lucían has to blink furiously to keep the tears out of his eyes.

“Well,” he says, “let’s get started.”
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Chapter 3
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Lucían interviews each survivor and sketches the creatures they describe, because he’s nothing if not thorough. He asks about the smell, too, and each confirmation of a foul odor, each cursed wound that won’t heal right is another lead weight in his gut. It’s almost certainly the undead, and he can’t take the time to think about the ramifications of that right now, not when there are people in front of him that need help, and people desperate to provide that help if only they had the knowledge. You do what you can, when you can, the head healer at the monastery always told him, so he does what he can now: He teaches.

Sister Abigail successfully blesses holy water on her first try, and the look of triumph in her eyes is worth every miserable hour he ever spent practicing his magic under the critical eye of the Abbot. By the fourth patient, she’s successfully summoning water out of the air, if slowly and with some hesitation. Sister Evelyn has a head start on the basic potionmaking magics, but healing is a different beast, and it takes her several attempts to even begin to be able to push her magic out of her body and into another person. Between the three of them it takes the rest of the day to finish treating the victims of the undead, and on the last one Evelyn and Abigail together manage to do the bulk of the spell, Lucían stepping in only at the very end to shore up their power and finish the healing process.

“Be sure to eat well, and sleep well tonight,” Lucían tells the two nuns, both looking a bit worse for wear, shadows under Sister Evelyn’s eyes and Sister Abigail’s dark skin tinged gray with exhaustion. “We did a lot of magic in a short period of time today, and that’s hard on the body. I’ll talk to the Mother about a schedule for future lessons. The She-Wolf and I will be in Granite Falls for the foreseeable future, so we should have time to get a lot done.”

“I got steamed buns,” Glory says helpfully, holding out a cloth-wrapped package to each woman, and the Sisters inhale the snack until not even crumbs remain. Lucían waves his goodbyes as they head back toward Mother Geraldine’s office, and Glory hands him a third bun.

“Thank you,” he says, eating it absently, and then he blinks and they’re in the stables again. “Didn’t we need to speak to the Mother?” he asks Glory as she leads Daffodil over to him.

“I already took care of it,” she says, boosting up into the saddle. Lucían blinks. Being on a horse is strange. Being this tall is strange. Is this how Glory feels all the time? Speaking of Glory, she’s leaving, so he nudges Daffodil to follow her back into the streets of Granite Falls. Dusk has fallen outside, the lamps in the streets like beacons in the dark, and it didn’t seem like they’d spent that much time in the hospital but the sun doesn’t lie. The ride back is over very quickly, strangely so. It’s like every time he blinks they jump several blocks further ahead, which he doesn’t think is normal, but Glory doesn’t seem terribly worried, so he’s not, either. They make it back to the Guild without incident, and that’s nice, he has a bed at the Guild and he’s looking forward to being in it. He dismounts from Daffodil to discover that he no longer has control over his body and pitches wildly toward the floor of the stables.

“Whoa, there,” Glory says, catching him before he can fall, her strong arms wrapping around him and lowering him to a bench safely. “I had a feeling this was going to happen, my sweet boy,” she says, pressing a kiss to his forehead and producing another steamed bun from somewhere on her person. “Eat that and don’t move.”

“Okay,” Lucían says agreeably, and half-watches her settle the horses for the night, half dozes on his bench between taking bites of the bun. He blinks and she’s back in front of him, bending down to help him back to his feet, but walking proves to be hard so she scoops him into her arms like a swooning maiden, huffing a fond sigh as she easily carries him back to their room.

“You used too much magic today, didn’t you?” she asks, kicking their door shut and crossing to the bed so she can lay him down on it. The bed is comfortable. It’s nice to be on it, so nice that it takes a moment for Lucían to realize she asked him a question.

“Probably,” he says to the ceiling. Glory laughs and starts unlacing his boots.

“Do you remember the last time you used so much magic you passed out?” Glory asks him, setting his boots aside and leaning over him to work on his belt.

Lucían frowns. “The time I got stabbed?” he asks, and she laughs again, sets his belt and daggers aside, and starts undoing the buckles on his armor.

“Before that,” she says. “With Eileen, when you saw a family ill and in need and immediately threw everything you had into helping them without a thought for yourself.” It takes a little tugging before he realizes she needs him to sit up, and once he’s upright Glory quickly divests him of his breastplate, tunic, and undershirt. Gentle hands lay him back down, and she unlaces his trousers as she continues, “You ran yourself ragged for people you’d never even met before, Lucían. It was the noblest thing I’d ever seen.”

“They needed my help,” he says, cheeks heating as she drags down his trousers and linen hose, working them off over his feet and leaving him naked on their bed. “I had to take care of them.”

“I know.” Glory leans over him, cups his face in her hands and presses a featherlight kiss to his mouth. The metal of her armored corselet brushes his skin, and he shivers under her, blinks up at her slowly in the lamplight. Her green eyes are so warm, so sincere that it hurts to look at them, but he can’t bring himself to look away. “I think I fell in love with you that day, my beautiful, perfect Lucían,” she tells him in a whisper against his lips. “I knew that you’d kill yourself to take care of others, so I swore I’d take care of you.” Her thumb sweeps back and forth across his cheekbone, her eyes so intense he thinks he might drown in them. “Let me take care of you tonight, Lucían.” On reflex he opens his mouth, to protest or something, claim that he’s fine, beg her to stop looking at him like that, like she believes in him, because it starts to make him believe in himself, but she brushes her thumb across his lower lip and says, “Please,” and he’s undone with that single word. Lucían shudders under her, all down his spine, knows she can feel what she’s done to him, and finally he nods.

“Good boy,” she whispers, and he shivers again, the praise rolling over him, exciting and embarrassing at the same time. Glory kisses his mouth again, incredibly gently, drops kisses across his brow, his cheekbones, and along his jaw, her hands skating down the sides of his neck so she can settle onto her elbows above him. She’s still fully clothed, careful not to press her armor too hard against his naked skin, and arousal coils in his belly, faster than he would have expected because this is so close to his fantasies that he can’t actually process anything else. His necklace gleams at her throat in its collar of gray leather, and his heart skips a beat. She’s never left it on before, and now he can’t stop staring at it, acutely aware but still unable to define the feeling it leaves him with to see it against her skin.

“You’re beautiful,” Glory breathes against his ear, tracing the shell of it with her lips before she slowly kisses her way down his neck. “I never get tired of looking at you, my sweet Lucían.” Her tongue darts out to taste his collarbone, and he shudders again, acutely aware of his blush and also of his physical reaction. She’s barely touched him, but her words are dripping onto him like water, bypassing his brain and going straight to his rapidly-hardening cock. That reaction is something he’s going to have to try and unpack later, if he can remember, both because he’s still so fuzzy from exhaustion and also because she keeps talking in between little kisses and licks along his shoulders and chest.

“Not only are you spectacularly beautiful, you are so kind, my sweet boy. I’ve never met a person more thoughtful or caring than you are.” She rolls her tongue across his nipple and he gasps, arches under her. “You shine with it, and when you forget to be afraid and let your goodness show it’s the most breathtaking thing I’ve ever seen.” Lucían squirms, blushing. It’s—it’s too much, it’s not enough, he wants her to stop and he also wants her to keep going. Fortunately she continues, sliding her fingers into his hair so she can scratch at the base of his skull while she kisses across his chest to his other nipple, pulls it into her mouth to leave him writhing and breathless and very, very hard.

“Glory,” he whispers, almost a whine, his hands clenching on the blanket because he doesn’t think he can touch her, doesn’t know if she’ll let him. Everything seems heightened and unreal between the blur of fatigue and the arousal thrumming through him, like some kind of extremely sexy fever dream.

“Do you know, my Lucían,” Glory says, lifting her head, “that you are excruciatingly wonderful to be around?” She has to take her mouth off his nipple to speak, and he hates it and loves it and she keeps going, “Every moment I have in your presence is a gift from the gods, you lovely, sweet, generous boy. I took you away from everything you’d ever known and you came willingly and bravely, so bravely, my Lucían.” Her lips travel back up his chest, along the opposite side of his neck, his skin hot and oversensitive and when she presses a kiss to under his ear his breath catches audibly. “You look at me like I’m something magical and you touch me like I’m a precious work of art. I’m not sure what I did to deserve the gift of you, but I hope I’m worthy of it.”

There are tears in his eyes now, which he doesn’t understand because he’s not sad, somewhere deep under his embarrassment he’s incredibly happy, her words slipping past his anxieties and burrowing into his heart, because Glory doesn’t lie, has only ever told him the truth, and if she’s saying it then it must be true, and Lucían takes a deep, unsteady breath and begs, “Glory, please,” not even sure what he’s begging for. What he gets is a slow, searing kiss, deep and hot as she claims his mouth so thoroughly that he stops thinking, because there’s only her and her lips and tongue and the pine rosemary smell he loves. He doesn’t know how long it goes for, just knows it leaves him shivering and breathless and desperately aroused, knows that it’s the sweetest torture he’s ever endured, and when she finally releases him he’s panting, hands fisted in the blanket. If she keeps going he might come just from kissing, which normally wouldn’t seem possible, but right now it seems not only possible but likely.

“Stay here, my love,” she whispers against his lips, and then she’s gone from above him, leaving him blinking at the ceiling and dizzy with her. It’s hardly any time before she returns (forever) and he hears her fumbling with something, but then she sprawls down on the bed, pressed up against his side, one of her thighs tossed across both of his. The metal of her corselet scrapes his skin, and Lucían just has enough time to register the good pain of that when she wraps an oiled hand around his cock. His hips jerk up into her grip as he gasps, but her thigh keeps him pinned to the bed, leaving him at her mercy.

“I love to watch you like this,” she says, her breath huffing against his ear as she slowly pumps her fist along him. It’s far too slow, he wants desperately to thrust into her hand but he doesn’t have any leverage. “You’re so beautiful, Lucían. You’re always beautiful, but you’re the most beautiful when you’re in my bed.” Glory leans in and takes his earlobe between her teeth, bites hard enough to make him whine, her hand still moving tortuously slow. “But what I love even more, my sweet Lucían, is knowing that I’m the only one who gets to see you like this, that I’m the only one who’s ever seen you like this.” Lucían wishes he could hide his burning face, but Glory’s laying basically on top of one of his arms, and he’s grabbing the quilt so hard with the other hand he doesn’t think he can actually let go now. Every muscle in his body clenches up, his breaths short and shallow, and Glory keeps moving her hand so slowly he thinks he might die.

“The sounds you make when I touch you, my sweet boy, I drink them in like water.” She pauses her hand, slides her thumb back and forth at the sensitive spot under the head of his cock, and Lucían moans out loud, shaky and out of control. “Yes, Lucían, let me hear you,” Glory hisses in his ear, running her tongue along his jaw, and her hand moves again, a little faster, her grip a little firmer. “I love to watch you come—” Lucían moans again, and then can’t stop, every breath coming out audible and raw “—and I love to see your face when I bring you pleasure. If I had my way I’d keep you in my bed for days and fuck you until neither of us could walk.”

There’s nothing he can do, he’s completely under her control, he’s trembling all over and he’s close, he’s so close, he’s not making sounds anymore but that’s because he’s he’s not fucking breathing. “Glory,” he manages, a strangled, broken thing, and she presses closer, her armor pinching his skin, her hand speeding up just enough to bring him to the edge.

“Come for me, my sweet Lucían,” Glory demands, tightens her hand on him on the upstroke, and that tips him over, the order bypassing his mind, burning down his spine and straight into his cock. Lucían snaps his head back into the bed, cries out low and shattered, and Glory keeps moving her hand as he comes hot and hard, over her fingers and onto his stomach and chest. It keeps going, rolling through him, unstoppable as a rockslide, until he finally collapses, wrung out and useless. His body feels very far away, distant, like his orgasm has knocked him out of himself, the pleasure so intense it destroyed his ability to observe the outside world. There’s some movement that he’s vaguely aware of, maybe Glory’s not on the bed anymore, and he can hear the sound of water. More movement, and a hard surface under his back, and then soft skin sliding against his, settling him against a body he knows, hard muscles and soft curves.

Lucían blinks his way back into his own body and slowly realizes he’s in the bathing room. He’s in the tub, to be exact, and he’s pressed up against Glory as she leans against the cedar rim. The soapy rag in her hand passes over his chest, down his stomach, back up and then over one arm. It’s warm, and he’s spent and sex-drunk and exhausted and there’s a beautiful woman washing him, so he just sighs and slumps further back against her, tips his head bonelessly against her shoulder, and looks at her face. She smiles at him, her green eyes darting to his, and Lucían smiles helplessly back.

“Was that good for you, my love?” she asks him, rolling him slightly to the side so she can soap up his back. Of course, of course he blushes, damn his ridiculous face, and he presses his cheek harder into her shoulder and nods.

“I like it when you praise me,” he realizes too late he’s said aloud, whispered it into her skin, and he starts to panic before he feels her satisfied breath under his ear. She sets the rag aside and maneuvers them under the spigot, rinsing the soap from his skin with single minded intensity, and when he’s spotlessly clean she leans over him to claim his mouth for a languid, all-consuming kiss.

“I meant every word,” she says against his lips when she finally pulls away, “Every single word, Lucían.” Before he can try to argue her mouth is back on his, long enough for him to forget that he was going to protest something, and when he’s happily limp under her again she moves him out from under the spigot, scrubs up and rinses herself efficiently, and turns off the water. Lucían blinks and finds himself on the stool outside the tub, a towel wrapped around him as Glory dries herself off, and the next time he blinks he’s cleaning his teeth on muscle memory alone, and then he’s settled in their bed as Glory rubs facial oil into her skin, almost glowing in the light of the single lamp.

Everything is so wonderful, indistinct and warm and he’s so tired and so comfortable that it takes him a while to notice something’s bothering him, like he’s missed something, and he finally realizes what it is as Glory slides into the bed with him. “You didn’t—” he says, his tongue feeling slow and clumsy in his mouth “—I should—” He rolls over to press against her and runs one hand down her abdomen, his fingers just grazing the patch of hair between her thighs when she captures his hand with her own and brings it up between them.

“Tonight was for you, my sweet Lucían,” she tells him, gently kissing each of his fingertips in turn before clasping his hand to her chest.

“But—” he tries to protest, and she silences him with a kiss.

“Sleep, my love,” she tells him, rolling onto her back and pulling him in so his head settles at the junction of her shoulder. Lucían wants to argue, he does, but then she pulls the blankets up around him and everything is so soft and warm that all he can do is exhale one last sigh and drop off into unconsciousness.
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Chapter 4
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Consciousness twines around Lucían like a cat around the ankles of an unsuspecting monk, but he refuses to be tripped into true wakefulness yet and instead presses closer into Glory’s back, hiding his face in the nape of her neck and ignoring the sunlight in the room. He can’t hear the courtyard bustle of a Guild heading to breakfast, so it’s either too early for that or too late, and if he can judge from behind closed eyelids, the light doesn’t seem strong enough for it to be too late. That means it’s still early, and he doesn’t need to get out of bed yet, and therefore he can stay here, curled against the most beautiful woman in the world, breathing in the pine-rosemary-salt smell of her, and just enjoy. He wraps his arm more firmly around her waist, rubs his face against her neck, and presses a light kiss to just below her hairline. Glory’s breath hitches a bit and she snuggles against him before lapsing back into the slow, even rhythms of sleep. That, more than anything, nudges Lucían into opening his eyes. Squinting against the dawn sunlight, he lifts his head and tries to get a decent view of her face, and yes, Glory is still sacked out asleep, her eyelids fluttering occasionally as she dreams. Normally she’s up before he is, either to drag him out of bed or to wake him up so she can fuck him in it. It’s a novelty to have the situation reversed, and he watches her sleep for a bit until his neck complains about the awkward angle and he has to settle back down on the pillow. As he does his lips brush her neck again, and her breath hitches again, and Lucían’s normal morning erection starts to be interested in the proceedings from where it’s pressed against the small of her back. He smiles, kisses her under her ear as an experiment, and yes, this time her breathing hitches and she shivers a little. Idly wondering what will it take to actually wake her up, he slowly slides his free hand up her stomach to cup one breast. Lucían rolls her nipple gently between his fingers as he continues to drop kisses on the back of her neck, below her hairline, on the junction of her neck and shoulder. She shivers against him, presses back against his cock, but doesn’t actually wake up until he bites into the muscle at the side of her neck. It’s not a hard bite, but it’s enough to roll a shudder through her and make her blink into the morning light.

“Luciaaaaaah,” she sighs, the word turning incoherent when he bites her again, tugs on her nipple a little, and her hips roll against his erection where it’s pressed against her back.

“Good morning,” he tells her as he kisses back up to the nape of her neck, feeling her shiver again at the touch of his lips, and Lucían slides his hand over to her other breast, circles the hard nub there with his fingers as she squirms.

“It certainly is now,” she says, voice sleep-roughened and breathy, and when he bites her this time her exhale comes out a moan. Glory slides her free arm back around him, digs her fingers into his ass for a firm squeeze, and then forces her hand between them so she can wrap it around his cock. He pants a hot breath against her skin, lets himself fuck into her fist for a few strokes, and then tears himself away with a shudder, shifting further down her body so when he takes his hand off her breast he’s low enough that he can slide it between her thighs. She’s already wet enough to coat his fingers, and he teases at her entrance for a few long moments before moving his hand up so he can circle her clit with two fingers. Her exhale has an audible catch in it, and when he nudges his thigh between her legs she lets him in, settling her thigh on top of his to give him better access to her pussy. Glory’s hand comes back around him to clench on his hip, her fingers flexing against him whenever he does something especially good, like, for an example, when he separates the two fingers he’s been teasing her with and runs them on either side of her clit, almost but not quite a pinch. That gets him a hard squeeze of her hand and a desperate, “Ah—fuck—” as she grinds against his fingers.

“Lucían,” Glory grits out, her thighs starting to tremble, and that’s his cue to slide his hand down, bury his two middle fingers in her cunt and fuck her with them in earnest. Lucían keeps the heel of his hand pressed against her clit as he moves his fingers, has to use all the strength in his arm to keep her hips pinned against his as she writhes and ruts against his hand. She could break his grip easily, he knows that, but she doesn’t want to, and that’s the point. Glory’s close, he can tell now, her breath coming shallow and quiet, every muscle taut and defined as she clenches up around him, and he keeps his hand moving, curls his fingers up inside her like he knows she likes, and for a long moment she stops breathing, the only sound in the room their racing heartbeats and the frantic, wet sound of his fingers—

And then the wave crests, and Glory crashes down around him, crying out her pleasure as she fucks his hand so hard she almost tears away from him entirely. Lucían has to move with her to keep his fingers inside her, his dick hard and leaking against the curve of her ass, and when she’s finally no longer rutting against him, breathless and trembling on the bed, he shifts his hips a bit and uses his wet hand to slot his cock into her. His hand goes immediately back to her clit, rubbing circles around it as he fucks her from behind. The sound that comes out of her mouth is a broken collection of vowels, and she opens her legs, tosses one over both of his to give his fingers more room to work, and rolls her hips back to take him deeper.

“I love the way you fuck me,” she tells him, her hand roaming up his side, down his thigh as far as she can reach before coming back to rest on his hip, fingers flexing against his ass as she wordlessly urges him deeper, faster, for more. Lucían shifts his hips, knows he has it right when she makes a little “Ah!” sound with each thrust, and grinds his fingers against her clit frantically. He’s been hard since he woke up and he doesn’t think he’s going to last much longer, but he’ll be damned if he doesn’t make her come again.

“I love making you come,” he confesses against the tattoo on her back, pressing a kiss to it, hips working furiously as he drives his cock into her again and again. “It’s all I want—I just want to give you pleasure—I want to serve you—I want—I want—” Lucían’s voice is breaking up, now, he’s desperately trying to hold himself back from spilling into her, but she’s close, too. He can feel her cunt clenching around him, and if he can just hold out a little longer—

“I’m yours, Glory, I’m yours, you can do what you want with me and I’ll be happy, I’m only yours—” he babbles, too caught up in her to keep his deviant secrets behind his teeth. He speeds his hand up on her clit, fucks her hard and fast, and her hand tightens on his hip hard enough to bruise as she freezes up, again, her breath stopped right at the moment before she falls, and Lucían doesn’t stop, will never stop until she asks, and one more hard thrust of his cock, a hard swipe of his fingers at her clit does it. She comes again, convulsing hot and hard around his cock, keening wordlessly into the pillow, and Lucían stops holding himself back, lets himself follow her into oblivion with a few more stuttering thrusts, spilling himself into her heat and letting the inferno of his orgasm burn through him unchecked. He shudders, the power of it licking all the way up his spine into his skull as he comes and comes and fucks her through it until he has nothing left. His hand falls limply away from her pussy as he collapses onto the bed, face nuzzled into her back and cock still buried in her to the hilt. Her thumb absently sweeps back and forth on the jut of his hipbone and she heaves a huge, contented sigh, ribcage expanding enough to lift his arm a little and jostle his head. Glory smells like sweat and sex and rosemary, and he breathes it in, pressed against her, sticky and just on the edge of too hot, and everything is perfect.

“Well,” she says, still a little out of breath. “Good morning to you, too.” Glory gives him a friendly little pat on the ass and cranes her neck around so she can look at him. “If you’re going to wake me up like that, maybe I should sleep in more often.”

“I’m just returning the favor,” Lucían says, pressing a kiss to her tattoo again. “I seem to recall several mornings when I woke up with your hand on my cock, I figured turnabout is fair play.” She huffs a laugh, which he can feel against his cheek (nice) but which also tightens all her abdominal muscles, sending his now-soft dick sliding out of her in a messy rush (less nice). “Shit, sorry—” he starts to apologize, but Glory rolls over, wraps one arm around him, and then rolls onto her back, taking him with her so he ends up draped across her body like a blanket.

“Do not,” she says, green eyes dark and amused in her still-flushed face, “ever feel like you need to apologize for giving me two spectacular orgasms before I’ve even left the bed in the morning.” The fingers of one hand spear into his hair and pull him down so she can kiss him, lazy and hot and with a lot of tongue.

It’s a fairly good distraction, as these things go, and when she releases him it takes Lucían a second to say, “But I made a mess.” He knows he doesn’t need to apologize, but some deep part of him whispers that maybe if she was angry she’d punish him. Maybe if he could convince her to be angry, she’d give him what he secretly wants. No such luck, though. Glory just shrugs one shoulder and gives his ass a firm squeeze.

“Go get a cloth, then, and if you have time today you can wash the sheets.” Lucían grins sheepishly, shoving down the part of him that begs for her discipline, and leans in to give her another kiss. She shoves at him gently and he awkwardly climbs out of the bed, trying not to drip on anything.

“If I have time?” he calls over his shoulder from the bathing room as he wets a cloth. Just a quick scrub does it, so he rinses the cloth, wrings it out again, and brings it to Glory. She’s tossed the blankets back and is stretched luxuriously out on the sheets, naked, muscular, and stunningly beautiful in the rose sunlight, and Lucían, not for the first time, thanks the Lord and every other god for sending him to her. He only realizes he’s frozen in place staring at her when she reaches her hand out for the cloth he’s still uselessly holding, and he shakes himself and hands it over.

“We need to properly update the Hammer on what we know about the undead,” Glory tells him, propping herself up on one elbow and cleaning herself up with the rag. “And then we’re going to need to figure out what preparations the Guild needs to put in order, and then this afternoon we have to go speak to Mother Geraldine about how you decided to defy years of secrecy among your order and started handing out magic like candy at a parade.”

Lucían pauses in the process of putting on a sock, mind suddenly reeling with yesterday’s events. “Oh, fuck,” he says, quietly, staring into the middle distance. “I did do all that, didn’t I?” He grins, fierce, unfamiliar pride welling up inside him, because he did it, he figured out the ritual based on instinct and vague memory, and Lord help him, he’s going to be able to do some real good now. He’s going to be able to break the choke hold the Abbot had on the region and no one will ever end up like Eileen ever again. The rest of her words register, and he frowns as he puts on his other sock. “Wait, do people hand out candy at parades?” It’s an honest question, he’s never been to a parade and now he’s much more interested in the idea.

“Yes, but don’t get distracted.” Glory grins at him as she rolls out of bed and heads into the bathing room for a quick rinse. “Undead first, and then if we’re lucky, there will be a parade after.” He’s mostly dressed by the time she comes out, and they orbit each other as they finish preparing for the day, him shaving while she re-braids her hair in the mirror above his reflection, her painting on her eyebrows as he sets out her weapons in a precise line on the bed. They make it to breakfast at a reasonable hour, and before morning has fully broken they’re in the Hammer’s office again, and she’s pinching the bridge of her nose with one hand.

“Undead.” It’s said flatly, without much emotion, and the Hammer takes a long, deep breath before she drops her hand and looks at them. “You’re sure?”

Lucían straightens his shoulders and nods. “Fairly sure. The only reason I have any doubts is because I don’t know every magical creature that walks the land. The evidence points that way, and the holy water worked.” The sketches from yesterday are still in his satchel, and he hands them over so the Hammer can page through them.

“Will it work against the creatures, as well as for healing the wounds?” the Hammer asks, spreading out his parchments on the table and setting her hands down flat on the wood. Her fingertips blanch as she flexes them, giving lie to the calm tone of her words. Lucían can recognize her worry, and he doesn’t blame her. The undead are rare, strong, and hard to kill. If she wasn’t concerned about it he’d think her a fool.

“It should?” Glory and the Hammer both shoot him a sharp look at the tone of his answer, and he shrugs helplessly. “I don’t know,” he says urgently, frustrated. “I’ve never actually encountered the undead before! Technically I still haven’t! I’ve just illuminated a lot of books, and I know for a fact some of those were wildly inaccurate so I can’t exactly trust everything I’ve read. I think they won’t like it, certainly, but I don’t know if it will kill them.” Lucían frowns. “Re-kill them? De-animate them?”

“Let’s just call it killing,” Glory cuts in. “Otherwise every conversation about this is going to be ridiculous.”

“Motion carried,” the Hammer says, rapping her knuckles on the table. “How long is holy water effective for, and how much can you make in a day?”

“It should be effective nearly indefinitely,” Lucían says slowly, realizing he doesn’t actually know. “It’s just magic and water, there’s nothing in it to spoil the way you have in a potion so I don’t think it would become... less holy, as it were. I can’t say for certain, unfortunately.” He spreads his hands with a shrug. “It’s not like we needed to store it for long periods of time, we usually just blessed it as it was needed for rituals.” Lucían chews his lower lip thoughtfully, doing some mental calculations. “I’ve only ever done this for potions, but I think I should be able to bless a big vat of water all at once, rather than a bunch of small bottles? It would be more efficient.”

“It’s worth a shot,” the Hammer says, sitting back in her chair. “Conscript anyone you need to help, I’d like to have a good amount of holy water on hand before the end of the day today. When you’re done with that, we could stand to get our stock of healing potions built up as well. Any supplies you need will be purchased for you, for as many as you can make.”

Lucían nods and starts to open his mouth, but Glory cuts in. “I respect your priorities, Hammer, and we should definitely lay in holy water, but Lucían has prior obligations with the Sisters for his upcoming afternoons that, if they go well, will increase the Guild’s potion stores more than he can alone.”

The Hammer’s slate gray eyes narrow. “Explain.”

“Yesterday, Lucían discovered that he can pass his magic on to others, and successfully trained Sister Abigail in how to make holy water and heal wounds. We’ve arranged with Mother Geraldine for him to start training the nuns in what he knows, which means—”

“With more than one person around who can make healing potions, we’ll no longer have to hoard ours like they’re worth more than gold.” The Hammer leans forward, elbows and forearms on the table, and tilts her head at Lucían. “In that case, kid, spend your afternoons with the nuns, just have something to show for it. Dismissed.”

“I could make potions here, too, you know,” Lucían tells Glory as they head down to the kitchen, aka the likeliest place to find a large, clean, watertight vat of some kind. “It’s not difficult.”

“Yes, I know, but I also know you’re going to destroy yourself trying to teach the Sisters twenty years of knowledge in two weeks, and I don’t want to have to pour you into bed every night.” Her arm sweeps out and pulls him in to her side so she can drop a kiss on the top of his head. “Someone has to look after you, since you won’t look after yourself.”

“People need my help,” he protests weakly, knowing as he says it that it’s foolish. Glory doesn’t answer, just gives him another squeeze and releases him with a fond smile as they enter the dining hall. It’s empty, now, breakfast having come and gone, and Glory strides across it confidently and sticks her head through the doorway into the kitchen.

“Can we come bother you?” she asks cheerfully, and then heads in, Lucían trailing after and feeling significantly less sure of their welcome.

The cook is stocky, a layer of fat over burly muscle, and introduces themself as Mel. “I have a few empty wine barrels,” they offer, running a hand back over their short brown hair and jerking their chin at a door that, presumably, hides the storerooms. “Should be clean enough, as long as it doesn’t matter if your holy water tastes a little bit like old grapes.”

“I don’t think that will change the efficacy,” Lucían says as Glory enters the storerooms and exits with a barrel under each arm, sidling awkwardly and hilariously so she doesn’t smash into anything. “I guess we’ll find out, though.”

“Best of luck to you,” Mel says, handing him a couple of taps for the barrels. “Water pump is in the corner, try and stay out of my way because I need to get started on lunch.” They head off across the kitchen in the opposite direction, and Lucían blinks after them for a bit before he shakes himself and follows Glory to the water pump. One of the barrels is already under the spigot and she’s watching it fill, green eyes glancing at him when he sets the taps down on a nearby work bench.

“You want to work your way up to this, or just go for it?” she asks, turning off the spigot and leaning forward to eye the water level inside through the previously corked hole. It’s... a lot of water, but if he does the mental math he’s probably brewed and enchanted the same volume of potions in one day back at the monastery. Granted, potionmaking was all he was doing in those days, but still. Lucían reaches out to settle his hands on the side of the barrel and closes his eyes. Inhale, exhale, reach deep inside for the magic that lives there, pull it up out of the core, push it out into the water, all the motions are the same, it’s just a slightly larger amount of water, but that doesn’t matter, it’s still water, and if he tells himself that it might become true.

Lucían opens his eyes, takes a deep breath, and steps away from the barrel, his hands a little bit shaky. “I think that worked,” he says, peering into the barrel. There’s a slight glow, a hint of iridescence where light falls in to reflect on the surface of the water, and Lucían’s sigh of relief is audible. “Not much harder than enchanting a smaller amount, actually,” he says thoughtfully, “which makes sense, they always had us do potions in bulk. I just haven’t had the equipment to do large amounts of anything since I left.”

“Great,” Glory says, corking the barrel and rolling it away from the spigot so she can shuffle the other one underneath. “I’m still only letting you do four this morning, though. Save it for the Sisters.” Lucían privately thinks he could do more than that, but after the fourth barrel he goes a bit lightheaded and has to sit down while Glory begs some cheese and sliced fruit from Mel. She politely doesn’t say, “I told you so,” even though she totally told him so, and he’s a little frustrated when he finishes eating and sets the plate aside. The frustration is tempered with accomplishment, which helps his mood, but he still finds himself fluctuating between annoyance that he can’t do more and pride at what he’s done so far.

“Stop beating yourself up,” Glory says, making him wonder (and not for the first time) if she can read his mind. “You’re only one man, Lucían, you can’t do everything.” Her arm wraps around him and he sighs and collapses against her, head pillowed on her shoulder.

“What if I could, though?” he asks quietly. “Someone has to try.” What if he’d left the monastery earlier? What if he’d realized the Abbot was lying when he was younger? What if he’d figured out how to pass on the Blessing sooner? There are so many people he could have helped and he hadn’t even known.

“Well,” Glory says thoughtfully, “if you did do everything yourself, there wouldn’t be anything left for me to do, and I’d get bored.” Lucían snorts, and she continues blithely, “I mean, I’m really good at lifting heavy things and doing stuff with swords, it would be rude of you to take that from me. All I’d have left is looking really good all the time, but how good can I look if I don’t have excuses to flex?” He giggles, batting at her arm to try and get her to stop, but she blocks his blows easily and continues her monologue, “But if I mean, if you’re doing everything then you’ll also be looking good and flexing! You have to leave something for the rest of us to do, Lucían, don’t be greedy.”

“Okay, okay, I take your point,” Lucían says, trying and failing to clamp a hand over Glory’s mouth while she fends him off with a grin. She catches both his hands so, after he briefly considers his options, he leans in and kisses her. “I just wish,” he says against her mouth, pulling back to lean their foreheads together, “that things were—had been—different.”

Glory looks at him with those bright green eyes, brushes his hair back with one hand, and says simply, “The path you walked brought you to me.” It’s so straightforward and honest that Lucían feels himself start to tear up, so he pulls her into a hug, burying his face into the crook of her neck and breathing there for a long moment. One large, warm hand cradles his head while the other rubs circles on his upper back, and Lucían still can’t believe this is his life, that he just gets to have this now.

“So,” he says in a surprisingly steady voice, pushing back out of her embrace and wiping his eyes, “Let’s get these barrels out of the kitchen?” It takes some wrangling, mostly on Glory’s part, but they find a cart and get two of the barrels to the infirmary and then two to the armory. If the holy water is going to be used as a weapon they’re going to need some way to actually, you know, use it, and Lucían makes a note to try and figure something out later. Maybe a waterskin of some kind, but with a small nozzle, so if you squeeze it you get a good stream? Glass is expensive and it would be wasteful and dangerous to just throw bottles at the undead. He supposes there’s always just using a bucket, but that’s not terribly practical, either... It’s a riddle that he ponders all through lunch, and the ride over to the hospital, and it’s only when they’re waiting outside Mother Geraldine’s office that he suddenly realizes he’s going to have to tell the senior nun about yesterday’s rash actions. Hopefully she’s not angry? But she might be? Lucían worries at his lower lip and taps his fingers on his thighs nervously. Maybe he should have started by talking to the Mother, instead of impulsively trying unknown magic on a random nun who happened to be there. Shit, what if he’s messed this up entirely?

“Mother Geraldine will see you now,” says Sister Abigail, snapping him out of his anxiety spiral. When he glances up at her she grins, white teeth flashing in her dark face, and summons a tidy little magelight. He can’t help but smile at how proud she looks, and manages to think about that instead of his own worries as he takes a seat across the desk from Senior Mother Geraldine.

“So you’re going to teach us magic?” she asks, voice blunt and eyebrows raised. “How long will it take you to pass on what you know?” Lucían blinks. This is not how he thought this conversation was going to go.

He clears his throat and answers, “That... honestly depends, holy Mother. I’m sure you understand that students progress at their own pace.”

“Yes, yes,” Mother Geraldine says, smiling fondly. She stands and turns to a nearby table with a teapot and three cups and pours as she continues, “Also, you need to actually pass on the Blessing first in order to be able to teach anyone. Let’s assume you spend the rest of this week awakening magic in, say, fifty of my nuns. How long before they know what you know?”

Lucían pulls his lower lip between his teeth and rolls it there for a moment, thinking. “Sister Evelyn is more than capable of teaching the potionmaking magics, so she can handle getting them up to speed on the basics. If she works with them in the morning, and I take the afternoons for four hours a day I could pass along most of it in a month. That’s assuming this is all they do. I learned rather more slowly, but I also had other chores.” A lot of other chores, he doesn’t clarify, trusting that the Mother understands the kind of monastery he was raised in. Mother Geraldine hands him a cup of tea and he accepts it automatically.

“Just a month?” the Mother asks, handing a cup of tea over to Glory before sitting down. “That seems like a rather short period of time in which to teach a lifetime’s worth of skills.” The steam from her tea obscures her eyes for a moment as she takes a sip, but Lucían knows they’re still appraising and trained on him.

“If I may be blunt, they won’t be as good as I am at the end of that month,” Lucían says, and feels a hot bloom of color high in his cheeks as he comes very close to actually bragging. “Precision and creativity come with time and practice and there’s no substitute for that. What they will have is the ability to practice and refine their magics without needing me for guidance, especially since Sister Evelyn will be around.” He sips his tea thoughtfully and adds, “Though if they’re working on the fire spells unattended it’s a good idea to do that outside, well away from anything flammable. Brother Carnahan never did get the hang of summoning a flame with any precision.”

Mother Geraldine blinks. “I see.” Her eyes go distant and thoughtful as she drinks from her cup, clearly doing some mental calculations, and she sets it back down on the saucer with a clink of ceramic. “How many of my nuns can you pass the Blessing to today? Follow-up question: Can one of them be me?” Her grin is sudden and impish. “If I can possibly learn magic I’m not going to miss the opportunity, Sister Abigail has shown me what she can do so far and, frankly, it looks delightful.”

Lucían bites his lower lip again, knowing he’s going to have to deliver some potentially bad news and he hopes, hopes she understands. “I don’t know how many I can bless today,” he starts, leaning forward and setting down his teacup, “because before yesterday I didn’t know I could do it. We’ll have to wait and see. The other thing... um.” He takes a deep breath and spits out, quickly, “It doesn’t always work for everyone, some people can’t take the Blessing and there’s no way to know before you try it.” There it is, out in the open, it’s been said and he can’t take it back now. Lucían stares determinedly at the wall to the left of Mother Geraldine’s ear, not wanting to make eye contact but acutely aware that it would be rude to look at the floor.

“Try it on me, then, my boy,” Mother Geraldine says firmly. “I’m not getting any younger and it’s best to know now whether I have the capacity.” Lucían’s eyes flick to hers, startled, and she shrugs. “If everyone could do magic the monastery wouldn’t have a monopoly. Not everyone can be six and a half feet tall and have tree-trunks for legs, either.” The latter is said with a jerk of her head at Glory, who grins and takes a dainty sip of her tea. Lucían blinks at her, bewildered by the direction this conversation has gone, and the nun huffs impatiently. “Come on, young man, I’m getting older by the minute and I still don’t have magic.”

Lucían shakes himself, takes a moment to find his own brain, and stands up sharply. With a deep breath he walks around the table and kneels on the floor in front of Mother Geraldine. “I’m going to need to put my hands on you,” he says, waits for her nod, and takes one of her hands in his, carefully settling the fingertips of his other hand over her heart. “Close your eyes and match my breathing,” he says, closing his eyes, and he holds himself there until he feels the Mother’s heartbeat in time with his own.

“Good,” he says quietly when they’ve breathed in sync for several near-silent moments. “Senior Mother Geraldine, why did you become a nun?”

“The Lady came to me as a child and called me to her service,” Mother Geraldine says, voice steady and calm. “I’ve never wanted to do anything else.”

Lucían nods, though he knows she can’t see him. “And do you swear that you will serve the will of the Lady, to help others and spread Her love?”

“I swear.” There it is, under his fingers again, just the barest tingle. Lucían works very hard to stay calm, to channel the Lord, but there’s a thrill of excitement deep in his belly because maybe this is going to work again.

“And do you desire the ability to be able to help others the way She helped us?” He keeps his voice calm and soothing, keeps to the cadence of the ritual he half-invented, half-remembered. There’s no telling what part of what he did was the important part, so he’s not going to vary a thing.

“I do desire that.” Mother Geraldine’s voice has just the slightest quaver of hope in it.

“Then may you receive Her Blessing,” Lucían says, reaches down inside himself for the power that lives there, and calls it to his will, brings it up into his hands and sends it into Mother Geraldine. Please work, please work, he begs, feeling the threads of white hot light questing about inside of her, and then, faster this time, he finds a grain of Mother Geraldine’s power that sparks, kindles, and bursts into a joyous flame. It flashes all the way through her, down to the tips of her toes and out to the ends of her fingers, and Lucían flows back into his own body and opens his eyes to find the nun beaming down at him with tears on her face.

“Oh, my boy,” she whispers, cupping his face in her hands. “You did it. I feel Her Blessing in my heart.” Mother Geraldine leans forward so she can press a kiss to his forehead, pulls away so she can pinch his cheek. “Thank you, Lucían. You and Sister Evelyn are both proof that the Abbot can’t actually crush the souls of the worthy, no matter how much he tries.” She pulls him into a hug and Lucían lets her, closes his eyes and wonders if this is what it feels like to have an actual mother. He must have been held like this at some point before the monastery took him, but it was so long ago and he can’t remember. Mother Geraldine holds him for what seems like a long time, and he feels her shoulders hitch once in a silent sob, but when she finally releases him her eyes are dry.

“Well, young man,” she says firmly, gripping his shoulder and giving it a squeeze, “I look forward to your lessons in how to use this power you’ve given me. Thank you.” Lucían nods, swallows against the tightness in his throat, and climbs back to his feet. By the time he’s back in his chair Mother Geraldine has poured him another cup of tea, which he sips gratefully.

“How do you feel?” Glory asks, and he waggles his hand in the air.

“A little woozy,” he admits, “but I think if I take breaks and make sure I eat enough I can bless ten, maybe fifteen people today?”

“That’s a solid start,” Mother Geraldine says. “Sister Abigail has rounded up some of our best healers and Sister Evelyn would like to have as many of her potionmaking apprentices blessed as possible. We can start with five of each and reassess your capacity as we go.”

“Please,” Lucían says urgently, “Please let them know I can’t control if it works or not.” He shuts his mouth with a click, remembering the look on Brother Taylor’s face when the Blessing hadn’t taken and the monk had realized he was going to be relegated to a life of ingredient preparation and illumination. “I don’t want to make promises to anyone that I can’t keep.”

“I understand,” Mother Geraldine says, softly. “We’ll make that clear.” Lucían nods once, jerkily, and takes another sip of his tea. He has time to finish the cup before Sister Abigail comes to collect him, and they settle him into the chapel to make his attempts. The beeswax-incense-old wood smell of the place is grounding, even if the stained glass is unfamiliar, and Lucían takes a few deep breaths and nods at Abigail.

“I'm ready.” He hopes. Sister Abigail nods and opens the door to let in the first nun, who she introduces as Sister Lily. Lucían says a quick prayer that he won't disappoint too many of these good women today, and gestures at the seat across from him.

“Welcome, Sister,” he says as she sits down, “My name is Lucían. Do you understand why you're here?”

Sister Lily nods, blue eyes huge and nervous in her pale face. Lucían smiles in what he hopes is a reassuring manner. “Shall we begin, then?” he asks, leaning forward, and those blue eyes harden in determination as she nods again, sharper this time.

Sister Lily proves to be capable of taking the Blessing, as are the two nuns after her. When the Blessing fails on the next nun she shrugs philosophically and admits, “I really just want to garden, honestly,” and leaves the room looking a little sad but not devastated. Glory makes him take a break, serves him a glass of a mint tisane and some sliced cheese and fruit and refuses to let Sister Abigail open the door again until he’s finished eating.

The Blessing works on the next five nuns in a row, with varying levels of speed and ease, and Lucían is feeling pretty accomplished when Glory gets Abigail to hold the door again so she can make Lucían stretch a bit, walk around the room, and eat a bowl of soup and some bread. Being fussed over makes him simultaneously bristle (because he can take care of himself) and shiver (because if Glory gives an order he’s going to follow it and like following it), but he has to admit he feels better afterward.

The next nun takes the Blessing with hardly any work, which almost makes up for how passing magic to the following nun utterly fails. She looks barely out of her teens and tries to be stoic when he takes his hands away and apologizes, but he sees her face crumple as she turns away and it feels like a knife in the gut, only worse in some ways because he doesn’t get to pass out this time. Blessing the next two nuns goes smoothly, at least, and that’s when Glory calls the day’s proceedings to a halt. Lucían wants to protest but also recognizes that his hands are shaking, and that probably means it’s time to stop. Glory herds him outside to a bench in the garden and Sister Abigail shows up after a few minutes with a bowl full of some kind of chicken and rice casserole and a firm pat on the shoulder. Lucían inhales the contents of the bowl and then downs half of Glory’s waterskin with a grateful nod. There’s a patch of late afternoon sunlight on a thick bed of creeping thyme nearby, and when his legs feel steady he walks over and flops down on his back like a sleepy cat, eyes slipping shut in a kind of bliss.

“How are you?” Glory asks, flopping down next to him with a jangle of armor, and without opening his eyes he scooches closer until their shoulders press together.

Lucían doesn’t answer for a moment, taking the time to actually sort and catalog the jumble of his exhaustion. “I’m... I’m all right,” he says finally. “More emotionally drained than anything. Probably should avoid more magic today if I don’t want you to have to carry me back home.” After a deep inhale and a shaky exhale Lucían covers his face with his hands and admits, “I hate being responsible for this, every one of those women would do more with the Blessing than any one of my Brothers ever did and I can’t—I just wish—” The words don’t come, and he bites his lower lip, hard. “It shouldn’t be me,” he whispers finally.

“No,” Glory says, so bluntly that he lifts his hands and squints at her. She’s smiling up at the sky, eyes shut, the picture of contentment. Her eyes open just enough that he sees a sliver of green flick in his direction framed by the black of her kohl, and she continues, “It shouldn’t be you, Lucían, but it is, and all you can do is your best, and that’s what you’re doing.” She shifts a little so she can grab one of his hands and squeeze it. “Also, let’s be clear, you’re a kindhearted, noble little fool who would try to do more than your best and basically die if I wasn’t here to stop you.”

“I would argue with that assessment,” Lucían says in a longsuffering tone, “except I’m ready to take a nap in this hospital garden and I don’t even feel embarrassed about that.” His eyes slip closed again. It’s quiet in the garden, and he can smell the thyme underneath him, oregano and rosemary from somewhere nearby, and occasional hints of mint from further away. The sun is warm and he’s so pleasantly tired that he almost drops off to sleep before he knows it. 

“Nope,” Glory says, rolling over and pressing a kiss to his temple, startling him back to wakefulness. “You’re not allowed to go to sleep here, let me take you home. We still have time to spar before Guild dinner.”

“Nooo,” Lucían protests, squirming closer and trying to hide his head in her neck. “I’m too sleepy to spar. It’s nice here, let me nap in peace, you monster.”

“Sorry, but no.” Glory sits up and drags him upright with her. “Do you need me to carry you home like a delicate prince?”

Lucían doesn’t mention that he’d like that very much, actually, since they’re in public and it doesn’t seem appropriate to bring his secret bedroom fantasies out here. “I think I can make it home,” he says in a long-suffering tone. “Why must you be so mean to me?”

“Because you like it,” Glory says cheerfully, tugging on the hair at the nape of his neck, and all of Lucían’s secret bedroom fantasies suddenly rush back to the forefront of his mind.

“Uh,” he says, eloquently, forgetting how words work. Thankfully Glory just stands up, brushes off her hose, and reaches down to help him to his feet. It gives him a chance to make his brain start working on non-bedroom thoughts again, and by the time they make it back to the stables his blush is under control. Well, mostly under control. Well... Glory doesn’t mention anything about it, which is a victory, so he’ll take it.
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The trees around Lucían reach up into the sky, straining toward the stars like if they try hard enough, they might leave the earth entirely and end up in the heavens. It’s a beautiful night, clear and crisp and smelling of mountain air, so he wanders through the trunks without a destination in mind. The forest is alive with sound, the footsteps of animals and the whispering of the wind through the branches and the rustling of something in the underbrush. He’s never heard such life in a forest at night, and it surrounds him and buoys him up, the prickle of magic teasing his fingertips.

Between one step and the next the sounds cease, leaving a silence so great it presses against his eardrums. Lucían whirls but sees nothing, just dark trunks leading off in every direction. He thinks he was following a path, but now there’s bare soil under bare trunks like pillars, and the cold twines itself into his bones with cruel purpose. His feet move faster, not quite running but walking at a speed, and as the forest blurs around him the trees turn into columns, the canopy of branches above him turns into the ceiling of a hallway, and when he skids to a stop he’s not in the forest anymore, he’s somewhere cold and dank and echoing stone. Far in the distance he can hear chanting, horribly familiar chanting, and the sound crawls into the space behind his eyes, digs its claws into the base of his skull, and whispers of evil, forbidden power. Lucían turns, keeping his footsteps even with a great effort, and walks away.

He’s been walking for what was either moments or hours when he hears a new sound in front of him, one that shivers into the depth of his guts: the footfalls of some huge creature, irregular and scraping on the stone. This is all too familiar, he’s been here before, he knows this place, and even as he turns and walks quickly away he knows what will happen next. Sure enough, the scraping, monstrous sound echoes down the hall in front of him, and when he turns down a hallway that he swears didn’t exist before, the sound follows. It’s either the evil chanting at his front or the evil monster at his back, and no matter where Lucían goes he can’t escape. The thing behind him slams a limb against the wall, too close, too close, and Lucían breaks into a useless run. His legs strain and he gasps for breath but he can’t move, no matter how hard he runs it’s like trying to force himself through mud, or a snowdrift, or icy, frigid water. Still he tries, flees as fast as he can from the thumping of bone against rock, and he drags himself around the next corner before the thing can reach out a clawed hand and grasp him.

He’s not in the hallway anymore, a room opening up before him, lit by fire so bright it hurts his eyes. Twisted, monstrous forms cast massive, terrible shadows, creatures he’s never seen in any bestiary. Lucían backs away, because whatever is in the dark hallway is better than facing this horde, but his back finds cold stone. Heart pounding, he plasters himself against the wall, hoping against hope that perhaps if he stays quiet, if he calms his ragged breathing, none of them will notice him.

The chanting rises to a fever pitch, the power of it digging into the space behind his eyes and dripping over his skin like poisoned honey. He feels filthy, wants to claw at the sensation and try to scrape it off his body. It’s magic, he knows that somehow, but magic unlike anything he’s ever cast. This feels violent, a twisting of power for unholy ends, and he tries not to breathe, afraid it will contaminate him. He edges away, against the wall, trying to get somewhere not here.

The world shifts around him again, and creatures surround him on every side, the fire burning his eyes and making them sting with smoke. He tries to run but his limbs don’t work, his whole body stiff and cold. He can still hear the chanting but it’s distant, as though his ears are stuffed with wool. Lucían tries to blink but his eyes aren’t under his control, either. His body isn’t his own, he can’t breathe, he can’t move, can only stare blankly up at the stone ceiling, and still the chanting builds and builds, the pressure of it crushing him, if he could scream he would be screaming now but he has no voice in this cold, dead body. He’s dead, he realizes suddenly, he’s in the body of a corpse and that’s why he can’t move, the knowledge of it curdling his useless, decomposing guts. Something will happen when the chanting stops, and Lucían doesn’t want to know what it is. He tries to thrash, to move, to do anything at all, and as the chanting drags on and crushes him smaller and tighter he hears words through the chanting, words he can recognize.

“Lucían, it’s a dream.”

He jolts awake, drenched in a cold sweat, stomach roiling. For a wild moment he doesn’t recognize this room, the walls blank and bare, but Glory’s petting his forehead, one hand resting over his racing heart, and he remembers. Granite Falls. The Hospital. The grimoire. The undead. His stomach turns again, and Lucían staggers out of bed and into the privy room, barely making it to the basin before he vomits.

He retches miserably, until his stomach is empty enough that the nausea fades, and slumps, trembling, on the floor. He and Glory sleep naked these days, which normally is a delight but now he’s just cold and miserable and acutely exposed. The room gets lighter, and Glory’s footsteps pad in behind him. She crouches and sets one of their lamps on the floor, the flame cheerfully playing off the walls.

“Here,” she says, handing him a glass of water. As he rinses his mouth and spits she drapes a blanket around his shoulders, her hand rubbing circles between his shoulder blades. “Better?” she asks as he sips from the glass, and Lucían nods. “Back to bed?” At his nod she sweeps him up into her arms, and Lucían curls into her, drinking in her warmth and her pine rosemary smell. She smells alive, nothing at all like death and decay and evil. She settles him back onto the mattress and goes back for the lamp before she crawls and pulls him against her side. Lucían presses as close as he can, resting his cheek just above her breast, and lets his heart calm and the shivering finally stop.

“They’re getting worse, aren’t they?” Glory asks, when his breathing is even, and Lucían shuts his eyes against the lamplight and nods. Her hand runs up and down his spine, slow and soothing. “Do you have any idea why?”

“No,” he says, and his voice feels as raw as if he’d been screaming for hours. “Stress, maybe? It’s been a lot, lately.”

“Okay,” Glory says, carding her fingers through his hair. “Is it,” she asks after a moment, hesitantly, “is it about what happened in the warehouse, or is it about the grimoire?”

Lucían shudders and squeezes his eyes more tightly shut. He doesn’t want to think about this, doesn’t want to talk about it, wants to pretend it’s not happening. No such luck, and he pushes away, sits up and rubs his face with his hands. “I don’t know,” he says to his knees. “I mean, I know it’s not about the warehouse, but it’s not... I don’t know.” He sighs and leans back against the headboard, tugging the blankets with him. These nightmares aren’t the same as the ones he had back when he was illustrating the grimoire in the first place, but he’s been having them since they started on the mission to retrieve it. They’re so familiar, though, tugging at a distant memory, and they’re vile, full of an evil so visceral he can still feel it when he’s awake. It almost feels like they’re being forced on him, but that’s not possible, or at least it’s no magic he’s ever heard of.

“Well,” Glory says, dropping a book on his lap and startling him out of his thoughts. “We’re both extremely awake now, so why don’t we try and think about something more pleasant?” She presses her shoulder into his and bats her eyelashes at him. “Will you read to me until we’re ready to go back to sleep, my love?”

Lucían picks up the book automatically and smiles when he recognizes the volume of folktales she’d bought him back in Knightsrest. “Of course, my lady,” he says, running his fingers affectionately over the pages. “Do you have a request?”

“Hmmm,” Glory says thoughtfully, wiggling down in bed so she can lean her cheek on his shoulder. “Is there anything in there about warrior women? I like to stay on top of the trends for my profession.”

“I think there’s probably something,” Lucían says, dropping a kiss on the crown of her head. He flips through the book until he finds something good. He loves reading to Glory, loves hearing her reactions and glancing down to see the look on her face. He reads her one story, and then another, and tries not to think about twisted creatures in the dark.
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Chapter 6
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Two days later, the mornings full of holy water production, the afternoons busy with Blessing as many nuns as possible, and the evenings full of combat training with Glory and some of the local Guild warriors, Lucían digs through his satchel for the first time since the revelation about the undead. Shannon and Helena have sent him a combined letter, and one for Glory as well, and he needs his inks and pens so he can send a response. He’s thinking he’ll write Shannon’s letter in a very complicated script, so they’ll have to try and re-create it in their next letter back to him. They’ve mastered the more simple copperplates and scrolling techniques he’s taught them so far, so it’s time for a challenge.

“Helena says some of her friends want to commission you for portraits,” Glory says, eyes on her parchment, her brow slightly furrowed. He’s trying not to stare as she reads, but it’s just the first time he’s actually seen the tool she uses that helps keep her keep track of the words. It’s two slender metal pieces that hinge at right angles, and when she combines them she can make a rectangular frame of whatever size she needs to lay across the page. He can see how it would make it easier not to get lost in the writing. Glory scoots the little frame down another line and, after a moment of biting her lower lip and frowning, adds, “Apparently it’s the color work. People are very impressed.” She grins brightly and looks up, setting the letter aside as she returns to her previous chore of oiling her armor. “I knew you’d be popular, you’re an amazing artist, Lucían.” 

Lucían ducks his head and blushes. “I—” he starts, rummaging deeper in his bag, not sure what he’s about to say. His hand closes on a heavy, rectangular bundle, which proves to be the illuminated copy of The Words of Our Lord that the nuns recovered for him, large and scripted and here to remind him about the existence of books as a concept. Lucían immediately forgets what he was trying to say and smacks himself in the face. “Hells,” he says when Glory looks up from her armor. “There’s another book in Granite Falls and I totally forgot about it.”

“Huh,” Glory says, hands stilling as she looks into the middle distance. “Yeah, that’s right.” She pauses. “Fuck.”

“Yeah,” Lucían agrees. They both fall silent for a long moment. “I guess we should go get it?” Lucían offers. It seems like a much lower priority when it was when they’d arrived, Lord, less than a week ago? What with the undead to prepare for and the nuns to train and the upending of centuries of a patriarchal deathgrip on magical ability, a single book containing a boring account of a historical battle no longer registers as particularly important.

“I suppose,” Glory says with a groan, leaning back in her chair and rubbing her eyes with the hand not holding the oily rag. “If only because I hate leaving a job half done. And also because there’s a clause in the contract I have with the Abbot that says he has to pay a bonus if I can recover all seven books, and I like taking his money.” She sits back up, a dark streak of oil and metal tarnish smudged into her hairline. “Today’s technically a rest day and we don’t have anything actually scheduled. We could just go check it out now?”

“Fiiiiine,” Lucían says with a long sigh, setting the holy book down on the bed and reluctantly getting to his feet. “I’m not sneaking in through a godsdamned window this time, though, I promise you that.”

They check the location of the book on the large map in the library before they head out and get confirmation that, yes, it’s still in the neighborhood where if you wander alone at night you’re likely to get robbed. Lucían grumbles internally the whole ride over. It’s written in Verimora with fancy lettering and no one cares about the battle described therein. What’s it worth outside of a library, anyway? Why would anyone bother stealing it in the first place? Is there a huge underground market for boring historical poetry? If so, why?

“We’re here,” Glory says, slowing Tulip to a walk and jerking her chin at a street that honestly doesn’t look much different from any other street. Maybe there’s a little more garbage in the alleys? It’s not what Lucían would have thought a rough neighborhood would look like, and he absently wonders what factors combine to make one area less safe than another. “Find us a book, my love.” Lucían blinks and shakes his head a little, re-centering himself on the actual situation in front of them, and pulls the crystal tracking pendant out of a pocket.

It takes about twenty minutes of criss-crossing the neighborhood, but Lucían’s gotten better at doing this spell out in the world and that skill eventually points them at a run-down warehouse. He sighs as they ride by, as though on their way to another destination, and watches the crystal track the warehouse the whole way. “Oh, good,” he says sullenly. “Another warehouse.”

“I’m beginning to think your heart isn’t in this one,” Glory says as they ride away. Lucían can’t stop himself from making a face that he knows is immature. She glances at him and snorts, looking away quickly before she starts laughing for real. “We don’t have to,” she says quietly, and he looks at her, startled. “We can tell him it was irreparably damaged and there was nothing we could do. I’ll still get paid, I just won’t get the bonus. It’s not like the Abbot has any choice about hiring me for future work.”

Lucían considers it, he really does. She’s offering him a way out, and he wants it, doesn’t want to sneak into any more warehouses where people with knives want to rearrange his guts, doesn’t want to focus on recovering a book of useless poetry (of all things!) when he could be helping people with actual problems, like, just as an example, the undead. But... damn it, he hates leaving something undone, and the book in there was illuminated by one of his Brothers and that work deserves respect, and he also wants to see the look on the Abbot’s face when the man has to pay Glory an even larger amount of money.

“Let’s get the damned book,” he grumbles, and sees Glory grin out of the corner of his eye. “At least it’s not raining this time.”

Fortunately for Lucían, the gods apparently don’t have a sense of dramatic irony, so when they return later, under the cover of darkness, it is still not raining. The area around the warehouse has fewer lamps than elsewhere in the city, and they glide from shadow to shadow until they’re pressed up against the stone wall of the building. It’s a smaller warehouse than the one they’d infiltrated in Knightsrest (Where I got stabbed! Lucían can’t help but think) and more dilapidated. Whoever has the book is running either a smaller, poorer operation or finds it useful to conceal their movements under the guise of poverty. The windows are low enough that Lucían only has to sit on Glory’s shoulders in order to reach, and he holds up the flat of one of his knives and peers at the reflection in the blade.

The interior is dimly lit, just a few oil lamps flickering here and there, and he doesn’t see anyone inside. That’s mostly because this particular window is half-blocked by a shelf with some moldering crates on it, and Lucían taps Glory on her right side with his heel. She shifts to the right, and he angles his blade back and forth to get a better look at the place. They circuit most of the building that way, and when Glory sets him back down on his feet he’s frowning.

“I only count four men,” he says quietly as they huddle in a patch of deeper shadow. “They’re armed, but not well, daggers and short swords.” He hesitates, trying to figure out what’s bothering him about the situation. “When we did this in Knightsrest, those men looked sharp, dangerous, yeah?”

Glory nods. Lucían worries at his lower lip for a minute and finally says, “I don’t see that here. These men just look tired. It doesn’t feel the same...” He squeezes his eyes shut and blurts, “I don’t want to kill them, Glory, it’s not right.”

“Hey,” Glory says, gripping his shoulder and tilting his chin up with her hand until he opens his eyes and looks at her. “We don’t have to kill them. We wouldn’t have killed anyone last time but they attacked us. We can figure something out. We still don’t even have to get this book, we can go home and go to bed if that’s what you choose.” She leans down to kiss him, once, a reassuring heat against his lips. It fills him up, steadies him, and when Glory pulls away Lucían breathes easier.

“Okay,” he says, thinking hard. It was dim inside, and the men were listlessly playing some kind of dice game rather than patrolling so they’re not expecting any kind of attack or even disturbance. Back in the warehouse in Knightsrest (he winces internally every time he thinks about it) the smugglers there hadn’t been expecting to face magic. Maybe he can use that somehow? Take them by surprise? He remembers, suddenly, late night pranks with his Brothers, and starts to grin. “I think I have an idea.”

Glory follows him back around to the front doors of the warehouse without asking him to elaborate, which he’s glad of, because it feels silly to explain it. The hinges are in ill-repair, which helps with his plan. He presses his hands to either side of the top hinge and gets ready to do something possibly foolish.

Lucían shoves heat into the hinge, hard and fast, until the wood around it starts smoking and threatens to burst into flame, then yanks the heat back out, even faster, until the hinge goes so cool it frosts over. The metal creaks slightly and he grins. The theory is sound, then. He repeats the process, driving heat in and yanking it back out, until the metal finally gives up under the stress and snaps. Lucían presses his ear to the door and listens hard, but no one inside seems to have noticed anything. Perfect. The middle hinge goes next, taking a little longer before it breaks, but the bottom hinge had one foot in the grave and snaps after barely two repetitions of the heat-cold cycle. The only thing holding the door on now is the latch on the inside. With a wave of his hand Lucían directs Glory back away from the door, to where they can speak a little more freely.

“You’re going to yank the door down,” he tells her in a bare whisper. “Then just follow my lead. If this doesn’t work—” Lucían shakes his head firmly, not letting himself consider the option. “I think it’ll probably work, but let’s just try and knock them out if we need to.”

“Understood. Swords out?”

“Yes, I think that will help. Be intimidating.”

“You only have to ask,” Glory purrs with a salacious wink as she draws the two swords crossed on her back. That staggers him for a moment because, uh, it’s definitely showed up in some dreams, but this absolutely isn’t the time and he has to stuff that thrilled shiver back down his spine so he can focus. He jerks his chin at the opposite side of the door and presses himself against the wall on his side as Glory transfers both swords to one hand and grabs the heavy wooden handle with the other. Her green eyes flick to his for permission, and when he nods she braces her mighty muscled legs and heaves with one arm and all the power of her shoulders, and holy shit even in the darkness he can see the flex of her biceps and has to, again, shove aside his reaction because there are things to do.

Lucían moves before the door has fully hit the ground, willing magic into being with flicks of his fingertips as he strides into the warehouse with a confidence he doesn’t actually feel. He calls a crown of flames to float above his head, wreaths his hands in more fire, and gives Glory a halo of magelight, coats her swords in a glow so bright it hurts to look at it. It’s a tricky bit of spellcasting, keeping all of them going at once, and he takes the barest moment to be proud. Then there are four men staring up at him with nearly identical expressions of shock and horror, and he gets down to business.

“You have something that belongs to me,” Lucían says out loud, but also projects into their ears, creating the terrifying, echoing effect of speaking as a legion. Glory steps in just back and to the side of him, and he can see the light of her swords reflect in four pairs of wide, stunned eyes as she holds herself at the ready. He points one of his flaming hands at them, keeps the other held with his fingers curled toward the sky, making it look like he’s somehow holding the living flame in and around his palm. “Return my property and we will leave you in peace. If you do not...” He whirls his hands around in a completely unnecessary but elaborate shape and pulls four more flames into the air in front of him. They flicker as he stares, deadpan, at the men, and then he snaps his fingers and the four hovering flames wink out of existence.

“Shit,” one of the men says, “fuck, okay, I’ll give you whatever you want.” His hands are up and his eyes flick back and forth between the literally on-fire Lucían and the very tall, avenging fae glow of Glory.

“Jacob!” hisses one of the other men, and Jacob snaps, “Shut the fuck up, Charles, do they pay us enough to get lit on fire by some magical creepy fuck?” Charles does, indeed, shut the fuck up, and Jacob turns back to Lucían. “What do you want?”

“You have a book,” Lucían says, still in that terrifying doubled voice, “It contains many mystical secrets not decipherable to the uninitiated. Bring it to me at once.” He’s banking on none of these men being able to read Verimora, which is a pretty safe bet but his heart still hammers in his chest.

Jacob nods, wary but willing. “I’m going to get up from the table now,” he says, almost a question, but waits for Lucían’s nod of approval and keeps his eyes on Lucían’s hands, which, and this cannot be overemphasized, are on fucking fire. Jacob disappears into the mildewed shelves and comes back quickly, hands held up next to his head, one holding a hefty, leather-bound volume with gilding on the cover. It’s the right book, and Lucían doesn’t heave a sigh of relief because that would give the game away, but he was also really hoping that there weren’t going to be multiple books involved in this transaction so this is great.

“Good,” Lucían tells him. “Put it on the ground here.” He twitches his fingers and a little flame shoots up from the ground approximately eight feet in front of him. It’ll keep Jacob out of range of Glory’s swords, which is Lucían being nice to the terrified man, but it’s also going to keep them far enough away from Jacob to make it harder for him to get off any attacks. Jacob seems to be a sensible smuggler, at least, and he slowly sets the book down on top of the tiny scorch mark, eyes flitting between Lucían and Glory the whole time, and then immediately backs away until he bumps into the table.

“On the ground, all of you,” the She-Wolf snarls, speaking for the first time since they’d entered the warehouse, and Lucían has never heard that tone of command in her voice and he has to bodily resist the urge to obey. The four smugglers in the warehouse have no such struggle, and there’s a clatter of metal as they practically fling themselves down. “Hands on your heads,” she orders, her voice rumbling, as inexorable as thunder, and eight hands slap onto four heads. She sheathes one glowing sword and steps forward to pick up the book, keeping a careful watch on the rest of the warehouse until she’s back to her position just behind Lucían’s shoulder. “You will count to one hundred before you even think of moving,” the She-Wolf says, still in that deep, deadly, irresistible voice, and damn it this is not the time to get aroused, but Lucían’s already half-hard and is just going to have to deal with that later.

“We were never here,” he tells the huddled forms on the floor, and then he and the She-Wolf back slowly out the door, eyes darting around the warehouse for any final dangers. As soon as they’re outside and far enough around the corner to block any sightlines Lucían drops the spells and they both take off at a sprint, as silently as possible for two people covered in armor and, in the She-Wolf’s case, an impressive array of weapons. They’re three streets away when she grabs him by the arm and yanks him into an alley, so fast that his feet skid on the slate sidewalk.

“What—” he starts, but before he can say anything else her mouth is on his, because she’s lifted him off his feet and pinned him against a wall with the full weight of her body. Lucían’s hands scrabble at her shoulders as she pillages his mouth, kissing him so hard and hot he worries for a moment that he didn’t extinguish all the fire spells. She presses closer, and he wraps his legs around her hips, locks his ankles behind her, and kisses back feverishly, desperately, the anxious energy of a dangerous situation transforming into a wave of desire so quickly it leaves him dizzy. The She-Wolf scrapes his lower lip with her teeth, swallowing down his moan, and Lucían is pretty sure they’re about to fuck in this alley. Some distant part of him considers that he’d never thought alley sex would feature in his life, and now that it’s a possibility his body is incredibly in favor of the idea.

“That,” she says, pulling away from his mouth so he can see her grin, feral and sharp in the dim light, “was brilliant. You’re brilliant, Lucían, gods above, you’re amazing.” The She-Wolf works one hand roughly into his hair, the other under his ass to support his weight (somehow still holding the book), and she kisses him again, tongue shoving into his mouth like she owns him. Lucían moans again, shudders hard against her, and goes limp, ready to submit to whatever she wants from him.

“We need to move,” she says, her lips just brushing his, and Lucían has to smother a whine of protest when she carefully lowers him to his feet. She tucks the poetry volume away in her satchel and he definitely doesn’t have to take the opportunity to adjust himself in his trousers while she does so. When he has control over his legs again Glory takes his hand and pulls him down the alley, away from where they came in, and they exit the other end strolling arm-in-arm, a couple out for a casual stroll. If he’s walking a little strangely while he waits for his erection to subside, well, there’s hardly anyone else out right now so his secret is mostly safe. They make their way to the stable a few blocks away where they’d lodged the horses, and ride back out into Granite Falls proper. Lucían can’t stop grinning, absolutely giddy with triumph. It worked! He did it! They have the book, and no one had to die, and he feels like he could do anything.

They get back to the Guild at moonrise, Glory’s white-gold hair rimmed silver in the light as she swings down off Tulip in the courtyard, and Lucían can’t keep his eyes off her as he leads Daffodil into the stables. His lips are tingling, almost swollen from what she’d done in the alley, and Lord, but he wants her to finish what she started, wants her to pin him down and hold him there. She’s ready to go, he can tell from the way she keeps trailing her hands over the nape of his neck, the way she leans in behind him so she can reach her arms over his shoulders to unbuckle a piece of tack he didn’t need help with, her breath huffing against his ear. They get the horses settled in a rush and hurry upstairs, and Lucían gets barely inside the door before Glory crowds him back against it, her mouth on his and her hands in his hair. She’s being so aggressive, and it’s so close to what he’s wanted from her for so long, and he’s so wild with triumph he’s actually ready to ask for it. He wants this, wants her, but he also wants more, he needs to try, he has to try to tell her, so Lucían drags his mouth away from hers and gasps, “Glory, wait.”

Her hands release his hair immediately, and she pulls back, her brow furrowed in concern. “What is it, Lucían?” she asks, green eyes flicking back and forth between his. “Is something wrong?”

“No, no,” he reassures her, almost tripping over the words, “I just—I need—there’s something I wanted to tell you. I’ve been wanting to tell you for a while now.” His heart pounds hard enough that he can feel it in his ears, wonders if Glory can tell between the layers of armor currently between them.

“Okay,” Glory says, still concerned, and steps carefully back from him. His hands are shaking, he knows she can feel it when she takes one and tugs him over to the table. She sits down, kicking out the other chair for him, and Lucían settles gingerly on it, mind stuttering blankly now that he’s on the precipice of trying to explain his shameful desires.

“I—” he starts, shuts his teeth with a click, and runs a hand over his face. “There are times when I—” he tries again, peters out, and exhales in a sharp huff. “I was hoping you’d—that you’d—” His words fail again, and Lucían slaps his hands down on the table, trembling with frustration and nerves. I want you to hold me down and use me and hurt me, is what he wants to say but can’t get out. I don’t know if it’s normal but I want it very badly and I hope this isn’t what makes you send me away. It’s too forward to just say that, makes him feel flayed open just considering it, Lord, this was a mistake—

“Lucían,” Glory says, reaching across the table and covering one of his hands with hers. Lucían can’t stop himself from glancing up at her, and her green eyes are full of a gentle, warm affection that disarms him completely. She gives his hand a squeeze and says, “Ask for what you want, my love.”

Lucían shuts his eyes, takes a deep breath, and manages, “Do you remember after the Gala, when we—when we argued?”

“I do,” Glory says, and she sounds concerned, and he knows she has some regrets about that conversation but he has to finish now that he started, so he blurts, “You—you asked if I wanted you to force me. And I do. Want that. From you.” Glory’s grip clenches around his fingers, once, hard, at the same time that he hears her rough intake of breath. Lucían’s eyes shoot open, shit, he’s ruined everything hasn’t he—

That thought dies where it stands, because Glory’s eyes are fixed on him, hungry and hot, her pupils blown so wide he can barely see the rim of green around the edges. He stares, transfixed, as she slowly wets her lower lip with her tongue and rolls her shoulders back infinitesimally. “Come here,” she says, giving his hand a tug, and Lucían lets her pull him out of his chair to stand between her spread knees. “Down,” she tells him, pressing on his shoulder with two fingers, and it’s the most natural thing in the world to go to his knees in front of her, it’s like breathing, except he’s having a hard time breathing right now because is this happening? After he’s settled, kneeling, in front of her, Glory takes his hands and carefully, deliberately settles them on her thighs, thumbs digging in at the junction where her legs meet her hips. When he’s arranged to her satisfaction she slides both of her hands into his hair, strokes her fingers against his scalp until Lucían’s eyes are half-closed and the tension has dropped from his shoulders. Her hands both clench into fists, sudden and with no warning, and the sharp pain of that shudders down his spine, startles an “Ah!” out of his mouth.

“Is this good, Lucían?” Glory asks, her voice a low purr, and Lucían swallows, nods against her grip, pulling his hair again as he moves his head. “Good. Can you open your eyes and look at me, my love?” It’s a struggle, because this is so good and also incredibly embarrassing, and Lucían knows his face is hot and flushed, but he manages to obey her, meets that feral green gaze and shudders again.

“Good boy,” Glory says, and he knows she can hear the way his breath catches when she says that. “I’m going to force you, Lucían,” she says, still in that dangerous low rumble, and Lucían whimpers, feels his cock twitch at those words, oh Lord it’s happening, “but I need you to tell me what you want that to look like. I need you to tell me what will be good for you. Can you do that for me?”

Lucían nods again, wets his lips and swallows, acutely aware of her eyes tracking those movements. “I want—I want you to overpower me,” he says, heart racing, hands trembling on her thighs. “I want to be punished for my sins. I want you to hold me down. I want you to bind me. I—I want you to hurt me, a little.” He takes a deep, shaky breath, but she hasn’t run screaming yet, is in fact still looking down at him with those hungry, dark eyes, so he adds, “I want you to use me. I want to serve you. I want you to take your pleasure from me until I have nothing left to give. I want you to control me.” His fingers flex involuntarily against the muscles of her hips as he pants, shallow and openmouthed, completely floored by his body’s response to kneeling in front of her and telling her his actual fantasies out loud. The dam is broken now, and he can’t seem to stop talking, the words tripping over themselves to fall out of his mouth. “I want you to be the She-Wolf when you do it. I want you to be wearing this—” he raises one shaking hand to trace the necklace, his necklace, set into the collar at her throat “—I want you to claim me. I want to be yours, Glory, it’s all I’ve ever wanted.” His hand drops back to her thigh as he falls silent and waits, shaking with nerves and anticipation, for her reaction.

“Anything else?” she asks, releasing his hair with one hand so she can run a single finger up and down the side of his neck. Lucían blinks hard and tries to focus through the haze of his arousal.

“Sometimes in my dreams you’re wearing the necklace and your fur and nothing else,” he says, a little dazed, and is treated to a low, amused chuckle that shoots heat through his groin. Glory cups his cheek in her hand and runs her calloused thumb across his lower lip, once, twice, and then pushes it into his mouth up to the knuckle. It’s such a minor invasion of his body, all told, that it takes him completely by surprise when he moans out loud, acutely aware of how much he’s leaking into his underclothes. The thumb stays in his mouth, pressed against one of his lower canines, and Lucían blinks up at Glory, dizzy and trembling.

“Is there anything, my sweet boy, that you don’t want me to do?” she asks, taking her thumb out of his mouth and scrubbing it roughly across his lower lip. It’s not a question he was expecting, and Lucían mentally flails, adrift and definitely not functioning at full mental capacity.

“I don’t—” he stammers, trying to make his brain work again “I hadn’t—like what?” he finally manages, forcing himself to keep eye contact because he can at least understand that this question is important, even if he doesn’t know what she means, really.

“Well,” Glory says, stroking one hand through his hair while the other one maintains its grip, “do you want me to cut you with knives to make you bleed? Choke you? Beat you with something made of metal or wood?”

“No,” Lucían says with a frown, “I didn’t—I didn’t know those were—do you want to do that to me?” If she orders him to do it he’ll do it, he realizes, but none of those options sounds appealing for its own sake. Glory shrugs one shoulder lazily, traces her fingers up and down the side of his neck again.

“I don’t find any of those activities appealing, personally,” she says, “but if you really wanted it, I would figure something out. So you have a hard limit of no bodily injury?”

Lucían nods, realizing that perhaps his deviances aren’t terribly extreme after all. Some part of him still functioning at a reasonable capacity for thought makes a note to ask more detailed questions about that later, which he immediately forgets when Glory digs her fingernails into the muscle where his neck meets his shoulder. He whimpers as his mind goes blissfully, delightfully blank.

“I assume hair-pulling is a given,” Glory says into his ear, and he startles because he hadn’t realized she’d leaned that close, “but how else do you want me to hurt you? Do you want me to strike you with my hands? A belt? Should I use my teeth? My fingernails?” She uses the hand in his hair to yank his head to the side, exposing the long line of his neck, and bites him on the tendon just below the ear, making his cock throb painfully.

“Yes, fuck, please, yes,” Lucían babbles, hands trying to get a grip on her thighs and scrabbling uselessly against the leather of her armor. “All of it, I need it, please—” He only stops begging because she crushes her lips to his, holding his head in place with her fist in his hair as she attacks his mouth with teeth and deep, aggressive sweeps of her tongue until he feels like he’s going to drown. Fuck, he’s going to come in his trousers from this, he wants her so much he thinks he might choke on it, and when she finally releases his mouth he gasps for air, desperate and lightheaded.

“I need one more thing from you, my sweet, beautiful Lucían,” Glory says, taking his chin between her thumb and forefinger so she can force him to make eye contact. She’s flushed pink across her cheeks and nose, her lips already swollen and red from their kissing, but her eyes, Lord above, her pupils are so dilated they’re practically all black, and he distantly realizes that he feels like prey. “Focus,” she says, giving him a little shake with the hand in his hair, and Lucían takes a deep breath and tries to get himself vaguely under control. “Good boy.” Lucían can’t stop himself from shivering when she says that, and he knows she knows, but now he doesn’t care anymore because it’s not a secret. She’s still talking, though, and he drags his attention back to her. “Lucían, I need you to promise me that if I go too far, or if you don’t like something, or it hurts not in a good way, or if everything just gets to be too much and you need me to slow down or stop, you’ll tell me. Can you promise me that, my love?”

Lucían nods and Glory shakes him by the hair again. “Say it out loud,” she orders, and Lucían twitches bodily at the tone of command in her voice.

“I promise,” he says, out loud, his voice barely recognizable. It’s enough, though, because Glory beams down at him and gives him another kiss, this one gentle and sweet.

“Good boy,” she says, pulling away to lean her forehead against his. They breathe together like that for a moment, Lucían basking in her warmth and attention, and then she sits up, grabs him by the shoulder, and throws him to the ground as easily as if he was a piece of dirty laundry.

“Strip naked and put your hands on the wall,” the She-Wolf snarls at him, dark eyes hard and dangerous, and Lucían stares up at her from the floor, transfixed and a little terrified. “What are you waiting for? Move,” she snaps, and Lucían scrambles to his feet and staggers further into the room, shedding weapons, armor, and clothing with trembling hands. It’s quite possibly the fastest he’s ever undressed in his life, and he presses his hands to the open space of wall next to the bed and bows his head, trying to focus on something other than how fucking hard he is right now. He hears the She-Wolf stand and walk closer to him, metal and leather shifting as she moves, and he turns his head to get a look at her, to try and figure out what he should do next.

“No,” she says, grabbing his hair in her fist and roughly forcing it to face the wall again. “You don’t look anywhere else until I tell you to, Lucían, do you understand?”

“I understand,” he rasps out, barely a whisper, and she yanks on his hair, ignoring how he cries out in mixed pain (because hells, it does hurt) and pleasure (because it’s like his scalp is wired directly to his cock, and he feels it jolt and leak again).

“I didn’t hear you,” she hisses into his ear. “I asked you if you understood. Answer me.”

“Yes, She-Wolf,” he says, louder this time, his voice obscenely broken. It seems to be the right answer, because the She-Wolf releases his hair and strokes her hand gently down his back.

“Good boy,” she purrs, her lips brushing the shell of his ear. “I love how eager you are to please me. You’re going to do everything I say, aren’t you?”

Her hand comes to a rest on his hip, her thumb swiping back and forth along the jut of his sacrum, and he shudders as he says, “Yes, She-Wolf.” His cock twitches again. How is this so good when she’s barely touched him?

“Stay here,” she says, letting her fingers trail across his lower back as she steps away, and Lucían is left panting against the wall, straining his ears for any clues as to what awaits him. He hears the rustling of fabric, maybe on the bed? There are some soft sounds, probably from leather, and the clinking of metal against wood, so she’s likely to be taking off her weapons. That... is a good idea, though part of him is intrigued by the idea of her taking him with her swords still strapped to her back. Lucían risks a glance down at himself and has to bite a lip to stifle a groan at the sight of his cock, flushed dark and hard, jutting out uselessly into empty air.

“You didn’t move,” the She-Wolf says from right behind him, and Lucían startles, fingertips scraping against the wall. “That was very good,” she says, running a finger along his arm from his shoulder down to his hand, and Lucían has to smother another embarrassing sound. That finger slowly slides around to the inside of his wrist, traces small circles into the tender skin there, above the veins, and just when he relaxes a little, clamps down hard. She moves quickly, viciously, and before he can breathe the She-Wolf has his arm twisted up behind his back in a lock, her other arm wrapped around his waist, pinning the other forearm into his side. The metal of her armor bites into the bare skin of his lower back, and Lucían shudders so hard it jars the shoulder of the arm she’s locked up, and drops his head back against her chest with a whine. Any fight he had goes out of him in a hard rush, leaving him slumped in her grasp and utterly at her mercy. Fuck, he loves it.

“Good boy, you’re so ready for me, aren’t you?” she purrs in his ear as she drags him over to the bed and throws him face-down onto it before he can answer. “On your knees,” the She-Wolf orders and Lucían scrambles to obey. The blankets are turned down and she’s draped one of their towels over the sheet, so he centers himself on it, because if she’s put it here it’s for a reason. He settles his weight back over his heels, keeps his hands at his sides, and waits, muscles twitching in anticipation. The She-Wolf still hasn’t let him see her, and hasn’t told him if he can look, so he keeps his eyes forward.

“Hands behind your back,” the She-Wolf tells him, and he does as she says, feeling the mattress move as she climbs onto the bed behind him. When the first piece of soft leather wraps around his wrist he jolts like a startled horse, breath coming in gasps so loud they’re practically words. “Do you like that?” she asks in his ear, taking her sweet time as she wraps the leather around his other forearm, doing something complicated as she binds his arms together, wrists to elbows.

Lucían nods desperately, squeezing his eyes shut, and remembers that he needs to say it out loud so he wrings a “Yes, She-Wolf,” out of his throat. Her chuckle is low and rumbles like thunder, her hands gently skimming over his forearms, testing the bindings before she grabs them in one fist, the other gripping his hair, and forces him face-down on the bed. The metal of her armor bites into the skin of his back and ass as she bends over him, using the weight of her body in addition to her hands, and Lucían moans a sharp “Ah!” into the mattress. Her hands release him but she stays low, keeps him weighed down and pliant under her. Lucían tugs against his bonds instinctively, but nothing budges, it just pulls the leather bindings tighter, makes them dig into his skin a little, and fuck that sensation rolls down his back and skitters along his cock. It makes him whine and buck back a little into the She-Wolf’s hard body, scraping himself on her armor, and then that scrape lights up his nerves, too, and he leaks some more as his cock throbs, grinds back against her hips again, everything is so good and he can’t think and she hasn’t even touched his dick yet and he’s already breathing, “please, please She-Wolf, fuck, please” into the sheets.

“Stop moving,” she snaps, fisting one hand into his hair and pulling, and Lucían freezes, chest down, ass in the air, trembling, every muscle screaming at him for movement, for more. “I know you want my hand on your cock,” the She-Wolf says, and he practically sobs on his exhale, gods, yes, he wants that, “but I don’t think you’ve earned it yet. In fact,” she continues, sitting up and shifting so she’s no longer in contact with him, “I don’t know if you deserve my hand on your cock, pet, because you’ve been lying to me about what you want.”

Before he can comprehend the movement she’s dragged him across her lap, his toes barely in contact with the floor, blood rushing to his head as she bends him over her legs. Lucían opens his mouth to protest, or beg, but the She-Wolf’s hand smacks the meat of his ass, hard, and instead of words all that comes out is a yelp. It hurts, it does, but it also makes his eyes glaze over, makes his cock twitch where it’s ended up nestled into her bare thighs, and when she smacks him a second time he grinds into her skin and moans.

“Why have you been lying to me about this, Lucían?” she asks, smacking him again and tugging on his hair, lifting his head.

“I—ah!—I was afraid!” he blurts, words barely comprehensible through the sounds he makes every time her hand meets flesh. “I thought it was wrong,” he confesses, then moans low and urgently when she smacks his ass again on a place already hot and smarting from her blows. “I thought it was a sin.”

“So you were a fool.” Her hand comes down in one more firm strike and he chokes on his cry, nodding and aware that his hips are moving in sharp little jerks against her thighs.

“Yes, She-Wolf,” Lucían says, and instead of smacking him this time she pulls hard on his hair, arching his back and driving his cock harder against her.

“We could have been having so much fun, pet, if you’d been less foolish. Do you regret lying to me?” The She-Wolf drags her fingernails down his spine, too hard, and the sound Lucían makes is like nothing he’s ever heard come out of his mouth before.

“Yes, She-Wolf,” he manages, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry for lying, I deserve this—uungh—” She smacks him again, on the thigh just below his ass, and his cock leaks a little rush of fluid onto her skin.

“This is what you get,” she snarls as her hand connects with the tender skin of his other thigh, “when you lie to me. This is your punishment.” Lucían is on fire, every time she strikes him his skin burns, swollen, with her touch. Her hand remains in his hair, pulling his neck back at a painful angle, his arms bound behind his back forcing a shoulder stretch he’ll feel for days.

She shifts a little under him and his cock slips into the tight space between her thighs, already wet with his leaked fluids. He thrusts into that cleft as much as he can as she beats him, distantly aware of someone saying “yes, fuck, please, I deserve it, oh fuck, please yes” and eventually figures out that it must be him. The She-Wolf pulls his hair again, hard and sweet against his scalp, and she smacks him on what must be a bruise and Lord it hurts so perfectly that Lucían yelps and surprises himself by coming, fast and harsh and desperately gasping as he empties himself into the softness of her thighs. Any remaining muscular control he was still clutching disappears, leaving his body along with his seed, and he goes limp in her grip, trembling uncontrollably, head only held aloft because she’s still gripping his hair.

The She-Wolf sighs and gives his head a bit of a shake before she drops it. “You came,” she says disdainfully. “I wasn’t done playing with you yet and you’ve gone and spoiled my fun by coming too early.” She drags her fingers across his back, gently this time, and Lucían whimpers, the weight of his head pulling toward the floor, soothing the ache in his neck while it simultaneously makes him lightheaded and dizzy.

“I’m sorry,” he rasps out, “I’m so sorry I came too early, I didn’t know—” his voice breaks when she smacks him on the ass. “I’m sorry, She-Wolf, please—” he keeps going, tugging his arms against the binding as he babbles, desperate to please her “—let me make it up to you, I’m sorry, please don’t be angry—” The She-Wolf smacks him again and his words trail off into something halfway between a scream and a moan.

“I don’t know if you’re capable of making it up to me,” the She-Wolf says, grabbing him by the shoulders and dragging him backward off of her lap. Lucían collapses to his knees, his legs refusing to support him, furiously tries to blink away the black spots in his vision. She laces one hand into his hair to help him stay upright, using the other to scrape the mess he made off of her thighs.

As his vision clears he realizes abruptly that while she still has on her corselet and his necklace, she’s otherwise naked, and as she shifts her legs he glimpses golden curls and the pink flash of her pussy. She wipes her sticky hand on his chest, making him shudder, and he manages, “Please, She-Wolf, let me try.”

“I didn’t ask you to speak,” she growls, dragging him to kneel directly in front of her. The She-Wolf bares her teeth at him, eyes feral and glinting in her pale face. Her gaze strikes him like a hammer, and his cock twitches again, starting to regain interest in the proceedings. “What should I do with such a disappointment?” she asks idly, smiling down at him, slow and dangerous, and Lord, she’s beautiful. He has just enough time to think that before she pinches his nipple sharply, and a, “Hnnaah—” escapes from his mouth as he arches his back into her touch, arms jerking at his bindings involuntarily.

“How do you think you can best apologize for coming too quickly, my pet?” she asks conversationally, releasing his nipple and petting the side of his neck.

“Anything you want, She-Wolf,” he says, willing to promise her the moon, to sacrifice himself for her and let her claim him as an offering.

“Anything I want, hmm?” She tilts her head thoughtfully. “What I want is to come. Do you want to make me come, Lucían?”

“Yes, She-Wolf,” he blurts, yanking at his bindings again. “Please let me, I’ll do whatever you waaaaaugh!” His words turn into another moan as she pinches his other nipple, and he shuts his eyes, thrashing his head in her grasp.

“I don’t know if you deserve that yet, pet,” the She-Wolf says, and he blinks his eyes back open, tries to focus on her though the haze of pleasure-pain singing in his bloodstream. Her head tilts, her mouth open enough that he can see her press her pink tongue against one canine before she flicks it out to wet her lips. “I think maybe you need to learn what I like first.” She spreads her legs, exposing her swollen, wet pussy, and Lucían knows he’s getting hard again. She drags him closer by the hair, until he can smell her arousal, and the She-Wolf curls her lip at him in a snarl as she slides her free hand between her legs, circles her clit once and then drives her two middle fingers into her cunt ruthlessly. “Are you paying attention, Lucían?” she asks, exhaling a moan as she fucks herself, close enough that he can practically taste her but far enough away that he has no chance of touching her.

“Yes, She-Wolf.” It’s impossible to tear his eyes away from the wet slide of her fingers, the way she bucks her hips into her hand, and Lucían wants to put his mouth on her, wants to be the one making her make those sounds, but he’s trapped instead and he hates it and he loves it. The She-Wolf hisses between her teeth, thighs shaking, and he risks a glance at her face. Her eyes are squeezed shut, teeth clenched around short little gasps as she works herself over, and finally tips over the edge, hips rocking against her fingers as she comes practically on his face. The hand between her legs doesn’t stop for some time more, until she’s done gasping for breath and mostly stopped shaking. The She-Wolf opens her green eyes again and grins slowly down at him. “I think perhaps you get a treat, my pet,” she says, pulling her hand away from her cunt. It’s practically dripping with her wetness, and she lowers her two middle fingers to his mouth, waits for his lips to part and then slides them inside. Lucían tongues her fingers, tastes her fluids, and shivers head to toe, muffling a moan around her hand. When he swallows he can feel her eyes on him, which makes the whole thing even fucking hotter, so he rolls his tongue around and between her fingers, chases down every last hint of her wetness until she finally pulls her hand back out of his mouth and leaves him breathless.

“I suppose you did well enough at that,” she says thoughtfully, examining her hand for a moment. Before he can blink she drags him to his feet and throws him backward onto the bed. Lucían lands with a gasp, his shoulders jarring with the impact, and she crawls on top of him with feral grace. The She-Wolf threads the fingers of one hand through his hair, grins down at him with a dangerous glint in her green eyes, and drops her pussy onto his mouth without another word. Lucían doesn’t have to be told even once what his job is, and licks hard directly into her center, rolls his tongue up until he finds her clit and keeps it there to trace circles around it fast and firm. Her hips grind down against him, little hitches back and forth as he keeps his tongue working, and he knows he has it right when her hand tightens in his hair and the She-Wolf starts to ride his face in earnest. “Don’t stop,” she orders, and past the curve of her stomach he can see her reach her other hand behind her hip. His tongue lashes against her fingers, and Lucían realizes she’s using her hand to fuck herself from behind even as she grinds on his face. Her thighs start to tremble again, so Lucían sucks on her clit, flicks it with the flat of his tongue, and the She-Wolf pins his head in place with her hand and ruts against his mouth, hard and fast and panting, until she finally moans, low and broken. She clamps her thighs around his face, body shuddering in hard jerks as she comes so hard she floods his chin with it. Lucían keeps going, drawing out her orgasm with practiced licks and sucks at her clit, doesn’t stop until she uses his hair to yank his face away from her cunt. He gasps for air, jaw aching, aware that his face is soaked in her from the nose-down, and the smell of her is everywhere, inescapable, which is when he realizes that his cock is painfully hard again. Will she sit on his face again or will she fuck him, he wonders hazily. Either option would be great, so he slumps bonelessly under her and waits for her orders.

“That was very good, Lucían,” the She-Wolf says, opening her eyes and crawling back down his body to straddle his midsection. “What a good boy you are, making me come like that. Did you like having me come on your face?” 

“Yes, She-Wolf,” he says immediately, and she slides the fingers she fucked herself with into his mouth before he’s finished speaking and leaves them there for him to clean. “I know you did, my pet,” she tells him while he works his tongue around her fingers, “you’re so desperate to please me, aren’t you? So I’m going to tell you how you can keep being good for me.” Fuck, yes, please, he wants to know, so he nods, sucks on her fingers as she pushes them a little further into his mouth.

“I’m going to sit on your cock now, and I’m going to fuck myself on you, Lucían. You are going to lay there and take it and under no circumstances are you allowed to come until I give you permission. Do you understand?”

Her hand comes back out of his mouth, wipes the remains of her wetness off his face roughly, and Lucían exhales a shaky, “Yes, She-Wolf.”

“Good.” The She-Wolf pulls him more upright with a hand in his hair, shoving some pillows behind his shoulders, and when she releases him he realizes that the strain and stretch of his bound arms behind his back has lessened. She’s so thoughtful even as she’s punishing him, and a huge surge of love and affection rolls up inside of him, which snaps immediately over to wicked arousal as she takes his cock in hand. She lines herself up and sinks down on him in one smooth, relentless slide, and Lucían can’t stop a harsh sound as she takes him to the hilt, her cunt hot and wet and tight. She gives him no chance to collect himself, starts fucking herself on him immediately, one hand on her clit, and she leans forward, caging him in with her other hand and the bulk of her body. “Don’t come,” the She-Wolf hisses in his ear, then bites his neck and chuckles when he moans again. Lucían squeezes his eyes shut and tries to catch his breath without success.

The She-Wolf fucks him for what seems like forever, riding him right to the edge of his climax and then stopping. She watches him squirm and pant under her, bites his neck while he moans and begs, and then she does it again, over and over. He almost loses it when she comes on him, hand moving in frantic time with her hips, but she snaps “Don’t!” at him and he holds himself back, biting his lip so hard it almost bleeds as she fucks herself through her orgasm. Lucían holds his breath, fights to keep himself under control as her cunt spasms and clenches around his cock, and fuck he wants it so bad but he has to obey, has to be good for her—

“Very good, my pet,” she pants, settling back on his hips, his cock still angry and hard and throbbing inside her. “You’re going to keep being good, aren’t you?”

“Yes, She-Wolf,” Lucían whines, his voice cracking. He tugs at his bindings again, not even aware of it, and she pinches his nipple in punishment. It sears through him, a hot ache pulsing through his cock. He arches up off the bed, crying out in anguish and pleasure and he doesn’t know what else, and the She-Wolf laughs and starts to fuck him again. It’s torture, it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to him, and by the time she comes on him for a second time he’s sweating and thrashing his head back and forth on the pillows. Every breath is an audible sob, he’s so close, his whole body trembling with the effort of holding himself back from coming and Lucían’s incoherent now, a stream of “please, please She-Wolf, I’ve been good, please” falling out of his mouth against his will. He’s going to die if she keeps this up, and it will be the best death he could possibly ask for, but please—

“You’ve done very well, Lucían,” the She-Wolf says, leaning down and bracing herself on her elbows. She twines the fingers of one hand into his hair, tugs a little at a scalp already painful and oversensitive, and he stutters out a broken little moan, followed by a desperate “Please.” Her tongue drags up the side of his neck in a long, hot swipe, and she bites his earlobe.

“Please, She-Wolf, have I been good enough?” he asks, doesn’t recognize the sound of his own voice, and hiccups a sob as she clenches her pussy around him.

“You have been good, my pet, you’ve been so good,” she tells him, pulling his head to the side so she can nip at his neck more easily, moving her hips on him again in hard, fast thrusts. “Come for me, Lucían,” the She-Wolf orders just before she bites his neck, right over a bruise she gave him, and he keens pathetically, shatters like a glass dropped onto stone, and comes so hard he nearly passes out. It goes on for a small eternity, his back arched up off the mattress and his breath coming in broken sobs as the force of his release tears through him, a dam breaking and sweeping him away in its wake. When he finally collapses he’s a blank slate, empty and fresh and scoured clean in spite of the objective fact that he’s sweaty, sticky, and covered in their mixed fluids. Lucían’s eyes close and he exhales a long, slow breath. When he opens them again Glory’s smiling down at him, her cheeks flushed and her forehead beaded with sweat. She bites her lower lip and leans down to kiss him, gently, so gently, before she pulls away and presses a quick kiss to his nose.

“You did so well, my love,” she tells him, kissing his forehead as she climbs off of him. “Stay here and let me take care of you, okay?” Glory leans down and kisses him again, leaves him with his eyes half-closed and his brain fuzzing happily. He can hear her moving around the room, and the sound of running water, but he doesn’t pay attention, just drifts on the afterglow of the most spectacular sex he’s ever had. At some point she returns, rolls him gently onto his side, and unbinds his arms. He’s aware of movement, and then she settles him on her lap in a room that smells like cedar and Lucían slowly realizes they’re in the bathing room. She scrubs him down, washes his hair and gently wipes his face clean with a damp cloth, and by the time he’s come back to himself properly the tub is half-full and Glory’s relaxing back against the wall of the tub, his back against her front and his head pillowed between her breasts.

“Have you come back to me, my sweet boy?” she asks, taking one of his hands and pulling it up to her mouth so she can kiss his knuckles. Lucían smiles, squirms around in her lap until his legs are across hers and he can wrap one arm behind her lower back. He settles his cheek back against her breast and presses a kiss to the swell of it.

“Just about,” he allows, peeking up at her through his eyelashes. Glory settles one broad hand on his hip and hands him a glass of cold water, which he drains and hands back, satisfied and giddy.

“Well,” she says after a long, contented moment where the only sound is the spigot continuing to fill the tub, “how are you feeling? Did I go too hard on you?” Lucían opens his mouth to tell her he’s fine and she squeezes his hip and adds, “Take a moment to consider it, please.” He shuts his mouth, furrows his brow, and actually does take the time to think. His ass is sore and bruised from her strikes. His scalp hurts, too, but will probably be fine by morning. He’ll definitely be feeling the stretch in his shoulders for a couple of days, but he’s looking forward to that, wants to hold that soreness as a tangible reminder of what they did tonight. Oh, and, also, he feels like he’s fucking floating, like the whole world is a wonderful dream, like he could climb a mountain without even trying or bless the whole city. He feels like she cut him open, dug all the guilt and misery out of his guts, and sewed him back up with magic inside. It’s the most indescribably wonderful thing he’s ever felt, so, conclusion: Absolutely worth it.

“I feel amazing,” he tells her honestly. “Sore. I might have some bruises tomorrow but I don’t care, I’ve never felt like this before, it was perfect.” He lifts his head, stretches up at her until she leans down and lets him kiss her, slow and sweet and warm. “Thank you, Glory,” he whispers against her lips. “This was... thank you.”

“Of course, my love,” she says, bringing up one hand, wet with bathwater, to cradle his cheek. “You’re welcome, now and forever.” She pulls him in for another kiss, and when she pulls away she grins and admits, “Honestly I was hoping you’d ask me sooner, I felt like I was dropping enough hints to encourage you.”

“Well, as we have previously established, I’m a fool,” Lucían says with a sigh, settling his head back against her breast as she shuts off the spigot, now that the water is up to his shoulders. The water is perfectly hot, soothing the sting of sore muscles, and he’s almost drifted off again when he processes the rest of her words. “Wait,” he says, lifting his head. “You were encouraging me? You knew?”

Glory chuckles and he feels it through his chest. “Lucían, my love,” she says, dropping an affectionate kiss onto the top of his head, “You are many things, but subtle is not one of them.”

“But—how, though?” Lucían considers being embarrassed but is too comfortable and well-fucked to really muster that emotional energy, so he’s left with curiosity, which takes much less effort to feel.

“Well,” Glory says, floating him off her lap so she can slide lower in the tub to get her shoulders under, and re-settling him straddling her waist so she can look him in the eye, “you’ve been blushing and getting erections when I intimidate you since day one, that was a pretty big clue.”

“Oh nooooo.” Lucían blushes, of course, and hides his face in her collarbone. “You could tell? I thought I was hiding them better than that.”

“It did take a little bit of deductive reasoning, but I figured out your tells pretty early.” He can hear the smile in her voice as she slides her fingers into his wet hair and very gently scratches his scalp. “There’s also the hair pulling and the biting. You’re very responsive to that, so it was another piece of evidence to support my case.”

“You like it when I bite you,” Lucían points out like that changes the truth of her statement, and she shrugs one shoulder, sending ripples through the bathwater.

“Yes, definitely,” she agrees, “but it isn’t a foolproof technique to make me come if I’m close the way it absolutely does for you. Besides, it’s just one piece of the evidence, don’t argue.” Lucían shuts his mouth on a rejoinder immediately, and Glory laughs and scratches his scalp again. “You also may have told me the first time we had sex that you have a strength kink, do you remember?”

Lucían blinks. “Wait. That’s—that’s part of this? Is that what that means?”

Glory nods cheerfully. “Yep,” she says, popping the P, and Lucían blushes again.

“I did not know that,” he admits. “I feel like you could have explained more.”

“Perhaps,” Glory admits, “but where’s the fun in that? Anyway, you also clearly have a praise kink, because you get off on it when I tell you what a good boy you are, and you follow every order I give like your life depends on it, another significant clue as to your predilections. Also, the other morning in bed you literally told me that you’re mine to do with as I wish and all you want in life is to serve me.” She takes his blushing face in her hands and drops kisses across it, brow, nose, mouth, cheekbone. “You provided all the evidence, my sweet, I merely assembled it and came to my inevitable conclusion.”

“Okay, I mean, you’re right,” Lucían says, trying not to squirm under the weight of her regard, “but doesn’t everyone like to be praised?”

“Sure, most people like a compliment, but not everyone gets off on it,” Glory says happily. “You absolutely do, and I love watching it, my beautiful, good boy.” Lucían shivers, watches her watch him shiver, shivers again, and then blushes harder and drops his face back to her collarbone. It’s both incredibly embarrassing and incredibly validating, the way she sees him so clearly, and he listens to the strong thud of her heartbeat as he drifts for a bit.

“So it’s not... it’s not weird, that I like these things?” he asks quietly, lips brushing her skin, and Glory squeezes him a bit, scratches his scalp again

“No weirder than anything else people like to do when they fuck,” she says, cheerfully blunt. “There are people who wouldn’t like it, or would find it actively unappealing, but there are also people who don’t like cheese.”

“Monsters,” Lucían interjects and she rewards him with a huff of laughter.

“Indeed,” she says, voice warm. “I liked doing it to you. Do you think that I’m weird for liking it? Or that it matters what other people think, as long as we both enjoyed ourselves?”

“No,” he says slowly, thoughtfully. “I guess not. I hadn’t thought of it like that.” He traces this thumb back and forth against her skin for a bit, mulling something over in the back of his mind. “When I asked you to do this, you seemed to know what I was talking about,” he says finally, “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?”

“Oh, yes,” Glory says, heat and affection in her voice. “Quite a bit, actually. Does that bother you?”

“No,” Lucían says immediately, and he can feel the truth of it. “Thank the Lord for that, actually, it meant one of us knew what they were doing.” Glory laughs under him and he kisses her collarbone. “Why do you like it?” he asks, curiosity prickling the nape of his neck. “I know why I do.”

“You mean because for twenty five years of your life you were trained to associate any sexual thoughts with shame, sin, and painful physical punishment, mixing those desires and experiences all up together? And furthermore, you were trained to follow orders and devote yourself to the desires and whims of someone else? And also I was the first woman you can remember seeing and you imprinted yourself on these biceps very specifically?” She drops this speech on him cheerfully, and it hits like a rock from a great height. Lucían blinks as several things slot themselves into place behind his eyes. Oh. Oh. Hm. Okay.

“I was going to say because it feels good and I hate being asked to make decisions,” he admits, “though those are several excellent points I will have to consider further. You didn’t answer my question.”

“Oh,” Glory says, rolling her shoulders under the hot water. “I’m what we like to call dominant. I enjoy being on top. I like being in control. I absolutely love seeing how much pleasure I can wring out my partner, and how much they want it, and how desperate they get for it.” She shivers and makes a sound not unlike a purr. “I also get to demand as many orgasms as I want, so it’s a win-win situation, really.” That gets a chuckle out of both of them, and Lucían lets that information percolate back into his mind for future review. They lapse back into silence, and he shuts his eyes, pressing his face a little closer into Glory’s neck.

“I love you,” he whispers, and spoils the romance of the moment by following it up with a huge yawn.

“I love you, too, my sweet, sleepy boy,” Glory tells him with a grin, and leans past him to uncork the drain. “Come on, let’s get you to bed.”

“Okay,” Lucían grumps at her, “but you fucked me too hard and now I can’t move, so you have to carry me.”

“Deal,” Glory says immediately, as she tucks one arm under his thighs and stands up easily. Lucían startles because he wasn’t actually expecting that to happen, and then shivers because it’s much colder out of the bathwater. He frowns up at Glory, who smiles at him innocently and steps out of the tub to get a towel. This is what he has now, he realizes as she dries him off. He has her, all of her, and she has all of him, no more secrets between them, and his heart swells so much he thinks he might burst from it.
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Chapter 7
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The next couple of days go so smoothly Lucían wonders if the gods are rewarding his bravery in asking to get tied up by making his life even better than usual. (The only reward he cared about was getting tied up in the first place, so this is bewildering, if appreciated.) He works with the Guild craftspeople to develop an easy way to transport and use holy water against the undead, eventually devising small waterskins made from sausage casings that can be uncorked with the teeth and thrown with one hand. They still don’t know if it will actually have any effect, but it works well. It’s also very fun, as he and Glory discover when they test out the prototypes out in the courtyard and end up in a fast, vicious, hilarious waterfight. Lucían loses, of course, but he summons water on Glory when he runs out of waterskins, and the fight ends when she tackles him and they both end up laughing too hard to get back up. The Hammer is pleased about the prototypes, and pretends to be displeased about the waterfight, but she can’t quite stop the corner of her mouth from twitching up.

Training the nuns also goes incredibly well. They’re all competent and eager to learn, and when he arrives at the hospital in the afternoons it’s to find a room full of intelligent, thoughtful women ready to demonstrate what Sister Evelyn has taught them in the morning and just as ready to absorb whatever knowledge he has to provide. It’s almost intimidating, because who the hell is he to be teaching these women? The only person available, that’s who, so it’s what he does. They’re all successfully summoning magelights, lighting and extinguishing candles, and pushing heat into water to force a boil by the end of the first day. It’s so different from his own experience learning magic that he wonders if, perhaps, training foundling children that if they do one spell wrong they’ll get thrown out of the monastery that is their only home is maybe, just maybe, an outstandingly shitty way to go about it. Maybe encouraging students to ask questions if they don’t understand something will mean they’ll learn the material more quickly and effectively? It’s possible that explaining the theory behind something will make the practice make more sense? It all seems to be working for Lucían, anyway, and more importantly, for the nuns.

“So why can’t we just do all the healing at once, if we take turns?” The question comes from Sister Padma, frowning at him over her notes. “I understand why it would be a drain on the caster, but it seems like it would be better for a critically injured patient to be healed completely as soon as possible, rather than having to break it up over several weeks as you’re recommending.”

“Because it’s not magic,” Lucían says immediately, then smiles sheepishly and waves a hand as a chuckle spreads through the room. “I mean, obviously it’s magic, but what I mean is, we’re not... creating healing from nothing. Healing magic isn’t free, we’re accelerating and assisting what the body would do itself. It takes energy for a body to recover from an injury, yes?”

“Of course,” Sister Padma says as other nuns nod around her.

“When you use healing magic, you’re pulling energy from the patient to speed the natural healing process. That energy has to come from somewhere. If you heal too much at once, your patient’s body will cannibalize its own tissues to fuel the spell.” Lucían waves his hands, trying to sketch out his explanation in gestures. “Imagine running from here to Knightsrest without food. Your body would shut down, yes? That’s how much energy you could potentially wring from an already badly injured patient if you tried to heal everything in one shot.”

“I see,” Sister Padma says, furiously taking notes. “So the priority would be healing any internal injuries and stopping any bleeding?”

“Exactly,” Lucían says with a nod. “And then feed the patient very well for at least three days, sometimes as much as a week, before attempting a second healing. Repeat the process as many times as necessary until the patient has recovered.” The rustling of note-taking fills the room and he relaxes slightly. They understand the theory. Next it’s time for the practical applications. Fortunately the hospital has no shortage of patients, and there’s always someone with a cut or bruise willing to let a friendly nun experiment with a healing spell. Sister Padma turns out to be naturally gifted at healing respiratory illnesses, while Sister Abigail continues to excel at flesh wounds. Mother Geraldine heals a broken arm on her first try and is so delighted she dances a little jig. Lucían watches over everything, so proud of their accomplishments he thinks he might burst.

Lucían rides back to the Guild at a sedate pace in the early evening, two huge baskets of healing potions slung over Daffodil’s haunches. Sister Evelyn has wasted no time in upping the output of her workshop now that she has apprentices who can infuse potions and basically forced Lucían to accept these in order to build up the Guild’s stores. The sunset streaks the sky with bright fuchsia and purple, painting the mountains in bright swaths of color. Lucían eyes the color of it, decides he’ll probably have time for his usual hour of weapons training before dinner, and lets himself bask in the pleasant exhaustion of a successful day. Teaching is a lot of work, especially teaching a classroom versus teaching a single apprentice, but it’s rewarding in a way he wasn’t expecting. Maybe when they’ve destroyed the undead and recovered the last book he’ll talk to Glory about what the future holds, and whether it can hold a teaching hospital in Knightsrest where he can continue this work.

He’s still daydreaming about a teaching hospital (maybe he can start it in the Guild’s infirmary, and open it to the public) when he arrives at the courtyard to find Glory and the Hammer already there. “Oh, good, you’re back,” the Hammer says, pausing in mid-pace and pivoting to face him.

“Yes,” Lucían says, confused. “I brought potions from the nuns, so I couldn’t—”

“It’s fine, leave them,” the Hammer interrupts. “Arienne will take care of settling your horse.”

“Is something wrong?” Lucían asks, anxiety ticking up a few notches as he dismounts and lets Arienne the stablehand lead Daffodil off. Is he in trouble? Did something bad happen with the holy water?

“It’s the opposite, actually,” Glory says, taking his hand and squeezing it as the Hammer leads them off across the courtyard. “Well... sort of.”

“Our scouting party was attacked,” the Hammer says, pushing open a set of double doors and striding inside.

Lucían hurries after, realizing as he does that he’s never been in this part of the Guild Hall before. “Generally people being attacked isn’t good news,” he says slowly, increasingly bewildered.

“No one was seriously injured,” Glory says immediately, and Lucían breathes out a sigh of relief, shoulders dropping a bit. “The important thing is that they were attacked by the undead.”

“Again, not usually good news!” Lucían points out as the Hammer finally comes to a halt outside another pair of double doors. She snorts and tosses a glance at him over her shoulder.

“You’re not wrong,” she says, amusement bleeding into her usual gruff tones, “But in this case, it’s good because they were able to bring us this.” Her shoulders flex as she pushes against the solid wooden doors, which swing open to reveal a well-lit stone room with a large metal table in the center, and on the table—

The smell hits him first, sour like a wound gone septic, and Lucían knows what he’s going to see before he steps through the door. Yep. That’s undead, all right. It’s one of the four-legged creatures, larger even than a bear, and what he can see from here is quite literally monstrous. “We were hoping that maybe if you examined it,” the Hammer says with a gesture that encompasses the corpse of a corpse, “You’d be able to tell us more about where they’re coming from and how to kill them.”

“I’ll do my best,” Lucían says, stepping further into the room and trying to breathe shallowly through his mouth. “I really would like to emphasize, though, that I’m not a scholar or an expert in the subject. I’ve just illuminated a lot of books and have a good memory.”

“Well, my love,” Glory says cheerfully, clapping him on the shoulder, “Maybe by the time we’re done here you will be the expert and can write your own book.” That’s actually somewhat encouraging, when Lucían thinks about it, and he squares his shoulders and crosses to the massive, reeking mound of gray flesh. It’s... huh, it actually seems like it used to be a bear, at least most of it. It’s as if you took a bear and then unnaturally elongated the skull and forelimbs, made the claws bigger and sharper, and then left it outside to dehydrate in the summer sun for a month. His hands twitch, because he wants to examine it more closely, but he doesn’t think touching it would be a smart plan.

“Do we have—” he starts to ask, and Glory hands him a pair of thin calfskin gloves before he can finish. Lucían nods at her in thanks as he pulls them on, and turns back to the doubly-dead corpse. It seems to have either been in its current state for some time, or it was raised from a carcass that had had some time to rot. The fur is patchy, and he can see through holes in the skin to the wasted muscles and tendons underneath. The creature’s head is a mess, sword and axe strokes splitting the skull into pieces, but there’s enough left for him to tell that the jaws have stretched, the teeth longer than anything ever seen on a living bear. There’s something niggling at the back of his mind, the same feeling that he’s had every time he’s discussed the creatures. It has the familiar weight of a memory but it’s still not quite formed, so he doesn’t prod at it and continues his examination. Even through the gloves his hands prickle when he touches it, magic roiling under the surface of the creature in its second death. The malignant power of it licks over his skin and raises the hairs on the back of his neck. It feels wrong, like a great pressure on the base of his skull and in his sinuses, and somehow horribly familiar. How is it possibly familiar when he’s never seen one of these things before?

“Do either of you have a waterskin?” he asks, “or some of the holy water I made?”

“I have both in one,” the Hammer says, holding out a waterskin. “I went and filled it as soon as I heard we had this thing, figured you’d want to test it.”

“Thank you,” Lucían says, accepting the skin and unstoppering it. Where to test this... one of the back limbs? It seems like the least likely place to contain any useful magical evidence, so he stands as far away as he can and pours the slightly wine-scented holy water over the creature’s half-rotted foot. Just like in the hospital, the water hisses and steams when it hits the cursed flesh, sour-smelling clouds billowing from wherever it touches, presumably carrying the evil magics away with it. Lucían stops pouring and hands the waterskin back to the Hammer, and they all step away for a few minutes as they wait for the steam to dissipate.

“Well,” Glory says into the silence, “I can’t imagine that the undead would find that pleasant.” She wrinkles her nose, breathing through her mouth, and Lucían knows he’s making the same face. The corpse smells bad enough on its own. Adding the distinct aroma of wet fur and the oppressive pressure of the released curse is truly an olfactory experience he’d like never to repeat. No way out but through, though, and he steps back in next to the table and examines the areas affected by the holy water. The flesh there isn’t healed, nor is it fresh, but it’s... less gray, less desiccated. It looks like it’s been decomposing for perhaps a week or so, instead of for a month. When he prods it with his gloved hands the malicious tingling is gone, leaving just regular, dead flesh.

“I think that holy water will definitely help against these in a fight,” Lucían says, lifting the paw up and tilting it back and forth. He looks up over the rest of the bulk of the beast, that familiar feeling niggling at the back of his mind again. This all seems like something he should know, somehow... “Can you help me roll it onto its back?” he asks, chasing some deep instinct. It takes some doing because the corpse is heavy enough that even with Glory and the Hammer working together it doesn’t move easily, but finally the carcass is belly-up on the table, and Lucían leans over the ribcage, because...

There’s a complicated rune carved into the flesh, right over the heart, and as soon as Lucían sees it he remembers in a harsh rush why this has all seemed so familiar. “I know how these are being created, and I know where they’re coming from,” he says, stepping back and just barely stopping himself from running his gloved hands through his hair. Shit. Shit. He should have figured it out sooner, he should have realized. The knowledge ricochets through him, knocking the air from his lungs with a familiar terror. “It’s the grimoire, Glory,” he says, eyes flicking up to meet hers, willing her to understand his urgency. “It’s the grimoire I copied, that we need to recover for the University. Whoever stole it is using it to make these.”

“So you know how it works?” the Hammer asks, stepping closer, and Lucían shakes his head, feeling a little sick to his stomach.

“No,” he says, peeling off his gloves so he can rub his face angrily, “I just recognize it, I didn’t study it. I know enough to tell you that it’s demonic magic, and that the person who’s using it is setting themselves up as a necromancer, and that we have to get it back because this isn’t even the strongest thing they’ll be able to raise if they’re allowed to work their way through the book.” This is bad, this is very bad, fuck. Lucían hated the grimoire while he was copying it and he hates it even more now. How did he miss this? He bled on it, he realizes, another memory striking him like a blow to the sternum. He bled on a book of blood magic, and someone’s been using that magic and it’s tied to his blood. His nightmares haven’t been memories, they’ve been visions, and he was too busy trying to forget about the grimoire to realize it, too much of a coward to face the truth. They should have gone after it first, and now people have died because of his foolishness. How many more are going to die because he ignored all the signs up until now? Useless, useless, what is he good for?

“Lucían, breathe,” Glory orders him, and he realizes that they’re no longer in the room with the undead bear corpse, that they are in fact outside in the torchlit courtyard, and also that he’s dizzy and his heart is racing. Lucían takes a deep, shuddering breath, can’t quite seem to get enough air, and Glory carefully pushes him down to sit on a bench. She pulls him in against her body and strokes his back while he pulls himself back together.

“It’s my fault,” he whispers against her, shaking so hard he thinks he might come apart. “I should have known. I should have done something, oh Lord, it’s all my fault.” 

Glory threads her fingers into his hair and tugs, just hard enough to interrupt his thought process. “It’s not your fault someone stole these books, Lucían,” she tells him, quiet but firm, “or that the monastery was hired to make a copy, or that the University wanted a copy to begin with. None of that was your fault, and without you, we wouldn’t know what we do know now.” She kneels down and looks him in the eyes, cradles his face in her hands gently. “We’re going to set this right, my love. I promise.”

“Okay,” Lucían says, taking a slow breath, and then another. “Okay. We can fix this. We need to get the grimoire back.” The night air out here is cool and fresh and smells like snow from the mountains. Each breath helps clear his head of the panic and guilt that wants to claw its way out of his gut. “How far are the Cloudpath Ruins from here? We can leave tomorrow.”

“A week’s hard ride through the mountains,” Glory says, leaning their foreheads together, “but we’re not leaving tomorrow to die on a glorious quest, Lucían. You don’t have to do everything yourself. You have friends. We have help.” She stands and tugs him back to his feet, which is when Lucían realizes the Hammer is leaning against the wall some twenty feet away or so, politely looking up at the moon to let him have his breakdown in relative privacy.

The older woman glances their way, and when she sees he’s regained his composure she ambles over. “I sent a raven to Knightsrest as soon as you figured out we were facing the undead. More Guildmembers will be arriving within the week.” The Hammer pauses, clears her throat with a bit of embarrassment, and asks, “Did I unintentionally overhear something about the Cloudpath Ruins?”

“The grimoire is there,” Lucían confirms. “It’s where we’ll find our necromancer in the seat of their power.”

“So here’s what we’re going to do,” the Hammer says with an authoritative tone that makes Lucían stand up a little straighter. “You’re going to tell me everything you remember about this grimoire and what it can do. We’re going to wait for our reinforcements to arrive. Then we’re going to figure out our plan of attack to recover the book and destroy the undead. Sound good?”

“It does,” Lucían says. He feels steadier now, the panicked energy fading into a more settled motivation, ready to be used as fuel. They’re going to fix this, together. He takes Glory’s hand and turns to face the Hammer. “Let’s start now.”
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Chapter 8
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Lucían spends the next few mornings copying out everything he remembers from the grimoire, occasional bits of spells, partially recalled runes, descriptions of what one could call up with the unholy powers contained within. There’s nothing terribly useful that he internalized, like, for example, how to destroy the undead or break the necromancer’s thrall over the abominations, but every piece of information is something they didn’t have before. He brings Mother Geraldine, Sister Evelyn and Sister Abigail over to the Guildhouse so they can examine the corpse, as well, and all three prove as insightful as he’d hoped.

“This looks like it was magically transformed,” Sister Abigail says, face closer to the undead bear’s distorted skull than Lucían would want to get. She taps her scalpel against the jawbone, then tugs the flesh further away from where the jaw connects to the skull with gloved fingers. “I wondered at first if it had been assembled piecemeal, but look, it’s the same number of teeth you get in a bear, and mostly the same shape, they’re just enlarged.”

“You’re right,” Mother Geraldine says, peering over the younger woman’s shoulder. Her upper lip glistens with the eucalyptus and mint salve that Sister Evelyn thoughtfully brought with her. They’ve all dabbed it under their nostrils, and it makes being in a room with a huge, half-decomposed, twice-dead corpse rather more bearable. Every once in a while Lucían pulls the heat out of the thing to keep it, if not fresh, at least less rotten than it would otherwise be. “I wonder...” Mother Geraldine muses, almost to herself, and pulls a glove off one hand so she can cautiously press a finger to the bone. She closes her eyes and Lucían feels the push of her magic, different than what he’d expected, and when the Mother takes her hand away she looks pleased.

“It feels like the bone was broken, healed, and re-broken over and over,” she says to Sister Abigail. “That would be consistent with a magical transformation, I think.” She steps back and wipes her bare hand on a cloth that Lucían helpfully holds out. “I hope it happened after this bear was already dead, because it seems excruciatingly painful.”

“Wait, you can tell that?” Lucían asks. “How?” Sister Abigail and Sister Evelyn crowd in, too, faces alight with curiosity. Mother Geraldine frowns slightly, eyes unfocusing as she tries to find the words.

“When you cast a healing spell, you can feel where the damage is, yes?” she starts after a moment, and the three others nod. “And you know when a bone heals, the healed spot is stronger than the bone around it? When I healed that woman’s broken arm the other day, I could feel that stronger spot where the break had been. It was like the magic was more attracted to where it had already done work. Does that make sense?”

“Yes, it’s like—” Sister Evelyn sketches vaguely in the air with her hands “—practicing magic makes it easier because your body remembers the path it needs to take. Maybe that applies to healing, as well? Maybe the magic flows down the same channels, like water.”

“Huh,” Lucían says, as they all stare into the middle distance for a bit. “That’s a good theory. Here, test it on me.” He takes a glove off and holds out his bare hand. “Everyone take a turn and then we’ll see if your impressions match up.”

It’s interesting, being on the receiving end of a magical... investigation, Lucían figures he should call it. He’s had others heal him in the past. Any time you accidentally cut yourself in the kitchen back at the monastery you’d have any number of Brothers clamoring to help you out, but this is different. He’s not actually in pain, for one thing, so he has the energy and focus to pay attention to how it feels when Mother Geraldine touches his hand and sends a gentle wash of power into him. It’s controlled, careful, a steady pressure that feels like someone squeezing his hand reassuringly, but in his whole body. It’s incredibly comforting, and he misses it a little when Mother Geraldine pulls her power back into herself and steps away. She says nothing and nods at Sister Abigail to go next.

Lucían thinks he’s prepared for Abigail’s magic, but as soon as she touches his hand he realizes her power is nothing like Mother Geraldine’s. Sister Abigail’s magic marches through him in a quick wave, efficient and direct, and while it doesn’t hurt, it’s definitely more noticeable. It also takes less time, the deep push of it rolling from her touch all the way out to his fingertips, his toes, and the top of his head, and then rolling back in like water rushing to fill the depression left by a thrown rock. He staggers just a little as she releases his hand, not because she did anything wrong but because of the strength of the sensation. Sister Abigail narrows her eyes at him and steps back, gesturing for Sister Evelyn to take her turn.

Evelyn’s magic is, again, very different. It buzzes into him like a hummingbird, a fizzing ball skittering through his body, bouncing from place to place as it moves. Lucían forces himself to stay perfectly still, which is difficult because it tickles a bit, and being tickled from within one’s own bone marrow is an extremely strange feeling. Sister Evelyn frowns at him very firmly as she releases his hand and steps back, and he realizes this might have been the wrong way for a good friend to (potentially) learn about that time he got stabbed in the gut pretty hard.

“Okay,” he says, “point to what you found?”

Lucían’s practically not even done speaking before three fingers point directly at the hidden scar that curls across his stomach, and Sister Evelyn blurts, “When the fuck did you get stabbed that badly?” She slaps her bare hand over her mouth and turns to Mother Geraldine, eyes wide. “Sorry, Holy Mother, that was rude of me.”

“It’s a fair question, though,” Mother Geraldine says, eyeing Lucían speculatively.

He blushes (which is ridiculous, he shouldn’t be embarrassed about being stabbed, he was fighting for his life and did pretty well, thank you very much) and says, “The important thing is that we’ve just learned how to do a thing no one at the monastery ever thought of, and that we know a little bit more about how these creatures are being created.” Something occurs to him, and he turns back to the corpse with a frown. “Holy Mother,” he asks, “You didn’t have any trouble using your magic on this? Even though it’s cursed?”

“I didn’t,” she confirms, and then raises her eyebrows. “You’re right, that’s strange, since you weren’t able to heal the wounds without dispelling first. Huh.” The older woman turns to the used-to-be-a-bear and narrows her eyes at it. “Is it because it’s dead?”

“Maybe it’s because it’s not actually a healing spell,” Sister Abigail offers.

“Or because there’s nothing to heal because it’s already dead?” Evelyn throws out. “I wish we had a live one so we could experiment properly.”

Lucían, Abigail, and Geraldine turn in unison and raise three eyebrows at her in absolute silence. Sister Evelyn blushes hotly and protests, “Not a big one! And you know we’d learn more if we could do real science on an active specimen!”

“You’re not wrong,” Sister Abigail allows, turning her dark gaze back to the corpse. “I’m going to try to heal it,” she announces, and sets her bare hand on a less-rotten section of the creature’s flank. Lucían feels the push of her magic, and also feels it have about as much effect as throwing a cupful of water onto a bonfire. Sister Abigail takes her hand away and examines the area where it sat. “Well, that didn’t do much of anything,” she says, stepping away to wipe her hands on a cloth. “Someone else have a go.”

“I wonder...” Sister Evelyn says with a tilt of her head as she steps forward to lay her bare hand on the beast. She closes her eyes, and Lucían feels the push of her spell, differently flavored than the one Abigail had cast, and a great puff of steam rises up from around her hand and directly into her face. Evelyn staggers back, coughing violently, and when they’ve fetched her a drink of water and no one is in danger of choking on the fumes, Lucían examines the location of her spell. The flesh looks... less cursed, to say it frankly.

“What did you do?” he asks, prodding it with his fingers and finding it no longer carries the malicious buzz of cursed energy.

“I blessed it,” Sister Evelyn says proudly. “That’s what the holy water is doing, right? I decided to see if I could take out the middleman.” She’s flushed with accomplishment, making the freckles on the bridge of her nose stand out, and Sister Abigail squeezes her shoulder in a congratulatory way and hands her a cloth to wipe her hands.

“Huh,” Lucían says, which seems to be the word of the day, and he presses a finger to the exposed jaw bone and pushes his magic into it, just to see, not to heal. The skittering lights of his power dance up and down the distended bone and yes, he can feel what Mother Geraldine was talking about. His magic wants to catch in dozens of places where the aftereffects of whatever dark powers created this creature have left their mark. Interesting. The monastery never used magic for diagnosis like this, and he makes a note to do more experimenting with the use later. Lucían calls the magic back to himself, moves his hand to near where Evelyn did her blessing, and repeats the process. Oh, that’s very interesting, he can feel the buzz of the malignant curse growing stronger in one direction, and the inert dead flesh of what is mostly a regular bear in the other. He stays like that for a few minutes, vaguely aware of the nuns discussing further theories behind him, but the curse doesn’t grow, making no movements toward re-infecting the purified area. Lucían nods, satisfied, and just for his own curiosity pushes a blessing into the double-dead bear, as though he was creating holy water. Just as with Sister Evelyn, the curse dispels in a puff of sour-smelling steam. Unlike with Sister Evelyn, Lucían leans out of the way so it doesn’t engulf his whole head.

“Well,” he says as the foul cloud disappears, “if we run into anyone else with cursed wounds, it looks like we may be able to avoid needing holy water.”

“Still good to have it on hand, though,” Sister Abigail says thoughtfully. “We can start supplying the merchant caravans with it, so if they get attacked they can start treatment immediately.”

“That’s an excellent idea,” Mother Geraldine says, looking up from her examination of an unnaturally elongated foreleg. “Is Octavia still with the Merchant’s Guild? We could start with her.”

The nuns discuss logistics as they finish up their investigation for the morning. Lucían lags behind to chill the corpse again, and as he exits, blinking, into the fresh air and late spring sunshine outside, it’s to a shouted “Kid!” and a dark blur thudding into him before his eyes have a chance to adjust.

“Knife!” he squeaks out as she attempts to crush his ribs with a hug. “I didn’t know you were coming.” Lucían drops his arms around her shoulders, feels some of the tension leak out of him because he has friends, now, and they’re going to help him fix this mess. Not all of the tension leaves him, though, mostly because it physically can’t with how tight her arms are and he has to tap her between the shoulder blades and wheeze, “Can’t breathe,” before she releases him.

“Hola! How the fuck are you?” the Knife asks in Lengua, stepping back so she can look him over. She moves one hand to his bicep and squeezes experimentally. “You haven’t been training enough,” she accuses, eyes narrowed, and Lucían blushes and waves his hands vaguely to fend her off. 

“I’ve been busy,” he protests in the same language, and the Knife snorts and smacks at him, slower than usual so he has a chance to block it.

“What’s more important than training enough to keep your own ass alive?” she asks, grabbing his wrist and pulling him into an arm lock.

“Teaching magic to a hospital full of nuns so we can fight the undead?” Lucían offers, escaping the hold, then dropping low and pushing his body forward against her, one leg tucked behind her calf. The Knife lets him take her over backward, just enough to make him feel victorious, and then grabs him and yanks him down after her, flipping them so he ends up flat on his back and she’s pinned his shoulders down with her knees.

“That’s a pretty good reason,” she allows, producing a knife from somewhere on her person and using it to check her reflection. Not a single hair has escaped her tight, neat braids, but she pats her free hand over them anyway before she tucks the knife back away. “We’re still starting your training up again come mañana. If we’re going up against the undead then like hell am I gonna let you go and die on the She-Wolf because you didn’t have time to practice.”

“That’s fair,” Lucían says, squinting up at her, silhouetted against the blue sky. “You’ve changed your braids.” Her dark, kinky hair is twisted in a different way since the last time he saw her, and there are silver beads worked in here and there. “It looks bonita,” he tells her honestly, and the Knife snorts.

“Compliments won’t get you out of training, niño,” she snaps, but then she bounces back to her feet and leans down to give him a hand up, so he knows she’s not actually mad. “How’ve you been finding Granite Falls?” she asks as they wander toward the dining hall. “Get stabbed again yet?”

“Granite Falls is beautiful, no I haven’t been stabbed,” Lucían answers in a monotone. “Actually, we got back both the books located here. The nuns had one, and I scared some smugglers into giving the other one back.”

“Fuck, verdad?” the Knife asks, eyeballing him from head to toes. “How’d you manage that?”

Lucían looks her dead in the eye and lights one of his hands on fire. She stops in mid-step and stares at him with one eyebrow raised for a good long moment. “Si,” the Knife says with a slow nod. “Si, I can see how that would work.” With a wave of his hand Lucían dismisses the flame, and they continue on toward lunch in companionable silence for a bit before she says, “I see things have been going well with the She-Wolf.”

Lucían glances at her, eyebrows raised, and she reaches out a dark brown hand and taps him on the neck, right where, oh hells, Glory likes to bite him. He thought it was covered by the collar on this tunic, damn it, and he feels his face heat up immediately. “Things have been bueno, we’re very much in love, how obvious is this bruise?” The last he hisses at her under his breath, because shit, has he been carrying around these—these sex bruises in front of the nuns this whole time?

“Relax, Lucían,” the Knife says, gentler than usual but still rolling her eyes. “I spotted it when I hugged you, and I—” she coughs, almost primly “—know what to expect from the She-Wolf, if you take my meaning.” She leans over and ruffles his hair with a grin. “I’m just giving you shit. I’m very happy for you both, don’t tell anyone I said so.”

“If you don’t tell anyone about this—” Lucían waves at his neck “—then acuerdo.” The Knife snorts a laugh as they cross into the dining hall. Whatever she might have said is drowned out by a booming, “Lucían!” and when he looks at the source, he has just enough time to prepare himself before the Black Bear sweeps him off his feet into a huge hug. The enormous man fully tosses him into the air and catches him, and Lucían wonders, not for the first time, how this became his life.

“How are you? She-Wolf tells me you’re a teacher now?” Black Bear says as he sets Lucían back on the ground. He drops a heavy, muscled arm around Lucían’s much-smaller shoulders and steers them both over to a table where Glory, the Wall, and a couple other warriors Lucían recognizes from Knightsrest sit.

“Yes, I’m training the nuns at the hospital in healing magic,” Lucían says, switching back to the common pidgen. “It’s very rewarding. How are you? Is Apollo well?”

“We got a puppy!” Black Bear says with a huge grin. “Apollo’s as happy as I’ve ever seen him. Little Cheddar is probably going to be fully grown by the time I get back, but it’s nice to know they have each other while I’m away.”

“Sorry to take you away from your family,” Lucían says, guilty again at the fallout from what he’d thought was a simple book commission.

They’re close enough to the table now to be overheard, apparently, because the Wall laughs and says, “Please, when the Black Bear heard it he might get to fight the undead he was the first to volunteer.”

“Oh, don’t tell me that you’re not excited to get to go up against an undead bear monster,” the Black Bear says as he drops into his chair.

“I’d never lie like that,” the Wall says. “I’m gonna get a tooth and make it into a necklace.”

“I want a claw,” says one of the people Lucían hasn’t been introduced to yet, a warrior of average size and not-immediately-apparent gender whose long brown hair is pulled back into a braid. Lucían slides his eyes to Glory and raises his eyebrows in a silent question.

“This is the Badger,” Glory says immediately. “They’re a demolitions expert and dabble in architecture.”

“Mostly because knowing how buildings work makes it easier to blow them up when needed,” the Badger says with a grin, their deep blue eyes amused. They have gold rings in their nose, ears, and eyebrows, glinting brightly against their brown skin, and when they reach across the table to shake Lucían’s hand their grip is firm. “Nice to meet you properly, mage.”

“I’m not really a mage—” Lucían starts, and both Glory and the Knife snort loudly enough to cut off whatever else he was about to say.

“He’s very modest,” the Knife says with an eyeroll, leaning over Lucían to grab a pastry and a slice of fruit from the platters piled high in the center of the table. 

“You can do magic and none of the rest of us can,” says the final person at the table, a tall thin woman with straight black hair and brown, rounded eyes. “I’d say that makes you enough of a mage for our purposes.” She reaches across the table to shake his hand. “I’m the Kestrel. Archery.”

“So,” the Knife says, licking some crumbs off her fingers, “when do we go second-kill these undead fucks?”

“That’s up to the Hammer,” Glory says, working her way through a full platter without bothering with a plate. “Also, we all already agreed to just call it killing them, anything else will be too confusing.” Lucían makes eye contact with the Knife so he can shake his head infinitesimally, and her teeth flash bright in her dark face for a split second.

“Right. I will definitely honor that agreement I wasn’t here for, and not make jokes about killing things that have technically already died.” The Knife raises one hand like she’s making a solemn vow, and Glory snorts and says, “No, you won’t.”

“Nah, I won’t,” the Knife agrees, popping another pastry into her mouth, and Lucían smothers a smile as the table around him settles into conversation. He has friends, and they’re here, and they’re going to help. They’re going to fix this together, they really are. A hard knot of worry under his ribcage finally releases, and he exhales and reaches for a pastry.
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Chapter 9
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Lucían climbs out of the tub somewhat reluctantly and dries off. The day was good, but also long, and he’s really looking forward to climbing into bed, curling up around Glory, and not moving for a good ten hours. Sure, it might be early in the evening but he knows within the month, possibly within the week, they’ll be heading out to recover the grimoire. That means at least a week’s hard ride through the mountains, which will leave much less time for cuddling, so might as well make up for it now, right? That’s his plan for the evening up until he opens the bathroom door to find Glory kneeling on a cloth spread over their bed, naked except for the collar with his necklace, her white-blond hair unbound and curling around her shoulders. The Knife has re-shaved the sides of her head, he notices immediately, and he freezes, unable to stop looking at her. “Hey,” he manages, which is mostly a word.

“Hey,” Glory says with a slow smile, tilting her head to send her hair falling over one shoulder, whispering against her bare skin. “Come here.” He practically trips over himself to obey, kneeling on the mattress between her spread legs in a great rush. She’s taller than him, even like this, and she cradles his face in her large, strong hands as she drops her mouth to his. The kiss is slow and sweet, like honey from a pot, and Glory takes her time with it, doesn’t lean away until Lucían’s fully relaxed and pliant under her, his hands settled on her waist.

“My sweet Lucían,” she murmurs against his lips, “would you like me to force you tonight?”

“Yes, She-Wolf,” he breathes, fingertips flexing against her skin, but instead of pulling his hair or shoving him to his back or anything else he’s half-expecting, she brushes her thumb over his cheekbone and says, “Can you look at me, love?” When he blinks his eyes open the face looking back down at him is still Glory’s, not the She-Wolf’s, and he frowns a little bit.

She catches it, of course, the corner of her mouth quirking up, her green eyes soft and dark. “I’m not going to be the She-Wolf tonight,” she tells him, one hand sliding into his hair to cradle his skull while she traces his face with the fingers of the other, her touch feather-light as she runs it over his eyebrows, down the bridge of his nose, over his lips. “Tonight I’m not going to hurt you, because I have other things in mind, and I want you to be present when I ask you if you’re enjoying yourself. I want you to be able to answer me honestly. I’m still going to be in control, but I’ll stop whenever you need me to stop.” Her thumb slides into his mouth, far enough that he can barely nip at it, and his reward is a smile where she bites her lower lip. “You can still call me the She-Wolf if that makes this easier for you, though. Does that sound good?”

“Yes, Glory,” Lucían says against her thumb. A shiver runs down his spine as he speaks, and that’s interesting to know, that it works just as well to have Glory do this as it does for the She-Wolf to do it. His body is already responding, his mind going fuzzy around the edges as he submits to her will. Glory leaves her hand in his hair and skates her other hand down the planes of his body, tracing the muscles he’s developed over the last several months so lightly it almost tickles. She kisses him again as she circles her fingers loosely around his cock and Lucían shudders and moans into her mouth, his fingers digging into the soft curve of her hips. Her grip is loose enough that there’s barely any friction, and he can’t stop himself from rutting against her uselessly. Glory tightens her hand in his hair to hold his head still and kisses her way across his jaw to his ear.

“You don’t get to come until I tell you,” she says, voice low, lips close enough to brush his skin when they move. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Glory,” he whispers, hips still working against her hand in little jerks. The rhythm stutters and fails when he feels her teeth on his neck, and Lucían tries to pull her closer and can’t, it’s like trying to move an oak.

“Shh,” she says when he whines and squirms against her hold on his hair. “It’s not time for that yet.” What it is time for she doesn’t say, but he figures it out when she spends the next eternity with her mouth on his neck, biting, licking, and kissing every square inch of the sensitive skin there until he’s moaning on every exhale and leaking over her hand. When he does brush against her fingers his cock slides easily, but it’s still a horrible tease, just enough contact to send jolts of pleasure up his spine but not enough to get him even close to coming. He whimpers when she finally takes her hand away, achingly hard, and she swallows the sound with another kiss. Glory twists them as they kiss, tucking her free hand behind his back and carefully pulling him down on top of her so he ends up between her spread legs. She rolls her pussy against his cock in a hot, wet slide, and Lucían has to break off their kiss because of the sound he makes.

“Make me come, Lucían,” she orders, and he shoves himself up on one forearm, sliding his other hand down her body so he can dip his fingers into the slickness at her cunt and circle her clit with them. It’s awkward with his own body in the way, so he climbs over her leg to the side, which has the added bonus of allowing his mouth better access to her neck. The collar with his necklace gets in his way a little, and he shoves his tongue under the leather so he can lick at her pulse point, drinks in her shudder like water in the desert before he mouths his way down to her breasts. He pulls one nipple into his mouth while his fingers work her over, worships her with lips and tongue as she twines her fingers into her hair and ruts up against his hand. “Yes, fuck, that’s good,” Glory hisses, jerking her hips up hard as he works his fingers around her swollen clit. “Just like that, I’m close, your hands are so good—” Her words cut off into an inarticulate groan when he scrapes his teeth against her nipple, and he can feel her thighs trembling, her breath coming in shallow gasps. Lucían speeds up his hand, presses a little harder, and when she stops breathing he lifts his head from her breasts so he can watch the moment when her orgasm breaks across her face. It’s the most beautiful agony, her brow creased and her eyes squeezed shut. She doesn’t bother to muffle her cries as she shudders and loses herself under his hand, her back arched up off the bed and her hands tightening in his hair involuntarily. When she drops back to the mattress, boneless and panting, he slows his hand and presses openmouthed, lazy kisses to her collarbone and the valley between her breasts, tongue flicking out to taste the salt-rosemary of her skin.

“Good boy,” she purrs, carding the fingers of one hand through his hair while she trails the other up and down his spine. Lucían shivers, hiding his head against her skin, his blush a reflexive response to her praise that he can’t fucking train himself out of and isn’t entirely sure that he wants to. “You’re so good at making me come, Lucían, and I know you love it, don’t you?” Glory tugs on his hair until he has to look up and meet her eyes, the green half-hidden behind the low sweep of her lashes.

“Yes, Glory,” he answers and grinds against her hip, not entirely on purpose.

“Since you’re so good at it,” she says, drawing her hand slowly up his back, along his neck, watching him shiver and squirm under her touch, “and you like it so much, I think I’m going to give you a little gift.” Her finger traces over his lips, leaving them tingling, the gentle touch somehow working straight to his cock so he can’t help but grind against her again. “You get to make me come again, Lucían, using this lovely, talented mouth of yours. Would you like that?”

“Yes, Glory,” he says against her fingertips, and she grins and presses her first two fingers into his mouth up to her knuckles. Fuck, he doesn’t know why that shoots lighting up and down his spine, why it makes him tremble and ache and his cock leak against her skin, but it does and he’s not questioning it now. Lucían sucks on her fingers, explores them with his tongue while his hips keep moving against her, and it’s all so good and he’s so wound up and sensitive that he has to yank himself away with a gasp before he comes too early and ruins Glory’s plans.

“Too excited at the thought of pleasing me, my sweet boy?” Glory asks him, smirking as she traces her wet fingers down his chin. He nods, breathing deeply, and then almost loses his control again when she circles his nipple, fingertips dragging wet and hot against it. The sound he makes is incoherent and needy and it makes Glory chuckle, dark and rich. “I’d best let you get to it, then,” she says, taking her hands away and propping herself up on her elbows. She looks absolutely spectacular, cheeks flushed pink, eyes lazy and wanting, all of it framed by her white-gold hair hanging loose and rumpled around her muscular shoulders. Lucían can’t believe his luck. Every day that he wakes up next to this woman is a gift.

“Can we—” he starts, worrying his lower lip with his teeth briefly because he’s not sure how much say he gets in these proceedings “—can you sit on the edge of the bed?” She nods and Lucían crawls backwards away from her until he can slide off the edge of the mattress and kneel on the floor.

“Do you want a pillow for your knees?” Glory asks as she settles herself, thighs on either side of his shoulders, and Lucían shakes his head. Long evenings spent in prayer have conditioned his legs for kneeling, and he wants the burn of it. He likes it to hurt a bit when he’s in front of Glory, even if he can’t quite admit that part out loud. He wraps one arm around her thigh, tucking his shoulder under it, and licks a slow swipe up her pussy, pushing his tongue as deep into her as he can before he brings it up to circle her clit. Her hissed exhale of breath sounds like music, and Lucían smiles against her, makes love to her clit with lips and tongue for a long moment, before he pulls away and presses a kiss to her inner thigh.

“Could you, um, I know you said you weren’t going to hurt me,” he starts, looking up at her through his eyelashes, acutely aware of his blush, “but could you pull my hair?” Glory grins, biting her lower lip, and cards the fingers of one hand into his hair. She tightens it into a fist and tugs, just on the edge of pain, and Lucían shivers as the sensation rolls over his body, half-closes his eyes, and exhales a little whine. “Perfect,” he thinks, possibly says out loud, and presses his mouth back against Glory, rolls his tongue around her clit while he brings up his free hand to tease his fingers at her entrance. He slides a finger in, barely up to the first knuckle, and moves it in slow circles in time with his mouth. He keeps going like that while Glory shudders above him until she finally yanks on his hair and grinds her cunt against his face, the snap of her hips working his finger into her perhaps another inch.

“Fuck me,” she hisses, hips working against his mouth in sharp little jerks, “don’t just tease me.” Lucían pushes two fingers into her, as far as they’ll go, and curls them up the way he knows she likes. He doesn’t bother actually moving them, because now she’s fucking herself on them, holding his head in place and using him as a prop while she seeks her second orgasm with hot hard grinds against his tongue and fingers. He loves this, loves to be used like this, loves getting to hear and see and smell and feel Glory as she comes on and around him. Lucían works a third finger into her, sucking on her clit until the movements of her hips start to stutter erratically. He takes over then, fucking her hard and fast with his fingers until she finally shatters again, cunt clenching around him as she comes against his mouth. He keeps going, drawing out her pleasure through the aftershocks until Glory finally pulls him off. Her wetness coats his face, drips from his fingers where they’re still inside her heat, and he leans the side of his head against her thigh, trying to catch his breath along with her. His knees hurt and his cock aches and he’ll stay like this, submit to her forever if that’s what she asks of him.

“You’re such a good boy, Lucían,” Glory says, tugging him up off his heels so she can curl down over him and attack his mouth, heedless of the mess she’s left on his lips. His tongue moves clumsily against hers and his jaw complains at the continued strain but it’s good, it’s so good he can feel it jolting through his cock. Lucían feels himself leaking again and he shudders when she pulls away. She sits back up, using her free hand to take him by the wrist and pull his soaked fingers out of her pussy. Her green eyes narrow speculatively at the slick she’s left on his hand, and she makes eye contact with him again when she releases his wrist. “Touch yourself,” she orders. “I want to watch.” Lucían hisses a little when she takes her hand out of his hair and has to remove his arm from around her thigh as she shifts to lounge on her side. She props her head up on one fist, green eyes heavy on him, completely unselfconscious about her debauched nudity. He wraps his wet hand around his cock and can’t stop himself from making a broken little sound as his eyes slide shut. “No, Lucían,” she corrects, reaching out to tuck a finger under his chin. “Eyes open and look at me while you do it.” Her hand stays there while he forces his eyes back open, and when he finally meets her gaze she takes it away and settles on the bed.

It is indescribably difficult to look at Glory while he strokes himself, because it’s strange (humiliating? exciting? painfully arousing?) enough to be doing this in her presence. Watching her watch him touch himself takes the whole thing to another level, and Lucían’s not entirely sure how he feels about it from the ears-up but his cock signals its intense approval by shooting pleasure up his spine. The sensations are overwhelming, and his cock is burning hot against his palm, leaking over his hand to mix with Glory’s wetness. It takes barely a handful of strokes before his thighs tremble, his groin tightening up in readiness.

“Does that feel good, Lucían?” Glory asks him, her gaze hot and hungry, flicking between his face and where his hand is moving on his dick.

“Yes, Glory,” he manages, hips jerking into his shaking hand. Her lips curve up in a slow smile. 

“Are you imagining that you’re fucking me right now?”

Lucían nods desperately, braces his free hand against the floor as he fucks into the ring of his fist. He knows he should answer with actual words, but that ability has deserted him and every time he opens his mouth he makes sounds he doesn’t fully recognize. He’s going to come, he’s so close, maybe he’s been good enough—

“Stop.” Glory’s order bypasses his conscious mind and cuts straight to the part of him that obeys, and he drops his cock and exhales a long, broken moan. Lucían’s heart pounds like he was sprinting, he’s so close to coming he feels like if he thinks too hard about it it’ll tip him over the edge. Glory looks pleased with him, though, and that’s what he wants, it’s what he always wants. He can live with this deprivation if she asks it of him. He’s a monk, he’s used to deprivation.

“You did very well, Lucían. Do you want to fuck me?” Glory asks, interrupting that train of thought, and Lucían blurts, “Please,” urgently, like she might change her mind if he doesn’t answer quickly enough. It makes her grin, and she shifts further back onto the bed and beckons him to follow. This is when he discovers that he’s been kneeling perhaps a bit too long, and Lucían hisses as blood flows back into his lower legs. He crawls awkwardly onto the bed, chasing her to the center, and she pulls him into a long, hot kiss.

“This is how it’s going to go, Lucían,” Glory tells him, reaching down between them to lazily stroke his cock and drink in his shudders. “You’re going to fuck me from behind and make me come again. At no point are you going to come yourself. After you make me come this third time, we’ll see about giving you your reward. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Glory,” he whines, panting against her mouth, nipping at her lower lip. He feels her mouth curl up in a smile and she gives his cock a squeeze before she drops it.

“You’re such a good boy,” she tells him as she turns over onto all fours and drops to her elbows. “Now give me your cock.”

This, Lucían realizes, is the first time Glory’s had him fuck her in this position. The view is, not to put too fine a point on it, spectacular. He settles himself behind her, sets one hand one her hip and runs the other along her spine, up to where the tattoo sits under her shoulder blades, mesmerized by the curve of her ass and the muscles working under her pale skin. Fuck, she’s beautiful, and like she can hear his thoughts she turns her head to glance over her shoulder at him, white-blond hair tumbling around her face. “Like what you see?” she teases, wiggling her hips at him, and Lucían blushes at being caught staring.

“Always,” he admits, dragging his fingernails back down her back so he can use that hand to guide his cock inside her. She’s always so tight it feels like he won’t fit at first, and then he slips into her wet heat and he doesn’t stop until he’s hilted in her, hips flush against her ass. Glory sighs happily, almost a moan, and rocks back against him a little. It’s deeper like this, fuck, and Lucían takes a deep breath and tries to find his self control. She’s given him an order, and he’s going to obey it because that’s what he’s here for, to serve her. Lucían leans forward, working one hand around her hip and between her legs, and finds her clit with his fingers by feel alone. She makes a little “ah!” sound and clenches around him, so he keeps his hand where it is and rolls his hips against her slowly. His cock slides in and out of her easily, she’s so wet, and Lucían shudders hard and bites his lower lip as he starts to fuck her, moving his fingers in time with his thrusts. It’s torture, it’s the best thing he’s ever felt, and he thinks he’s going to die.

Lucían blasphemously thanks the Lord that Glory’s orgasms tend to happen faster the more of them she has, because as it is he has to desperately hold on with his fingernails to avoid spilling into her before he gets permission. She moans into the mattress under him, her arms limply crossed under her head. “Fuck,” she whines, and then hisses something in Norka, and then arches her back to change the angle with a, “keep going, more, yes Lucían.” He can feel the shaking of her thighs and the clenching of her cunt around him that means she’s close, so he speeds up, keeps his cock moving fast and hard in shallow thrusts that keep him almost entirely inside her heat. It’s what she likes, he knows it, but it’s also incredibly good for him and he clenches his teeth, whole body shaking with the effort of holding himself back from coming. Glory stops breathing, and it takes a handful of hard strokes, his hips snapping against her ass audibly, for her to fall over the edge, spasming around his cock as she cries out into the bed. It’s very nearly too much, and Lucían has to yank his dick out of her and replace it with three of his fingers to keep his orgasm at bay. His own breathing is ragged and audible, his thighs trembling as she fucks herself back on his hand until her legs stop working and she sprawls, panting, on the sheets. Lucían’s fingers are soaked again, and when he looks around for something to clean them with he finds a tray with a few cloths and a little pitcher of oil on the table next to the bed. The oil is intriguing, and he struggles not to think too hard about it as he wipes off his hands and face. Glory’s still face-down on the bed, content and languid, so he curls up half on top of her, carding his fingers through her hair and pressing soft kisses to the tattoo on her back, up her spine to the nape of her neck. She shivers and hmms a pleased sound, turning her head to the side so he can skate his fingers over the shaved parts of her scalp.

“You didn’t let me come on your cock,” she says, words very slightly slurred, like she’s sex drunk. She doesn’t sound angry, or even particularly disappointed, but Lucían freezes anyway, dread dripping ice down his spine. He’d tried to be good, he had, was he still going to get his reward?

“I’m sorry,” his apology starts, he’s ready to beg, ready to do anything, but she cuts him off with, “Were you going to come? Were you being a good boy and obeying me?”

“Yes, Glory.” He presses his forehead to her shoulder in supplication, blushing furiously. “It was too good, I couldn’t otherwise, I had to, please, I’m sorry—” Glory cuts him off this time by rolling over, pulling him in for a kiss, and swallowing his words with her mouth. His cock is still hard and wet with her fluids and it slides along the crease between her hip and stomach, startling a moan out of him. Lucían tries to hold himself still but Glory drops a hand to his ass and pins him there as she rolls her hips. He ruts on her desperately, not sure if this is his reward but not able to stop.

“Do you want to come, Lucían?” she asks, tucking his face into the crook of her neck as his hips work.

“Please,” he moans against her skin, pressing open-mouthed kisses to every inch of her he can reach. Maybe this is his reward, and she’s going to let him come against her like this, because he’s so close now, his whole body shuddering as little bursts of pleasure go off up and down his spine—

“Stop.” This time Lucían exhales a sob when he stills his movements, it fucking hurts to hold off like this, his cock is throbbing in time with his heartbeat and he wants to come so bad he can practically taste it. Why does he fucking do this when it would be so easy to keep going?

“Good boy,” Glory says, running her fingernails along the nape of his neck, and it’s like a warm blanket on a freezing night, wrapping his brain in a soft happiness that he still doesn’t fully understand. This is why, because he lives for Glory, wants only to please her so he can drink in her praise and let it sustain him. “You obey me so well, don’t you, my sweet Lucían? You’re such a good boy.” Her hand squeezes his ass, makes his breathing hitch, and she pats him once before releasing him. “On your back.”

Lucían scrambles to flip over as Glory rolls out of the way, heart pounding with anticipation. She leans over to take the tray off the table, settles it on the bed near his hips, and grins down at him with a look that’s almost feral. “Spread your legs,” she orders, and kneels between them when he complies, his knees up and his feet flat on the mattress. Her hands encircle his wrists gently, and she lifts them up over his head to press them into the pillow.

“You will keep your hands here. If you absolutely must, you may hold on to the headboard,” she tells him, green eyes sparkling, her fingers tracing slowly down the lines of his arms. “Under no circumstances are you to move your hands, or touch me, or touch yourself. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Glory,” he says, breathless and already trembling. His cock twitches when he speaks, and from the way her eyebrow moves he knows she noticed. Her hands keep going, skating slowly down along his body, brushing his nipples and sliding over the muscles of his abdomen. She avoids his dick, flushed dark and hard and so ready, settling her hands on either side of his hips and squeezing there instead. Lucían whimpers and squirms a little, his hands clenching into fists as he keeps them over his head like she told him to.

“You’ve been so good,” she tells him, lightly tracing the length of his cock with one finger and using the strength of her other hand to hold him down as he moans brokenly and tries to buck up into her touch. “If you can keep being good for me then I think it’s time for your reward. Are you going to keep being good?”

“Yes, Glory,” he says, voice barely still working, and he’s so aroused he can barely focus on her face when she smiles and says, “Good boy.” Lucían gives up and stares vaguely at the ceiling, breathing hard and barely aware that she’s doing something with the oil. It’s somehow still a surprise when she wraps one large, hot hand around his cock, startling a moan out of him and an involuntary jerk of his hips as he tries to fuck up into her oiled fist. Her touch is loose enough that there’s not enough friction for any real pleasure, and Lucían hisses in frustration, wanting desperately for more. He gets his wish, though not in the way he was expecting, when Glory says, “Tell me if you don’t like this,” and presses an oiled finger against his asshole.

“Fuck!” he blurts, hands scrabbling for the upright slats of the headboard and clamping around them hard enough that his knuckles crack. She rolls her finger in a slow circle around the tight ring of flesh, awakening sensations he hadn’t known were possible, and he pants out a dizzy, “Oh, fuck,” grinding himself down against her hand involuntarily. The hand on his cock moves slowly, reminding him of how fucking turned on he is, but all his focus is on the pressure against his hole, the easy move of her fingers there and how shockingly good it feels. This was something Lucían had never considered, it hadn’t even occurred to him, and maybe he should feel more shame about liking it but instead he’s writhing wantonly under her, broken little sounds working their way out of his throat.

“Do you like this?” she asks, pressing a little harder, and Lucían grits out, “Yes, Glory,” in a voice that doesn’t even sound like his, all thready and breathy and wrecked. It’s wrong, some deeply buried part of him insists, it must be wrong to like this, but that part of him sounds like the Abbot and the Abbot has absolutely no place here, so Lucían viciously pushes that thought aside and gasps under Glory’s touch instead. She moves her hand on his cock in one steady, firm stroke, leaving him utterly unable to think of anything else, and he presses his head back into the pillows, sobbing out a moan between his teeth, his arms shaking with his unbreakable grip on the headboard. “Do you want more?” she asks, and he squeezes his eyes shut, tries to take a real breath and focus on her question and not on what her fingers are doing to him.

“What—what does more look like?” he manages to ask in coherent words, even as he can’t stop his hips from trying to work down harder against her hand.

Glory stops her movements and waits until he opens his eyes and looks up at her face. Her cheeks are flushed, her pupils dilated hugely, and it jolts through him how much she’s enjoying this, too, makes his cock ache and his hips try to press against her touch. She takes a slow breath and asks, “Do you want me to fuck you with my fingers, Lucían?”

Lucían’s brain stops working entirely for a short eternity as he freezes and stares up at her like a rabbit in front of a wolf. It’s like he’s having to completely re-evaluate his place in the world and how a concept like getting properly fucked fits into his existence, and that’s not a small thing to have to figure out (other things that aren’t small: Glory’s fingers, his current erection). What would it mean to do that? Would it change him, somehow? Would people know? Does he care if they do, if it means giving more of himself to Glory? At some point he realizes he’s stopped breathing, and his lungs shudder their way through a deep, desperate inhale. Glory patiently waits, her hands unmoving, a hot grip on his cock and a firm pressure against his asshole reminding him that he still needs to answer her question. For a moment the shame and fear win out, and he thinks he’ll say no and she’ll get him off like this, which is already more than he was expecting. His second deep inhale is big enough to shift him down against her fingers again, though, and that little nudge against the bundle of sensation lights a fire in him, sears him through in a hot flash, and he knows his answer down to his marrow.

“Yes,” he begs, rolling his hips down against her hand. “Please fuck me, Glory. I want—” his voice breaks, and he has to swallow and try again “—I want you to take me.” Her smile lights him up almost as much as her fingers, and she shifts on her knees, pressing his legs slightly further apart.

“Take deep breaths,” she tells him, running her hand along his cock lazily, like that’s going to distract him from what she’s about to do. “Relax as much as possible and if you push down it’ll be easier.” Lucían tries to do what she says, he really does, but when she presses her oiled finger more firmly against him and just barely breaches the tight ring of muscle there, he hisses and bucks his hips, not sure if he’s trying to flinch away or toward her. “Lucían,” she says more firmly, stilling her hand where it’s still just barely inside him, the tease of penetration lighting up his brain at the same time that it shuts down his logical thought processes. “Breathe.” He manages a deep inhale, exhaling through his nose, and that settles him somewhat. “Relax,” she orders, and with a great effort Lucían lets go of some of the tension in his muscles. It shifts him lower, drops him down against her hand, and she presses further in as soon as she feels the change. He’s better prepared for it this time, able to breathe through it, but it’s intensely fucking strange. It feels like an invasion, like something he should fight, except for how much he wants it. Her finger gets past the ring of muscle and resistance, all at once, and slides the rest of the way into him easily, knocking the breath from his lungs because oh Lord, he’d asked for it but he didn’t know it would feel like this.

“Good?” she asks, sliding her fist along his cock again, and Lucían whimpers and tries to fuck up into her hand and press down on her finger at the same time. It’s enough to move her inside him, just a little, and fire licks through his belly, heats his groin even more as he repeats the movement, hips trying to work on her hand where she’s stretching him apart, and he distantly manages a breathy, “Oh, fuck.”

“If you insist,” Glory says cheerfully, pulling her finger out and pushing it back in, the slide of the oil letting it move smoothly. Lucían’s hands clench on the headboard and he groans, low and guttural, like the thrust of her hand is forcing the sound out of him. She’s not moving the hand on his cock while she slowly fucks him with the other, and it’s so good and it’s such torture and he keeps making small, desperate sounds, hitching his hips against her, trying to get more something. Glory curls her finger up inside him on the next thrust, and it sparks against a place inside him that makes him see stars, makes his cock twitch and leak liquid onto his stomach, and Lucían chokes back a wail when she hits it again.

“Do you want another finger?”

He’s so far gone it takes him a long moment to realize Glory’s asked him a question, and then a further moment for him to parse it. “Fuck, yes, please,” he gasps, hips still grinding down against her hand, wanting that pressure and stretch inside him more than he wants air. “Oh Lord, fuck me Glory, please, I’m yours, I wannnngh—” Whatever Lucían was about to babble cuts off into another ragged sound as Glory pulls her finger out and then presses slowly back in with two, and fuck, it seems like it should be easier since she was just fucking him but it’s not. He has to breathe through it and whimper and hitch his hips down against her in sharp little jerks for what feels like forever. Finally, finally, she’s past that ring of muscle, two hot thick fingers stretching him out, and she grins at him wickedly before she scoots further down the bed and, to his intense surprise, wraps her mouth around his cock.

Lucían swears violently in at least three languages, his back arching up off the back involuntarily at the heat of her, the swirl of her tongue against the sensitive place on the underside of his dick and the stretch of her fingers inside him. She’s never done this before, never used her mouth on him, and he’d wondered about it occasionally but never expected it to happen. She slides her mouth up and down on whatever part of him doesn’t fit in her fist, and then pulls off to drop a kiss on the tip of his cock. “Good?” she asks again, and Lucían’s pretty sure she’s just messing with him this time because his face is flushed and his cock was just leaking in her mouth and he’s trying to shove himself down on her hand because she’s not fucking him with it and he needs her to move, needs her to take him.

“Glory,” he whines, thighs trembling, “please, please fuck me, make me come, I’ve been good, I want it, please.”

Glory smiles, tilts her head to the side like she’s considering his request, and says, “You have been good, Lucían. You’ve been so good tonight, my love.” She pulls her fingers out and pushes them back in, not fast, but not tortuously slow, either, and Lucían’s breath comes out in a sob of relief. “When you’ve been very good for me, you get rewarded,” she continues, fucking him with her fingers now in earnest, and he can’t stop a little “ah!” every time she hilts her hand in him, can’t stop himself pushing down to meet her thrusts. She drops her head again and takes his cock back into her mouth, and when she sucks on him he chokes on air.

“Do you like your reward, Lucían?” she asks, pulling off after a few more bobs of her head, curling her fingers up so they brush that spot that lights him on fire every time she drives them in, and he presses his head back against the pillows and keens wordlessly. “That’s not an answer,” Glory says, squeezing his cock in a light punishment, and Lucían wails, “I love it, I love having you fuck me, please, Glory—” Her hand speeds up, the thrusts harder, and he loses the ability to make words or think coherently, especially when she puts her mouth on him, lips and tongue and that powerful, hot suction driving him wild. Lucían stops breathing, his hips jerking down onto her hand and up into her mouth, and his whole body shakes, his hands gripping to the headboard so hard he thinks he might break it, but he can’t yet, he can’t—

She pulls him out of her mouth with an utterly obscene pop and says, “You can come now, Lucían.” That’s all it takes for him to throw his head back, arch his back fully up off the bed, and scream while he fucks himself down on her hand, his orgasm ripping through him with the inexorable power of some kind of force of nature. Hot waves of pleasure chase through him, making his muscles clench and release and wiping his mind clean of anything but the feeling of coming on Glory’s fingers, having her inside him, making him feel like this. It goes on for what feels like forever, her fingers and her hand moving and her tongue sweeping against the sensitive spot on the underside of his cock, all of it drawing out his pleasure mercilessly, and when he finally collapses, twitching, back to the mattress, Lucían isn’t sure if he still has bones. He drifts on the haze of his orgasm, vaguely aware that he’s come all over his stomach and can even feel bits of his release cooling on his chest, but he definitely doesn’t have the energy to care. Honestly he barely even has the energy to whimper when Glory carefully removes her fingers from his ass, leaving him a little sore and feeling strangely empty. She’s gone from the bed, and then some time later she’s back, wiping him clean with a warm cloth, and then she’s gone again, and then she’s tugging the towel out from under him and pulling the blankets up around them both.

“You can let go of the headboard now, my love,” she says as she presses a kiss to his temple, which is when Lucían realizes he’d forgotten that his hands were there, and also that he has hands in the first place. It takes him longer than he’d later admit to figure out how to actually operate them again, and then they’ve spent so long clenched in one position that it’s difficult to get them to unclench. He finally releases the headboard with a hiss and lowers his arms stiffly, pressing his face into Glory’s shoulder. He’s trembling, he realizes, and as his faculties return to him they bring a wave of strange shame and joy and confusion and satisfaction. It’s too many things for him to process in his current condition, and he clutches at her and tugs until she curls up half on top of him, sheltering him under her bulk.

“Are you all right, Lucían?” she asks, kissing the top of his head and stroking his back while he shudders. Is he? He wipes his face, finding tears there, and tries to squirm closer to her while he figures out what he’s feeling other than raw and vulnerable.

“I really liked that,” he says, quietly, “and I feel really weird about liking it, and I’m not sure why.” He feels her nod, and she scritches into his hair at the back of his neck.

“We don’t have to do it again if you don’t want,” Glory tells him. Lord, he loves her, the way she reassures him whenever he needs, the way she cracks him apart and puts him back together. Lucían squeezes his eyes shut and takes a deep breath, mentally probing the twisted knot of emotions in his gut. Okay, there’s shame, but that feels... not his, it feels like shame he thinks he should be feeling, leftover from the monastery, probably. The confusion is likely a factor of the surprise, because it was a very new and somewhat strange experience. If he picks those apart he’s left with a satisfied sort of exhaustion and the memory of an orgasm so intense he can still feel the aftereffects rippling through his body.

“I want to do it again,” he says, coming to the only conclusion that was ever an option. Lucían rolls out from under her so he can make eye contact. “I want you to do it to me again. I love how you make me feel.” It’s a confession, one he couldn’t keep behind his teeth even if he wanted to. “You’re so... the way you treat me, Glory, I never thought it was something I could have before I met you.” He cups her cheek in his hand, suddenly desperate to make sure she understands the depth of his feelings. “You’re the only one for me, you know that, right? You’re all I want, all I’ve ever wanted since I first saw you.”

“You have me, Lucían,” she says, pressing a careful kiss to his lips. “I stole you and I’m not giving you back, not now, not ever.” Glory raises a hand to his face and wipes away tears he hadn’t realized he was crying, and Lucían buries his face back in her neck.

“You really are so good, aren’t you, my sweet boy?” she asks, nudging him away from her so she can hand him a glass of water. It’s cold and sweet, and Lucían realizes how thirsty he is with the first sip. He drains the whole glass and hands it back to Glory, curling against her as she settles down onto the mattress.

“You’re so beautiful when you put yourself in my hands,” she says after a warm, quiet moment. “The trust you place in me is a gift, Lucían, and it’s a gift I’m never giving up.” She leans down and claims his mouth with sweet, gentle pressure. “I promise,” she whispers against his lips, “I’ll never give you more than you can bear.”

“You make things easier for me to bear,” he tells her immediately, his mind twisting inexorably back to the undead and the task ahead of them. He shivers and curls himself around her, skin to skin, her muscles long and lean under his hands, pushing those thoughts from his mind. They have no place here. There will be time enough for them tomorrow.
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Chapter 10


[image: image]


Two pairs of feet come into Lucían’s field of view, which is vaguely interesting, but he’s currently trying to get the Knife’s calves off of his neck, his arm clamped in a lock between her thighs, so whoever has decided to come watch him get his ass kicked this morning is going to have to wait. He could tap out, admittedly, but he has some pride and if he can just get a knee under himself he thinks he can turn this whole fight around.

“Did you need him to do more magic shit?” the Knife asks, casually, like she’s not choking him into oblivion. Lucían shifts his weight, braces his toes against the floor and shoves off his feet, successfully propelling the two of them over so he flips and ends up on his back. She’s still got her legs tight around him, but here he actually has some options, and he whips his legs around in what is a pretty impressive fan kick, considering he hasn’t been training as much recently. The Knife has to dodge to avoid a boot to the face, and when she does she drops the arm she had trapped in a lock, which lets him awkwardly punch her in whatever piece of flesh is nearby. She squawks, startled, and he manages to shove his other arm up between her calves and lever his head free. He scrambles a few feet away and collapses on the mats, panting but triumphant.

“Got—you—” Lucían gasps out, grinning smugly as he shoves himself up onto his elbows. The Knife glares at him, affronted and legs akimbo from her seat on the floor. 

“You punched me in the boob!” she accuses, and Lucían flushes a little bit. Had he? It’s quite possible, he wasn’t really looking when he threw that punch.

“The She-Wolf says there’s no such thing as fighting fair, there’s only fighting to win,” he says primly, pushing himself to his feet and brushing off his clothes.

The Knife frowns at him, her dark eyebrows drawn low over her eyes. “She got that from me, you know,” she grouses, accepting his hand up from the floor. “It sounds a lot better when I say it than when I have to hear it, I tell you what.” Her hand claps down onto his shoulder firmly and she adds, “Anyway, good job. I guess you haven’t forgotten everything I taught you.” Lucían ducks his head in acknowledgment and crosses to the perimeter of the room, where there’s a water pitcher and some earthenware mugs.

“So is this what you’ve been up to since you left the monastery?” Lucían chokes on his water a little, because he’d mostly forgotten anyone else was in the room on account of the sparring. He swipes at the droplets of water on his tunic and turns to see Sisters Evelyn and Abigail watching him with interested eyes. They’re both in slightly different habits than he’s seen before, shorter tunics and linen trousers, their hair tied back with headbands rather than tucked under scarves. Sister Abigail’s hair floats behind her head like a great dark curly cloud, he notes with some interest, and Evelyn’s auburn hair has grown out in waves.

“Among other things,” he says, setting down his cup and rolling out his neck. “I also learned to dance, forged my way into a fancy party, and almost froze to death.”

“And got stabbed,” Sister Evelyn points out, “Which you still haven’t explained. Did you stab him?” This is directed at the Knife, who looks up from the dagger she’s tossing between her hands with an offended cast to her face, like it’s an unreasonable question. Since she’s currently playing with a dagger, was previously choking him, and also has a certain air of murder about her in general, Lucían thinks her defensiveness is misplaced.

“I try to teach him how to stab other people, and how not to get stabbed.” The Knife spreads her arms and shrugs. “Not entirely my fault if he didn’t absorb his lessons. I’m the Knife, by the way.”

“I did all right in that fight,” Lucían says, trying not to think too hard about the screams of men dying at his hands. “Anyway, this is Sister Abigail and Sister Evelyn. What are you two doing here?” There are no new undead specimens to examine and Mother Geraldine put the magic lessons on hold until after the mission to recover the grimoire, so he can’t imagine what they need. The Hammer has decided they leave in a week, and Lucían feels both that it’s too soon and not soon enough. He’s full of nervous energy and also doesn’t want to die at the claws of an unholy creature like keeps happening in this dreams, hence the training sessions.

“We’re coming on the mission to offer additional magical support,” Sister Abigail says, squaring her shoulders like she’s expecting an argument.

“Mother Geraldine assigned us specifically, and the Hammer approved.” Sister Evelyn’s hands clench into fists, and she raises her chin defiantly. The nuns stare Lucían and the Knife down with twin determined glints in their eyes, Evelyn’s steely gray in her freckled face, while Abigail’s gleam as darkly as her skin. They both look ready to defend their case, so when the Knife shrugs and says, “Yeah, okay,” they deflate almost audibly.

“That’s it?” Sister Abigail says, suspicious. Evelyn looks like this went much more smoothly than she’d expected and is now trying to figure out her next move.

“It makes sense,” Lucían says, trying not to sound worried, because shit, he hadn’t meant for other people to get caught up in this mess and now these two women who hadn’t chosen a warrior’s life are going to be part of it. “If I get injured or knocked unconscious it would be good to have backup.”

“Let’s see what you’ve got,” the Knife says easily, her blade disappearing back on her person and gesturing at Abigail to step forward. “If you’re coming with us then I’m going to try and make sure you don’t die.”

“Appreciated,” Sister Abigail says, approaching the Knife with an appropriate level of wariness. She’s a full head taller than the shorter warrior, the only similarity between the two their skin tone. “What am I actually doing?”

“I’m going to try and hit you, and I want you to try and keep me from doing it,” the Knife says evenly, and doesn’t wait for Abigail’s nod before her hand moves, a sharp quick jab up at Abigail’s face. Lucían winces in advance, but the nun’s arms move smoothly, like she doesn’t even have to think about it, and when they’re still again the Knife’s hand is locked under Sister Abigail’s armpit, Abigail’s hand clamped just above the Knife’s elbow, and the shorter woman looks impressed?

“I thought they didn’t teach martial arts in your cloister?” The Knife taps Abigail’s hand with her free one and steps away when she gets her arm back.

“They don’t,” Sister Abigail says, dodging out of the way of the next strike and capturing the third, locking the Knife’s arm up again. “I work in the emergency wards, and people aren’t always particularly rational when you’re setting their broken bone or stitching their guts back up.” She releases the Knife and shrugs. “You learn how to not get punched if you don’t want to get punched, and I don’t want to get punched.”

“That checks out,” the Knife says, echoing Lucían’s own thoughts. “Any of them come at you with a knife?”

“Once or twice,” Sister Abigail allows. “Haven’t gotten stabbed.”

“Unlike some people!” Sister Evelyn says with a significant look at Lucían, and then covers her mouth when the Knife points at her.

“Your turn, kid,” the Knife says, waving at Abigail to sit down, and Evelyn looks like she regrets a lot of her life decisions as she walks slowly onto the mats. Lucían feels a little bad for her, but he’s also been in the same position and there’s something pleasant about knowing someone else will soon understand his pain. That slightly smug feeling disappears quickly, because when the Knife throws her first punch at Evelyn, the nun avoids the strike by launching herself forward in a full-body tackle, taking a startled Knife to the floor in a flurry of limbs. The warrior recovers quickly, though, and Sister Evelyn ends up pinned in short order, her cheeks flushed pink under her freckles and her headband askew.

“I like your instincts,” the Knife says, sitting on Evelyn’s back comfortably. “We’ll have to work on your technique, though.”

“Did she learn that in the cloister?” Lucían asks Sister Abigail in a low voice, leaning in conspiratorially.

“She came to us willing to fight like a cornered cat,” Sister Abigail tells him with a shrug. “We assumed she learned it from you and yours.”

Lucían frowns as he watches the Knife help Evelyn back to her feet. Fighting was prohibited in the monastery, since as followers of the Lord they were supposed to find other, more holy ways to settle their differences. Obviously if you have a lot of boys (and the occasional girl who doesn’t know it yet, he supposes) in one place there are inevitable scuffles, but he certainly never saw anyone flat-out attack another monk. What had he missed?

“Lucían!” the Knife snaps, and he sits up straight like he wasn’t just lost in thought. “You spar with the tall one.”

He glances over at Abigail, her dark eyes meeting his, and she shrugs. “You heard the small, terrifying lady,” she says, and he grins and follows her out onto the mats, some distance away from where the Knife is saying, “You can’t just tackle the undead, I’m pretty sure, so let’s focus on some other options.”

“I feel very out of my depth trying to teach someone else how to fight, I’m just going to get that out in the open right now,” Lucían tells Abigail with complete honesty. “I guess show me how you throw a punch and we can start there?” She nods, setting her jaw, and strikes out at the air in front of her with a fist. Lucían spots a few things immediately that both Glory and the Knife have attempted to drill into him and corrects Abigail’s form. Her next punch is stronger, faster, more efficient, and he nods. Okay. Maybe he can do this.

Later, after Abigail grapples him into a pretty good pin three times in a row, the Knife calls a break and Lucían flops down on the mats next to Sister Evelyn with a cup of water. His ribs hurt, his left shoulder is sore, and he can feel a bruise blooming on his jaw from an unexpected and effective headbutt. Evelyn’s pale face is sweaty and flushed, her hair rumpled, and she looks to be favoring her right knee a bit. She also looks incredibly proud, and she grins at him over her water cup.

“The Knife says she’s going to start me on daggers tomorrow,” she tells him, taking a long sip of her water. “Then she said, and I quote, ‘May the gods save anyone who stands in your way.’” Evelyn’s nose wrinkles and she leans in conspiratorially. “She said that like it was sort of an insult but I think she likes me.”

“Probably,” Lucían says. “That’s how she talks to me and I’m pretty sure we’re actually friends. Either that or she’s playing a long game to lure me into a false sense of security.” He takes a drink of his water, considering, and finally just asks outright, “Who taught you to fight like that?”

Evelyn hunches her shoulders in, just a bit, barely enough to be noticeable, and shoots back, “How did you get stabbed?” Her gray eyes meet his, challenge and curiosity in her gaze, and Lucían considers for a moment and decides, yeah, that seems fair.

“Glory and I went to retrieve two of the books we’re tracking from a smuggler’s den. I tried to sneak in and get them without anyone noticing, but it went wrong and they attacked us. One of them stabbed me in the ensuing melee, and I passed out afterward.” Anguished screams, the smell of burnt flesh, and the feeling of a man’s throat under his hand all claw their way to the forefront of his brain and Lucían takes a deep breath, pinching his eyes shut for a second. “I killed two of them myself,” he adds quietly. “I don’t like thinking about it. I still have nightmares sometimes.”

Evelyn’s hand settles on his shoulder and squeezes, and Lucían takes another deep breath, pushing the memories away and re-focusing on the present. She watches him settle himself, nods, and says without preamble, “Some of the boys at the monastery could tell I was different, even if none of us knew why, and they’d catch me alone and try to beat me up. I figured out pretty quickly that the best way to stop it was to go after the ringleader as viciously as possible, and eventually word got around and they left me alone.”

Multiple emotions flare in Lucían, and it takes a second for him to identify and sort them into anything other than a clamor of noise. There’s anger at the way his friend was treated, that makes sense, and then guilt at not having known, and then a thirst for revenge that he tamps down on, and then a deep yawning horror because what else had he missed? Who else was being tormented at the monastery that he didn’t notice? Who is suffering right now who he could be helping if they weren’t having to track down this godsforsaken book? He takes a couple more deep breaths, and then a sip of water so he has an excuse not to speak for another second, and then he finally exhales in a huff and says, “Thank you for telling me. I wish I’d known so I could have helped.”

Evelyn shrugs a bit. “I don’t blame you,” she says, rolling her water cup between her hands and looking at the reflection inside. “You’re, what, ten years older than me? You were in a different dormitory, you had different responsibilities, it’s not like you could have known. They didn’t do it while anyone was around, because it turns out bullies are careful like that.” She downs her water and sets the cup aside, rolling her shoulders back, her mouth set in a firm line. “I took care of it and now I’m here and I’m happy and myself and they can rot for all I care.”

“I’m glad of that,” Lucían says, and he means it, because Evelyn’s comfort and contentment shines out of her like magelight. “Also, I’m only eight years older than you, don’t make me sound so decrepit.”

“Lucían makes himself sound decrepit without your help,” the Knife says, stepping closer on the mats so he has to tilt his head back to glare at her. “‘Oh, I’m so sore, please stop punching me, all I want is to eat pastries and go to bed early, I’m Lucían and I like books,’” she says, in what is a terrible impression of him, and he has to work to keep his mouth flat because it’s also hilarious.

“You stand there like you also aren’t obsessed with pastries and sleep,” he points out, and the Knife snorts.

“Everyone loves pastries and sleep,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Anyone who says otherwise is a liar. Come on, niño, break time’s over.”

Sister Evelyn groans as she climbs back to her feet, and Lucían glances over at her with half a grin. “Still happy?” he asks, setting aside his water cup as he stands, and yep, those ribs still hurt. Fun.

“Slightly less happy right now, not gonna lie,” she says, rolling out her neck with a series of cracks. “Ask me again tomorrow and I’ll probably punch you.”

“That’s the spirit!” Lucían says cheerfully, and when her hand whaps him upside the head he figures he probably deserved it.
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Chapter 11
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Lucían’s back smacks up against the stone wall, and he winces at the sound and listens hard. Nothing comes to his ears but the usual sounds of nature, and he allows himself to exhale, quietly, as he tries to pick out any trace of his quarry from the birdsong and rustling of leaves. Still nothing, so he slowly, cautiously draws his knife and uses it as a mirror to peer around the corner of the wall. The reflection shows greenery, a sliver of the sky and— Yes! There! He sheathes the dagger, draws magic into his free hand, readies himself, and dives out from behind the stone, summoning water into the air and then freezing it into a hail of thumb-sized chunks that pellet the Black Bear mercilessly. At the same time, Sister Evelyn darts out from behind a bush, summoning fire into her hands, and Sister Abigail is nowhere to be seen but Lucían not-quite-hears her whisper, “Try and get around to the left, sometimes he leaves that flank open.” They’re all determined to win this training exercise, and Abigail’s cast voice is calm and urgent.

Lucían nods and starts to circle around, looking for an opportunity to ice the ground or trip the Black Bear up with his staff, but Sister Evelyn charges in like a demon before he can blink, and the Black Bear dodges her first strike, goes to grab her by the elbow—

And his hand closes on empty air because Evelyn fucking disappears, and then another Evelyn blinks into existence out of thin air, launching herself onto the Black Bear’s back. She wraps one arm around his neck, holds her practice dagger to his jugular, and says, triumphantly, “Got you!”

“What the fuck,” says Lucían, along with several other people, and he releases his magic, practically dropping his staff on the ground in his shock. “What—how did you—what in the hells, Evelyn?”

“I second that question,” Sister Abigail says, dropping out of a tree to Lucían’s right with her new shortbow slung across her back. She looks impressed and bewildered, which are the main emotions Lucían’s currently feeling, and when he glances around as the other members of their party emerge from various hiding spots in the Guild garden, they have expressions to match.

The Black Bear politely bends his knees to deposit Evelyn back on her feet, and she’s grinning and blushing at the same time. “It’s magic, obviously,” she says, trying for cool and detached but clearly bursting with the urge to explain or brag about it. Lucían waits patiently while she sheathes her dagger and brushes non-existent dirt off of her tunic, and then she glances back up at the ring of people around her with excitement flashing in her eyes.

“I’ve been working on it for a while,” she admits. “It’s a variant on a magelight. You know how we need light to see?”

Lucían and Abigail immediately nod, while the gathered warriors lag behind by a moment in their agreement.

“Well,” Sister Evelyn says, holding out her hand and summoning a small white magelight, “I started experimenting with colors at first.” The light in her hand pulses through the rainbow, even somehow manages to create a dark gray, and then almost a black, like a hole in reality. “Once I got good at those I thought, ‘Well, if what I see is light, then maybe I can make light look like what I want to see?’” Her brow creases faintly, and the light in her hand shifts, reshapes itself and becomes a peony. Lucían hisses a startled breath between his teeth, because if it weren’t for the fact that the flower is floating in midair with a gentle rotation, he’d swear it was real. He can’t help himself, reaches out his hand to touch it, and gets to experience the singularly strange sensation of sticking his finger into something his eyes and brain swear exist but isn’t actually there. He blinks furiously, trying to see through the illusion, but the flower goes on slowly spinning, his finger disappearing into the petals.

“This is amazing, Evelyn,” he says, running his hand through the illusory peony again. “It never even occurred to me to try this.” She flushes, biting her lower lip, but she doesn’t duck away from the compliment the way he would.

Sister Evelyn stands a little taller, tosses her auburn hair and says, “I started experimenting with hiding things after I figured out how to create them, and then it just made sense to try this.” Her hand flicks out, waving over the front of her body, and she fades away into nothingness with a ripple like water on a pond. Lucían boggles at her, or rather, at where she previously was. It’s somehow even more startling to see it as it happens, and to judge from the sounds he hears from Glory and the others, it’s not just him that feels that way. Lucían reaches out a hand, instinctively, to test that she’s still there, and then just barely holds it still, because he can’t see her and after punching the Knife in the breast the other day he’d like to avoid accidentally groping anyone else. Sister Abigail apparently has a similar thought, because she throws a rock at the place where Evelyn isn’t and they all watch it collide with nothing and bounce off.

“Hey!” says the patch of air where Sister Evelyn used to be, and she reappears to level a disgruntled look in Abigail’s direction. “Rude.”

“How long can you keep that up?” Glory asks, ever practical, and Evelyn stops glaring so she can think.

“Maybe ten, fifteen minutes if it’s all I focus on?” she says, worrying her lower lip a bit. “It’s harder if I’m doing other magic, especially the illusion of myself. The more complicated the illusion I’m creating, the more concentration it takes.”

“So what you’re saying,” says the Kestrel, setting the tip of her longbow on the ground and leaning on it casually, “is that we have an invisible scout.”

“Looks that way,” the Black Bear says, scrubbing his hand through his beard and eyeballing Sister Evelyn with an appraising glint in his eyes. Lucían glances around to find the rest of the Guild warriors looking at Evelyn with similar levels of thoughtful consideration, and something like hunger. It’s like the way he feels when he sees an exceptionally nice set of brushes, a mix of wanting a thing and also imagining what the thing will allow you to achieve. Evelyn blushes harder under their scrutiny, but her gray eyes stay open and her shoulders stay back, spine straight and proud.

“Well,” Glory says, stepping forward so she can clap the short nun on the shoulder. “Your skills are incredibly impressive, Sister Evelyn, and we’re lucky to have you as part of this mission. I think—” and this she directs to the rest of the assembled group “—we should start the skirmish again from the beginning? One more run and then dinner.” There are various mutterings and jingling of armor as people wander away, rolling out their shoulders, and Lucían lingers behind so he can grin at Evelyn again.

“Seriously, it’s amazing,” he tells her as they troop off back into the bushes.

She grins back, runs a hand through her hair, and says, “It is, yeah.”

“Focus up,” Abigail says, catching up behind them. “I want to win this round fast so we can eat.” With that she disappears back up a tree. Lucían shares a glance with Evelyn and they melt into the undergrowth to wait for the signal to start the next training skirmish. He takes a breath, exhales slowly, and when the bell rings he flexes his fingers on his staff. One more round.

They almost win, but it’s three of them plus the Knife against the other five Guild warriors, and even with the advantage of magic it’s not quite enough. It’s hard to be disappointed when they did so well, and dinner turns into equal parts of a boisterous discussion of future strategies and generous compliments about what worked. By the time the meal is done and people start trailing off to their own rooms Lucían feels fairly good about their impending departure. Tomorrow is for packing and preparations, and they leave at dawn the following morning. If his fucking nightmare visions would just leave off so he could get a decent night’s sleep, he’d feel almost prepared.

“You feeling ready?” Glory asks as she shuts the door to their room. Not for the first time Lucían wonders if she can read his mind, and turns to pull her into his arms, settling his cheek against the place where her breast meets her shoulder. She wraps her arms over his shoulders, carding her fingers through his hair, and he sighs and relaxes under her touch.

“I don’t know if I’ll ever feel ready,” he says quietly, “but I could stay here training for another year and feel the same way I feel now, so I’m going to go regardless of how I feel.” Lucían breathes against her for a long moment, smells pine and rosemary mixed with the steel and leather of her armor. “I’m worried about Abigail and Evelyn,” he confesses, his arms tightening around Glory’s waist as he tenses. “This shouldn’t be their fight.”

“It shouldn’t be yours, either,” Glory reminds him, scratching his scalp until he relaxes again. “We’ll protect them, I promise.” He nods against her shoulder, squeezing his eyes shut, and lets Glory surround and settle him until his worry fades back into a manageable twinge. “Come on,” she says, dropping her hands to his shoulders and giving him a squeeze. “I have a surprise for you.” She leads him over to the bed and sits him down, so Lucían starts automatically undoing his boots because usually if there’s a bed-based surprise to be had he needs to be naked for it. Glory unbuckles her armor with practiced movements as she crosses over to her side of the wardrobe, raising his suspicions about the potential of this surprise, but she just puts her corselet away and kicks off her boots, not bothering with the rest of her clothes yet. There’s a squeaking of a drawer being opened, and Glory climbs onto the bed, holding something leather in her hands.

“So,” she starts, setting it on the quilt between them as he settles facing her, “I thought this was something you might be interested in, but if you’re not interested that’s fine. It’s a gift, not an obligation.” Glory sits back and drums her fingers on her knees, watching him with intent green eyes, and Lucían glances up at her for permission before he picks up the blue leather bundle. It’s tied up, like a roll for storing paintbrushes, and surprisingly heavy. He unties it with slow, careful movements, incredibly curious as to what’s inside and why it’s making Glory watch him with a gaze he can feel on his skin. His eyes flick up to Glory’s again, noting the slight pink flush high on her cheeks, and he unrolls the leather in a smooth motion.

The contents explain nothing initially. There’s a pile of leather straps, like multiple belts, and a quilted linen drawstring bag. He opens the shockingly heavy bag and his fingers meet something smooth and cool. It proves itself to be a curved, somewhat cylindrical sculpture about six inches long, carved from what looks like pure quartz crystal, the occasional occlusion inside it catching the light as he turns it over in his hands. It’s slightly tapered at one end, the other flaring out to a stable flat base, such that if he placed it on a table it would stand upright without issue.

“It’s beautiful,” he tells her, which is the truth, because the quartz has been expertly worked, the surface flawlessly smooth. There’s just one problem, which is why he follows that up with, “What is it?”

“It’s a sort of toy. It’s intended to be worn with this,” Glory says, spreading out the belt contraption on the quilt. It resolves itself into a sort of harness, but one he’s not familiar with. He looks back up at her, a question in his eyes, and she reaches out a hand to tap the quartz. “This end,” she says, a finger on the flat base, “goes into the harness, and then the harness goes on me. This end—” she slides her finger along the tapered cylinder to the smooth tip “—goes into you.” Her eyes flick back up to his, hunger and nervousness warring there in the green. “If that’s something you’re interested in.”

Oh. Oh. Lucían can picture it all suddenly, the image crashing into him of Glory in the harness, curled over him, her hips snapping against his as she—

He cuts off the fantasy, blushing luminously in mingled desire and that strange, lingering shame, and tries to make his mouth work when it’s gone dry and his throat closed up. “I—” he manages, and Glory saves him from having to find further words because she starts talking instead.

“You don’t have to just because I asked, although I would like to, obviously. And there are some... logistical considerations, so if we do this it’s on your schedule. And you don’t need to give me an answer right now, either. I know you had some weird feelings about what we did the other night, but you said you’d like to do that again, and this is the same thing but more. If you don’t want to that’s fine, as well, I’m happy with things as they are, I only thought you might like to explore—” She’s actually babbling, Lucían realizes vaguely, she’s nervous about what his answer will be, and he snakes out a hand to grab the back of her neck and hauls her in, swallowing her next words with his kiss.

“I do. Want. To use this,” he tells her when he pulls away, some of his language skills returning to him now that he’s over the initial shock. “Just—just not quite yet.”

“Of course, Lucían,” Glory says, cupping his face in her hands. “As soon as you’re ready. You only have to ask.” She smiles at him, warm and happy and relieved, and it’s so much he has to kiss her again, has to push her back and down against the bed while he kisses her. He sets the quartz toy aside so he has both hands free and can start unbuttoning her tunic, still kissing her, and Glory makes a pleased sound into his mouth and pulls his hips against hers with her strong, large hands.

“I don’t deserve you,” he tells her, pushing open the front of her tunic so he can get his mouth on her neck and collarbone.

“Hmm, disagree,” she says under him, her voice rumbling against his lips. “Guess I’ll just have to spend the rest of my life proving my point.” She grinds her hips up against his, but that’s not what makes Lucían’s breath catch, it’s that— The rest of her life? They’d never really discussed the future much beyond the mission but that’s what Lucían wants, too, he wants her forever, and he has to hide his face in the valley between her breasts to compose himself so he doesn’t start weeping out of hope and joy and a jumble of other emotions he can’t quite name.

“Maybe you will,” he manages when his voice is steady again. “You could start with tonight?” He’s worked her shirt and undershirt open enough that he can put his mouth on her nipple, so he does, obviously. Glory sighs and arches up against his mouth, rolling her hips against his erection through the fabric of their trousers and underthings, and clothes are truly just the worst.

“Tonight sounds like a start,” she tells him, then clutches him close and flips them over so she can straddle him and pin his hips to the bed with her body weight. She keeps grinding down against him as she sits up and strips off her tunic and undershirt, tossing them across the room. It leaves her bare to his gaze from the waist-up, and he drinks in her pale skin and lush tattoos, the curves of her breasts and the pink of her nipples like it’s the first time he’s seeing her.

“You’re beautiful,” he tells her, quiet and sincere, and Glory smiles down at him as her fingers set to work on the fastenings of his tunic.

“So are you,” she responds, tugging open the linen so she can trace her pale fingers over the darker brown planes of his chest. Lucían blushes, shivers when she circles his nipples with her thumbs, and then she climbs off him abruptly.

“Too many clothes,” she explains, working her trousers off, and he scrambles to get his off as well. Soon enough she’s naked and back in the bed with him, fortunately remembering to set the new toy on the nightstand so it doesn’t roll off the mattress onto the floor. Lucían blushes again, the vision of her fucking him with it seared into his mind, but then the reality of Glory demands his attention as she pulls him on top of her. He sinks into her wet heat with a gasp and a shudder, and they fuck slow and sweet, like they have all the time in the world and there’s no undead threat and no grimoire and no possibly deadly mission awaiting them in a day. She comes under him with a sigh, her orgasm almost gentle, and he follows after her with a quiet, shaky moan, hips working to draw out their pleasure for as long as possible. Lucían collapses on top of her, after, drops his cheek to her sternum and breathes in her salt rosemary smell as the sweat dries on their skin.

“I love you,” he says, closing his eyes and squeezing her tighter, and then as his anxiety creeps back in, “We can do this, right?” Lucían’s not sure if he means the mission with the undead or the idea of the rest of their lives or what. Maybe he means all of it.

Glory runs one heavy hand up and down his back in a smooth motion, petting him like a cat, and says, “I love you, too, and of course we can.”

“Promise?” he asks, lifting his head up so he can see her face, and her green eyes lock onto his as she says, “I promise.” The truth of her words shivers through him, and Lucían drops his head back to her chest and closes his eyes. They’ll find out if she’s correct soon enough, but for right now he has her and nowhere else he needs to be.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 12
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They manage to leave at dawn, even with the logistics of traveling with two nuns, a former monk, six warriors, assorted horses, and a bird. (It turns out that the Kestrel has a kestrel named Azuki. “Like the dessert?” Lucían asks, to which the Kestrel says, “She’s sweet,” and offers no further explanation.) There’s also a wagon, which Lucían is initially surprised by, but when he sees the two kegs of holy water and the pile of tents and provisions in the back it starts to make more sense. The strange procession is up early enough that they don’t have to contend with much in the way of either traffic or onlookers, and before the sun is fully risen they’re out of the city and into the mountain pass.

The Cloudpath Ruins are a week’s hard ride, but Lucían rapidly discovers that there’s no such thing as a hard ride when you have a wagon involved. Glory estimates it will take them at least ten days, which is both interminably long and far too soon, so Lucían does his best to not think about it. This is actually easier than he’d expected, because traveling with a crowd of other people is a lot more loud, raucous, exhausting, and distracting than traveling with Glory alone. The Badger has opinions about how hard they should push the cart horses, the Knife has a sarcastic response to everything, the Wall keeps trying to point out geologically interesting rock formations, and that’s just the three people riding in the wagon. They stop at an inn the first night out and take up two tables just among themselves, and by the time Lucían staggers into the room he’s sharing with Glory he’s exhausted both from the ride itself and the onslaught of friendly conversation. He climbs into bed, chatting with her about the plan for the following day, and falls asleep mid sentence as soon as he curls into her side.

They climb higher into the pass as they ride, the trees transitioning from fir to pine, occasional drifts of snow still clinging to the deep hollows in the rocks. The mountains are incredibly beautiful, stark white snow against the deep blue-gray of the stone, glaciers carving purple and cobalt into the ice. Sunset and sunrise are especially spectacular, the light painting the peaks with gold and pink so bright it almost hurts to look at. More than once Lucían wishes he’d brought a set of watercolors with them, wishes he had the time to try and capture the view on parchment, but this is not a sightseeing trip. It’s a very important mission to stop a necromancer and recover a dangerous book before it can fall into the wrong hands, again, and he reminds himself about how serious the mission is even as the Knife starts making tiny snowballs at every drift they come across so she can toss them at the back of the Black Bear’s head.

Three days in they leave the large, well-maintained main road for a winding offshoot that snakes through the trees and crags in a series of switchbacks, and Lucían understands why they’re taking this ride slower than he’d thought they would. Their new path is partly overgrown and barely wide enough for the wagon, and they spend half of one day creeping along the sheer edge of a cliff and trying not to look down. Well, Lucían tries not to look down. Sister Evelyn keeps pointing out interesting flora that’s several hundred feet below them, no thank you. When they finally get back into a forested valley with no deadly crags and set up camp for the night Lucían has to resist the urge to kiss the mossy ground. His relief is short-lived, since the Knife appears out of nowhere to rope him into combat training with Abigail and Evelyn. She keeps pushing him to learn new skills with his staff, while Evelyn trains with a short sword and a small shield that straps to her forearm. Abigail works mostly with her bow, tracking and shooting snowballs that the Kestrel tosses for her, but she spends some time getting familiar with a vicious wooden cudgel as well.

“Normally I’d keep you all on hand-to-hand and small arms for longer,” the Knife says casually over the din of the three of them trying to take on the Wall, “but I don’t think it’s smart to try and punch the undead into double-death, so you got to graduate early. Keep your guard up.” The latter she directs at Evelyn, who pulls up her shield arm into a better position just in time to deflect the Wall’s mace. Lucían grits his teeth, ducks under the backswing, and tries to tangle his staff between the Wall’s ankles, because if they can just get her on the ground then maybe they can finish this and have dinner. She steps back, using the leverage of her short, thick legs to yank the staff out of his hands, and casually knocks him over backward with her shield. Lucían stares up at the bits of sunset sky peeking through the pines overhead and decides to just stay down. It’s nicer on the moss and if he stays on the ground the Wall will stop hitting him. He can smell frying meat now, and his stomach rumbles audibly. He remains horizontal for a bit longer, an internal debate raging while the sounds of the mock-battle ring out nearby. Eh. Screw it. Lucían rolls over, squints at the Wall’s feet, and the moment she steps backward, ices the ground under her boot. She staggers just long enough for Sisters Abigail and Evelyn to rush in and shove her down and she hits the ground like a small avalanche.

“I’m pretty sure we said no magic, Lucían,” the Knife says sharply, glaring at him from across the downed bulk of the Wall. Lucían pushes himself up onto his elbows, face open and innocent.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” he says, gently bewildered. “We’re in the mountains, sometimes there’s just ice. Pity we didn’t notice it before we started.”

The Knife opens her mouth to say something else, but the Wall sits up with a clatter of armor and says, “Nah, it’s a fair cop. It’s not like they wouldn’t use magic in a real fight, and they whaled on me for a good twenty minutes before giving in. Also, I’m hungry.” She glances across at Lucían and gives him a wink. He has to struggle to keep a grin off his face as he keeps his guileless gaze on the Knife’s face.

She narrows her dark eyes at him, the silver paint on her forehead scrunching up as she does, and finally shrugs. “Fine, but you’re on my shitlist,” she says, standing up from her perch on a fallen log and heading to the cookfire.

“What else is new?” Lucían grumbles, accepting Abigail’s hand so he can pull himself back to his feet. The Wall hands him his staff as they limp and wince their way over to dinner, and Lucían drops onto the blanket next to Glory with a huff.

“You’re doing very well,” she says, pulling him in against her side and kissing the top of his head. Her voice is low enough not to be audible over the general bickering about who burned the salt pork, and he sighs and leans his head against her shoulder.

“It just doesn’t feel like enough,” he says. “Also, the Knife is being extra mean.”

Glory laughs. “Keeping people from dying is the way she shows that she cares. You know that.” Lucían sighs in what he knows is a petulant manner but he can’t stop it, and Glory cocks her head at him. “Tell me truthfully, Lucían: Are you anxious about anything specific, or are you just anxious in general right now?”

Lucían opens his mouth to protest that he’s not anxious, actually, and then closes his mouth and thinks for a moment. “Anxious in general,” he says, realizing the truth of the statement. “Which I feel like is reasonable, there’s a lot to be anxious about.” He fiddles with the hem of his tunic and admits, “I haven’t been sleeping well. The nightmares are getting worse as we get closer.”

Glory nods and squeezes him tighter for a bit. “I’d noticed,” she says, which isn’t a surprise, since she’s the one who has to shake him awake and hold him until he stops shivering in terror. “There is a lot to worry about, my love, but you won’t be able to fix things by worrying, and there’s plenty of us to take some of the worry on, so try not to carry it all yourself, okay?” She kisses the top of his head again, and he relaxes against her, lets some of the tension drop out of his shoulders. She’s right, which doesn’t make it any easier, but it does let him recognize that he’s being ridiculous.

“Worrying is definitely what I’m really good at, though,” he says, the corner of his mouth quirking up. “If you take away my worrying I don’t have any other unique skills to bring to the mission. That’s just mean, Glory, taking away my job like that.”

“Oi! Lovebirds!” the Badger calls from across the fire. “Dinner’s up.”

“What, no dinner bell?” the Kestrel asks, pushing her long black hair behind her shoulder as she walks into the ring of firelight.

The Badger sighs, takes a large hoop out of one of their ears, and taps it with a fork to make the very tiniest ting sound that Lucían has heard in his life. They replace the earring, deadpan, and stare down the Kestrel in the sudden silence. “Bon appétit,” they say in perfectly accented Parlere, and Lucían bites his lip to keep from grinning.

“Domo,” the Kestrel says with a sweeping bow, just as deadpan. “It’s nice to know that we haven’t lost all our veneer of civilization just because we’re sleeping on the ground and pissing in the woods like animals.”

“Actually,” the Black Bear points out, “many animals build nests or sleep in trees, so beds aren’t what separates us from the natural world.”

“Yeah, what separates us from the natural world is having ridiculous conversations instead of fucking eating when dinner is ready,” the Knife says, rolling her eyes and holding out a plate to the Badger. “Thank you for cooking,” she says as they load it up with fried pork and roasted potatoes. “I appreciate the work you put in even if this lot doesn’t.”

“Merci,” the Badger says, adding an extra potato. “It’s nice to be appreciated. Also, the thing that separates us from animals is trousers.” They squint into the middle distance. “Or skirts, I suppose.”

“Oh my gods!” the Knife snaps, throwing up one hand in disgust and stalking off behind the wagon. “I’m not listening to this, I’m going to go eat my dinner with a tree and it’ll have better conversation.”

“Well,” Lucían tells Glory as he stands up on a quest for food, “my days of worrying about our competence look like they’re coming to a middle.” She gives him a shove, and he dodges it with a grin, some of the anxiety in his chest loosening in spite of his words. It’s his first real mission like this, but it’s obviously just another job to the Guild warriors, and their relaxed attitude does make it a little easier for him to breathe. Dinner is simple but delicious, and as he and Glory get ready to take the first watch she hands him an empty mug.

“Fill this and bless it,” she orders in a friendly tone, and Lucían does as she asks without question. They have a lot of holy water already, but maybe she wants it for some non-combat purpose? He goes to hand back the mug and its lightly glowing contents, but she pushes it back into his grasp instead. “Drink it,” she says, and now Lucían does have questions and he raises his eyebrows at her silently.

“I have a theory,” Glory says, her fingers flexing a little nervously at her sides. “About how to stop your nightmares.” 

“Oh?” Lucían says, intrigued. He sits down on a rock to listen, the tingle of the holy water under his fingers a pleasant sensation.

“Yes,” Glory says, settling herself next to him. “Now, as we have established, I’m about as magical as a box of wet rocks, but I have been listening when you talk. We’re dealing with unholy magic, and from what we know, it can be dispelled with holy magic. Specifically, with either a direct magical blessing, or with holy water. Your nightmares are being caused by a blood link to the source of the unholy magic, so I think if we put enough of a blessing into your blood, maybe the link won’t be able to form.” She nods at the mug in his hands. “It won’t work to have someone blessing you all night, but I think maybe if you drink that, the blessing will become part of your body and it’ll dispel the magic causing the nightmares?” Her voice trails off into an uncertain question at the end, her shoulders hunching in a little, and she adds, “It might be silly, but I thought it would be worth a try.”

“No,” Lucían says, taking her hand and squeezing it. “It’s a very sound theory and I can’t believe I didn’t think of it myself.” Every word is true, and he tugs at her hand until she turns to him and he can kiss her lightly. “I propose,” he says, dropping a kiss on the tip of her nose, “a series of experiments where I increase or decrease my holy water consumption and we keep careful track of the effects. By the time we reach the Ruins we should have enough data to conclusively prove your theory one way or the other.”

“You know I love how thorough you are in your experimentation,” Glory says, a dark glint in her eye as she kisses him again, her mouth hotter this time. She nips at his lower lip and Lucían shivers, melting into her touch until he feels the prickle of eyes on him. He pulls away to discover Evelyn and the Knife watching them from across the fire with matching soppy expressions. As soon as he makes eye contact they both blink and pretend to be engaged in an important conversation, and Lucían rolls his eyes and turns back to Glory.

“Our friends,” he says conspiratorially, “are nosy jerks.”

“It’s true, and I love them all,” she says cheerfully, and taps the mug in his hands. “Start your experiment with this, my sweet boy. I’ll put some note paper in our bedroll so I can track how many times you wake up.”

“It was five godsdamned times last night,” Lucían grouses, sipping the holy water and feeling the warmth of the magic roll down his throat into his belly. “Any fewer than that will be a miracle.”

“Good thing you’re a miracle worker,” Glory says, pressing her lips to his temple, and Lucían finds he has nothing at all to say in response, so he drinks his holy water and tries not to blush.
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Chapter 13
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It gets colder as they climb into the pass, the air thinner, and Lucían opens his bag one morning (after a blessedly nightmare free night, thank the Lord and holy water) to look for his ridiculous knitted hat. In his searches he discovers that Glory’s packed the leather case containing the crystal toy she bought for him. He blushes incandescently and shoves it to the bottom of the saddlebag, underneath all his extra clothes, and stuffs the ridiculously bobbled knitted hat on his head like that will hide his reaction. It’s chilly enough that he can pass off his darkened cheeks as a reaction to the cold, and when they get underway he waits until the movement of the horses and the clunking of the wagon will cover his voice.

“You packed it?” he hisses at Glory, drawing Daffodil up alongside Tulip as they pick their way along the remnants of what was once a road. Behind them he can hear the Wall and the Badger arguing about whether it’s possible for your teeth to shake out of your head, like, for example, if you’re riding in a wagon with terrible shock suspension. Glory blinks at him and flicks her eyes up to his hat.

“Yes?” she says, confused. “It was going to get cold so I thought you’d like having it. Do you want a different hat?”

“Not the hat,” he says, “The hat is fine, I love this hat. Why did you pack the—the quartz?”

A slow smile spreads across her face, mischief sparkling in her green eyes. “Oh,” she says innocently. “That.” She pauses and rakes her eyes over him for a long deliberate moment before she speaks again. “I thought it might give you something to look forward to.” Then she winks, and it jolts him all the way to his toes. “Did it work?”

“I—” Lucían says, blushing again, that weird shame-arousal mixing in his belly, and he drags his eyes away from her to look at a tree that he pretends is very interesting. He clears his throat and swallows, hoping no one else is paying attention to his face. “It might have,” he says in a remarkably even voice, and kicks Daffodil up into a trot to catch up with Sister Abigail and the Kestrel up ahead, so he doesn’t have to see the smug look on Glory’s face. He’s acutely aware that he and Glory haven’t been intimate since the party turned off the main road, away from its inns and actual beds and privacy. He’d have thought that a decade and a half of avowed celibacy would give him some practice in deprivation, but it seems he’s gotten used to getting fucked senseless on the regular and he’s really feeling the lack. It’s worse if he thinks about it, so he valiantly tries not to, and listens to the Kestrel instead.

Riding with the Kestrel actually proves to be a sufficient distraction, because she’s apparently decided to take Sister Abigail under her wing (pun slightly intended) and has a lot of wisdom to share. She also, and this cannot be overemphasized, has a pet hawk that rides on her shoulder, and it’s the most intimidating thing Lucían has seen since the first time he stood next to Glory and realized her full height. The Kestrel sees him staring, grins, and hands over a leather glove. “You can hold her for a bit,” she says, transferring Azuki from her shoulder to his gloved hand, and Lucían holds his breath while the kestrel (the bird, not the woman) settles herself with a flick of her wings. No sooner is she settled then the Kestrel (the woman, not the bird) draws her bow and fires an arrow into the trees in a smooth motion, the twang of the bowstring snapping Lucían’s head up with nervous attention. An attack?

Sister Abigail notches an arrow and lets it fly in the same direction, and his anxiety ratchets up another notch. What have they seen? He drops the reins and pulls magic into his free hand, careful not to disturb Azuki, when the Kestrel glances over and lowers her bow. “It’s all right,” she says, tugging the leaf-patterned silk sleeves of her robe back into place. “It’s target practice for Abigail, not an attack.”

Lucían drops his shoulders and exhales. “Target practice?” he asks, finding the reins and settling back into the saddle.

Abigail nods. “She shoots and then I have to try and hit her arrow. Then I get to retrieve both arrows. It’s fun.” The way she pronounces “fun” makes it clear that it’s anything but, and the Kestrel smiles, her face suddenly impish.

“It builds character,” she says breezily. “Be grateful I’m not going to make you meditate under a freezing waterfall.” She casts her dark eyes over at Lucían and adds, “Azuki likes being scratched under her chin and on her cheeks. Make sure she sees your hand before you do it.” Lucían holds his breath and cautiously extends a finger toward the kestrel (the bird, not the woman), waits for her to react, and exhales happily when the little hawk smooshes her head into his fingertip and rubs her face on it greedily.

“Oh, she is sweet, isn’t she?” he says in a voice that’s nearly a coo, and when he glances up the human Kestrel has a soft look on her face.

“I’ve had her since she was a chick,” she says warmly. “She’s my little dumpling.”

“And she can tear out a man’s eyes if you tell her to, I assume,” Lucían says cheerfully as he scritches Azuki’s cheek with one finger. Abigail snorts, and the Kestrel grins at him broadly, her eyes crinkling with amusement.

“I see my reputation precedes me,” she says, and Lucían shakes his head.

“It’s just that every woman I’ve met since leaving the cloister seems perfectly capable of murder,” he says with absolute sincerity. “I’ve gotten rather used to secret depths that hide a knife.”

The Kestrel barks a laugh loud enough to startle Azuki and gives him an appraising once-over. “Go get the arrows, Sister Abigail,” she orders, reaching out to take her hawk back and re-settling the bird on the shoulder of her armor.

While Abigail rides off out of earshot, Lucían leans in closer to the Kestrel and asks, “Do you want help with her target practice?”

“Explain,” she says, one black eyebrow arching higher on her golden face, and Lucían twitches his fingers and summons a magelight onto a tree approximately thirty feet in front of them. The Kestrel eyes it, then him again, and her lips curve in a slow smile. “She’s going to hate you,” she tells him cheerfully, and Lucían shrugs and replies, “She’ll get good, won’t she?”

Abigail returns and hands an arrow over to the Kestrel, who informs her of the new training regimen. The nun accepts it with reasonable grace and spears Lucían with a hard look. “If you make me climb a tree to reclaim any of the arrows I fire, I will freeze your feet inside your boots,” she tells him with utter sincerity, and Lucían grins.

“Understood,” he says, flicking a magelight onto a nearby tree. “Best get to it, then.”

They break for lunch in a clearing that gives them a spectacular view of the forested valley below and the cloud-dotted blue sky above. Sister Abigail pulls one last twig out of her curly hair and throws it at him with a dark look before she dismounts, but she hit almost all of his targets and she’s getting faster at it, too. Lucían settles Daffodil to graze on some of the spring growth on the hillside and goes through a series of slightly ridiculous contortions to stretch out his complaining muscles before he wanders to the wagon for a share of whatever’s for lunch today.

“Oh, good,” the Knife says, looking at her portion blandly. “Jerky, dried fruit and waybread. Just like yesterday and the day before.”

“We’re camping, you ass,” Glory tells her cheerfully, wrapping one muscular arm around the smaller woman’s neck in a friendly headlock. “This is what you pack when you’re camping. If you want to eat something different go stab a deer.”

“Camping is shit!” the Knife snaps, squirming against Glory’s hold. “It’s cold and damp and you sleep on the ground and all the food is dried! Also, no one bathes, get off me, you stink!” She extricates herself from Glory’s grip and glares at the group in general. “All of you stink! You’re all scrubbing up tonight or so help me I will make you!”

“That sounds good, actually,” the Black Bear says in a cheerful tone. “I was just going to suffer but I’m getting pretty ripe under this armor. Thanks for taking care of lunch.” The latter is addressed to the Badger, who hands over a cloth packet and then holds one out to Lucían.

“Eat up,” they say, completely ignoring the still-grumpy Knife. “It’s what we’ve got and there’s plenty to go around if you want more.” Lucían accepts the little bundle and wanders off to sit on a boulder with a good view of the surrounding mountains.

The Knife stomps by, muttering, “I like cities, cities have baths and beds and dark alleys to hide in, is liking cities such a sin?” She turns a baleful eye on him and he composes his face, giving her a somber nod. “At least someone agrees,” she huffs, stalking off to a meltwater brook to wash her hands, he assumes. “And the water’s always cold!” she yowls.

Glory settles herself onto the boulder next to him and says, “At some point you should tell her that you can magically make hot water, you know.”

“What’s the fun in that?” Lucían asks with a sly grin, gnawing on his jerky.

Glory snorts at him and shoves a piece of dried apple in her mouth. “She’s gonna kill you when she finds out.”

“Then she’ll have killed her hot water source, and she’s not that foolish.” Lucían sets to work on another bite of jerky with a shrug. “She’ll torture me instead, obviously.” Glory barks a laugh and turns her attention to her own lunch. Lucían has no real complaints about the content of the meal—it has much more flavor than many of the sort of gruel-based things he’d grown up on at the monastery—but it does take a lot of chewing to get through. He thinks his jaw muscles are getting stronger, like the rest of him, and amuses himself by imagining what a muscular jaw would look like. Are there people who would be impressed by it?

“Is that a—” he hears Evelyn blurt from across the meadow, and Glory grabs his thigh and says, “Lucían! Look!” He swallows his mouthful of waybread and follows her pointing finger, squinting against the blue of the sky and the white cottonwood fluffs of the clouds. It’s an eagle? Or maybe a bat of some kind? What kind of bat would be out in broad daylight—

“Oh,” Lucían breathes as his mind finally parses the information it’s receiving. It’s a dragon. No wonder it took him a moment to figure it out, it looks almost nothing like the illustrations he’s copied over the years. Wings, tail, head, general lizard-ish appearance, yes, sure, that was correct, but the rest of it? No drawing has correctly captured the elegance of it, the gentle curve of the wing as it banks, the sheen of blue-green across its scales. It’s not close enough for him to compare the size against anything recognizable, but it’s easily as large as one of the horses, maybe larger, the wingspan required to keep a creature of that size aloft nothing short of massive. The dragon coasts lazily on a thermal, rising above the valley in long, slow circles with the occasional lash of its finned tail. It’s beautiful and terrifying and spectacular and intimidating, and Lucían feels incredibly small in comparison, his heart so full of joy it takes his breath away. They’re real, dragons are real, and he’s seeing one with his own eyes and it’s almost too much to believe.

“I want—” he whispers, his fingers flexing, and Glory digs in his satchel and shoves some parchment and a stick of graphite into his hands before he can finish. He doesn’t take his eyes away from the sky as he sketches, hands moving in quick strokes across the parchment. Lucían doesn’t draw the image of a dragon so much as the feeling of a dragon, trying to capture the movement and the shape of it. He manages to eek out a few studies before it banks and soars off into the distance, soon out of view behind the stone of another mountain. Lucían watches it go wistfully and sighs, eyes finally turning to the sketches in his lap.

“Oh, Lucían,” Glory says softly, leaning over his shoulder. “These are beautiful.” She reaches out and touches one drawing with her finger, lightly tracing the curve of the graphite wing. “This is so much better than any bestiary I’ve seen. Were all those illustrators just incompetent?”

Lucían snorts, the magical feeling of watching the dragon slowly fading. “I think many of them weren’t drawn from life,” he says, adding a few more details to his last sketch while they’re still fresh in his mind. “Still, though, if I ever meet the Moſt Honorable Lord Sterling, I’m going to have some words with him about the inaccuracies in his books.” The drawing is done, or as done as it can get right now, and Lucían studies it thoughtfully. Watercolor would be a good medium to try and get the luminous quality of the dragon’s scales, he thinks, and the translucent membranes of the wings. Maybe a little bit of gilt here and there to make it pop.

“Moving out in five!” the Wall calls across the clearing. “Go pee now if you’ve gotta, we’re not stopping this party again until we camp tonight!” Lucían sighs and packs away the sketch. When he looks up again Glory takes his hand, her face serious and her green eyes full of an emotion he can’t quite place.

“When we’re done with this, Lucían, I’m going to take you everywhere. I’m going to show you every magical place I know and we’re going to spend as much time there as you want. Just you, me, your paints, and no dangerous missions to complete.” She leans in to kiss him, soft and sweet, and whispers, “I promise I will.”

“I love you,” is all he can say back, kissing her again because there’s nothing else he can do in that moment. He keeps kissing her until something hits him in the head, and he turns around, annoyed, to see the Knife threatening him with another pine cone.

“We’re heading out in five, in case you lovebirds didn’t catch that,” she says, lobbing the cone at them slowly enough that Lucían can bat it aside without looking. “The sooner we’re on the road the sooner we camp and the sooner I get to scrub up, so I swear to the gods, if you delay me getting a fucking bath tonight I will stab you each at least seven times.”

“That’s a very specific number,” Lucían says, gathering up the rest of his lunch and climbing down off the boulder. The dragon distracted him from finishing, but it’s all easy enough to eat in the saddle so he tucks it away into his satchel.

“The Knife has different numbers of stabs depending on the severity of the offense,” Glory tells him helpfully as she gathers up her things. “There’s a whole stabbing based rubric. People who talk during love songs at the theatre get stabbed five times. Street preachers who try to shame women get stabbed nine times.”

“And delaying a bath is between talking at the theatre and shaming women?” Lucían asks, trying to understand the system.

The Knife waggles one hand in the air back and forth. “Normally it’s a two-stab offense,” she explains, “but I haven’t had a bath in like five days so each day is an additional stab. Also, I don’t see you on your fucking horses.” She pulls out a blade (and someday Lucían will figure out where she’s keeping all of them) and waves it at them, a steely glint in her deep brown eyes. “I like you both but I will stab you, get moving!”

They manage to get on the road again without any actual stabbing, which is a victory, and when they make camp that night in a small clear space between a rocky outcropping and some trees, the Knife makes good on her promise of bathing. There’s a sort of natural pit eroded into the rocks that Lucían, Abigail, and Evelyn take turns filling with hot water, and a nearby absolutely icy mountain stream that everyone scrubs their laundry in. It’s awkward and chilly and frequently cold and they rig up a tent in front of the bathing pit for privacy at Lucían’s embarrassed insistence, but it’s well worth it to finally smell like soap again instead of five-odd days on the road. Dinner is a stew with rabbits and wild mountain tubers that the Kestrel foraged for them, one of the fresher meals they’ve had so far, to everyone’s delight. Lucían’s leaning against a tree a little ways away from the others considering whether to volunteer for first watch or one of the later ones when he hears something.

He sits up straight, anxiety prickling down his spine. They’ve been in the woods long enough now that he knows the normal sounds of a forest after the sun has gone down, even if the occasional scream of an owl is terrifying. This didn’t sound like an owl, or like anything he’s heard so far. It sounded... arrhythmic. Unnatural. Familiar. Lucían turns his head, listening hard. There’s the crackle of the fire, the Knife’s happy comments about food that isn’t dried and how much nicer everyone smells, the general surrusus of conversation that he’s used to, but there isn’t, he realizes with a chill, the sounds of nighttime animals. The forest has gone deathly silent except for the breeze whispering through the trees, and he looks up and meets the Kestrel’s eyes across the fire. She’s noticed too, he can tell from the furrow of her brow, and she waves a hand at the others to silence them. Without the distraction of voices Lucían can hear it more clearly, the scrape of flesh across the ground, footsteps without rhythm or regularity, and he gets a whiff of a sour, horrifically familiar odor before the first of the undead crashes into view between the trees.

“Attackers!” the Kestrel snaps, drawing and firing an arrow over Lucían’s shoulder as he scrambles for his staff. The Guild warriors spring to their feet with varying levels of ease (Lucían will swear later that the Badger takes the time to carefully move the stew off the fire so it won’t burn) while Sister Abigail disappears up a tree and Sister Evelyn just disappears.

Lucían climbs up on the rocks, back against the rising cliffs, and settles himself where he can see the fight as clearly as possible. He squints in the gloom and sends out, “Mind your eyes,” wasting no time in calling up a dozen tiny magelights to hover above the camp, bringing the party into clear view. Then more of the undead stagger into his field of vision and he rather wishes he hadn’t.

It’s one thing, he notes absently through his horror, to be told that the undead moved wrong. It’s another thing entirely to see them with his own eyes, clearly and surely, not in the muddled half-visions of his dreams. They lurch and shamble on warped, twisted limbs in a way that no living being could or would, all gray flesh and rotting fur, bone visible here and there. No two steps fall with any regularity, no movement with any predictability, the sound pulled directly from his nightmares. His stomach turns, now deeply unhappy with the stew he’d enjoyed only moments before, because watching them move causes him intense physical discomfort. This is wrong, this is unholy, this is a twisting of the natural order of things, and he feels the stench of dark magic hit him like a hammer, feels it all the way to his bones.

“Do you feel it, too?” he asks Abigail silently, shoots the question in the general direction of where Evelyn was as well.

“Yes,” comes Sister Abigail’s response immediately. “It’s like if milk going off had a spirit that could physically punch you.”

“Poetic.” That’s Evelyn. “It’s death, but worse, is how I’d describe it.” Her mind speech carries the sensation of a shudder and Lucían agrees completely. He’d bathed less than an hour before and now he feels unclean again, his nightmares made flesh in front of him.

“That said, focus up,” says Abigail, all business. “This is our chance to actually get some answers about these things.” Lucían nods to himself, tightens his grip on his staff, and pulls magic into his hand, ready to act as soon as he’s needed. Their silent conference took barely a second, not even time enough for the undead horde to reach the first of their defenses, and his eyes move from creature to creature, analyzing and cataloging everything he can. If he concentrates on the aspect of scientific discovery it’s easier to tamp down on the deep, yawning horror he feels, easier to box up that inconvenient emotion and push it to the side to deal with later. So: Data collection.

There are three undead in the first cluster to reach the edge of the camp clearing, and they’re met by a wall of varying kinds of deadly metal. Two of those undead are bipedal, possibly former humans, but their arms are far too long, their skulls distorted into something decidedly inhuman. The third might have been a wolf at one point but, again, it’s definitely not a wolf now. There are at least five more undead in the next wave that he can see through the trees. They don’t move quickly, but they’re also not slow. They’re more... inexorable. Their movements are horribly uncomfortable but the speed is consistent. Lucían has the sinking feeling that, unless interrupted, they’d stagger their way across the countryside in a deadly, unstoppable, inexhaustible wave, like a glacier scraping the land clean under its weight. Fortunately, there are people available to stop them, and the twang-thunk of another arrow from the Kestrel’s bow. It hits the shoulder of one of the human-ish undead, matching the arrow already sprouting from the other shoulder, and the creature stumbles slightly and keeps coming.

“They don’t seem to feel pain,” Sister Abigail notes, and Lucían nods without taking his eyes off the cluster of warriors. The Wall steps forward, shield covering her from any attacks on the left while the Black Bear covers her right flank, and brings her mace down on the thing’s skull with accuracy and power. The head basically explodes, bits of bone and viscera splattering everywhere, and the body drops to the ground, dead for real this time.

“Looks like we want headshots, kids!” the Wall calls, ducking back behind the Black Bear’s shield as the wolf-type creature launches itself at her. Its claws scrabble against the metal before the Black Bear’s axe thunks into it with a grisly crunch. He hit the ribs, not the head, knocking the wolf creature back to the ground, but it just lurches back to its feet and leaps again. This time the axe hits true, breaking the thing’s skull almost in half. It drops, but the second human-esque abomination is there, clawing at his arm, and the She-Wolf kicks it off of him with a vicious strike of her boot.

“Right!” the Knife snaps, and the She-Wolf jukes in that direction, giving the Knife an opening to throw one of the holy water pouches into the space she just left. It connects with a splash, and the undead creature screeches, a blood-chilling sound that could never come from a living throat. The holy water steams and bubbles as it drips down over the gray, rotted flesh, the creature scrabbling at its own skin in apparent agony. The She-Wolf sets her stance and swings her longsword with both hands, taking the head clean off.

“It sure fucking felt that!” the Knife cackles, grabbing two more of the holy water pouches and readying herself on top of the wagon. The Kestrel, posted up next to her, draws another arrow and sights down the shaft. The She-Wolf backs up next to the Badger, who readies their two curved blades, and the Black Bear and the Wall both adjust their grips.

The next wave hits, and everything happens at once. It’s a mix of human-shaped monsters and various things that walk on all fours, their sizes varied and their limbs jumbled as if assembled from leftover parts. They outnumber the humans, and, Lucían notes with distant concern as one of the upright creatures tears through a tree limb like it’s made of paper, are much stronger. The She-Wolf swings, lops off another head, and as she turns the Badger catches the jaws of a maybe-wolf on both their blades, forces the creature back. It screams and hisses, steam bursting off it in a plume as the Knife pelts it with another round of holy water. The Kestrel puts arrows into anything she can get a bead on, feathered shafts suddenly erupting from eye sockets, limbs, and rib cages. The Wall and the Black Bear settle back to back, circling almost lazily as they hack and beat at anything that gets close enough. The forest rings with the sounds of metal on bone, the meaty thumps of weapons hitting flesh.

“More coming from off to the left, watch it there, Black Bear,” Lucían says, sees the axe raise in a quick salute. Lucían squints at the melee, trying to gain any kind of tactical advantage they can. Are they... He twitches his fingers, makes one of his magelights shine brighter, and yes, the nearest undead (something that was maybe a mountain lion) shies away from it, shaking its rotten head.

“More light,” he silently tells the clearing, pushing more power into his array of magelights, tinting the light so it shines like a dozen tiny suns. “They don’t like the light, I think it might hurt them.” No sooner has he sent the thought then another set of magelights blink into existence, and then a third. The air is full of them, like fireflies, and the battle might as well be happening under the midday summer sun, so bright is the forest. The undead hiss, their movements slowing, like the light is sapping their energy, giving the humans a chance to hack away at the nearest, but still the horde comes.

“Kestrel, see if they need their eyes,” Lucían sends, and she nods, whistles, and Azuki takes flight, disappearing off into the trees. That can be followed up on later, because there are four of the human-ish ones clawing at the She-Wolf and the Badger, and both humans have blades in their hands, but it’s not quite enough to keep the monsters and their terribly elongated limbs at bay. Lucían’s hand clenches on his staff, his knuckles going white, because what can he do from here?

“Fuckers!” the Knife snarls, ducking out from behind the wagon with a literal bucket of holy water that she launches at the knot of undead around the other two. It sloshes over the six of them, the monsters screaming and flailing and the humans now much soggier.

“Thanks!” the She-Wolf says, saluting with one of her swords, and then she turns and drives her blade into the eye of a corpse, her green eyes alive and burning in her pale face. She’s bleeding; one of them must have nicked her temple before she could re-kill it. The blood mixes with the water, rivulets of red running down her face to soak into the neckline of her tunic, and she brings her sword to bear again, splitting the skull of a second undead abomination literally in two. The She-Wolf terrifies him in that moment, resplendent, her muscles working under her skin to one singular purpose, and Lucían will carry this image with him to his grave.

Something catches Lucían’s eye over by the Black Bear, and when he glances over it’s to see the grasping, clawed limb of one of the four-legged ones fall to the ground, detached from the arm as if by the stroke of a sword? The Black Bear was nowhere near it, though, and as he watches a second slash opens up across the shoulder of the thing, parting skin and flesh so that he can see the white of the tendons working in the gray of the muscles. It’s Evelyn, it has to be, and terror rattles through him, because what is she doing that close to the fight? She has less combat training than he does, even! They were supposed to be magical backup!

That’s when Azuki comes back in, lands talons-first into the distorted face of one of the upright monsters, flapping and cawing and slashing at it with her beak before she launches back into the air. The thing’s face is a ruin, now, the eye sockets empty and dripping with dark brown sludge, and Lucían makes a note to check back in on that one in a moment. The thing Evelyn was fighting staggers, one of Abigail’s arrows sprouting from the shoulder, probably damaging the joint from the look of it (Lucían swears that, over the sounds of the fight, he hears a triumphant little “Hah!”), but it swings its half-limb wildly, impacts something invisible, and Sister Evelyn winks back into sight sprawled on the ground, and her sword, oh Lord, her sword is several feet away and completely out of reach. The Black Bear and the Wall are both surrounded, his eyes helpfully inform him, the She-Wolf and the Badger locked into a fight with something that might have been a boar, the Knife and the Kestrel halfway across the clearing. No one will make it in time, he realizes with mounting horror as his feet carry him forward, off the rocky outcropping and into the fray. He twists the magic in his hand, doing the only thing he can think of in that moment and yanking heat out of the thing, hard enough that it starts icing over. It’s not quite enough, not fast enough to stop it from unhinging its fanged maw and lunging at the prone Evelyn, and no no no, he did not meet her again just to watch her die here, and he pulls harder, freezes the thing faster, Evelyn’s face screwed up in terror as she watches it come closer—

And then Evelyn screams, thrusts her bare hand at the thing with a flash of something, bright enough that it hurts his eyes, and when his vision clears Evelyn is scrabbling for her sword and the monster’s head is fucking gone, the body collapsed, twice-lifeless on the ground.

“What the fuck?!” he blurts, skidding to a halt next to her, staff raised in a defensive position. “What did you do?”

“Question seconded!” Abigail says in their ears, one of her arrows whistling over their heads to lodge in the eye socket of another undead monster. That one goes down, giving Evelyn a chance to reclaim her sword and climb to her feet. She and Lucían fall back, behind the slowly-turning machine of death that is the Wall and the Black Bear.

“Well, first I panicked,” Evelyn says silently, wiping sweat off her forehead, gray eyes wide and bewildered. “I was gonna cast a magelight, or light it on fire, or bless the thing, because those seemed like my best bet, but then I choked and I think I sorta cast all three at the same time?”

Lucían frowns, thinking about that. They’ve backed up far enough to regroup near the wagon with the Knife and the Kestrel. The Knife leans down to lightly punch Sister Evelyn in the shoulder. “Way to murder that thing!” she yells, lobbing another two holy water pouches into the fray. “The head just went boom! Good job!”

“This is the weirdest encouragement anyone has ever given me,” Evelyn sends to Lucían, and he smothers a completely inappropriate giggle. Now that he’s on the ground he’s reminded how much shorter he is compared to everyone else, and he climbs up on the wagon to get a better look at the fight. The She-Wolf and the Badger are still working on the undead thing-that-was-a-boar, and will probably be working on it for a while because living boars are hard enough to kill, this thing feels no pain and is at least half again as big. The Wall and the Black Bear have a literal pile of twice-dead corpses surrounding them, but more of the undead keep coming, unconcerned about their fallen brethren. There must be a limit to how many more they’ll have to fight, no one has an infinite supply of corpses, and Lucían hopes fervently they’ll come to the end of this soon.

“Look,” the Kestrel says, loosing an arrow to the left of the main fight. It thunks into the chest of a humanoid abomination that staggers aimlessly around, occasionally swinging wildly at a tree. It’s the one with the destroyed eyes, the one that Azuki attacked, and Lucían nods, satisfied.

“Go for the eyes if you can’t kill them outright,” he tells the clearing. He eyes the blinded monster, thinking hard, and sighs.

“I’m about to do something really foolish,” he tells Evelyn, hopping down off the wagon, and before she can respond he sprints across the clearing, gathering magic into his free hand as he does. Fire and light and a blessing, he’s never tried to do that many things at the same time before now, and he sees the thing turn towards him (it can probably hear his footsteps, he’s not exactly being quiet) and he draws back his hand and brings it around in the wide arc of a slap, power crackling around his fingers—

He doesn’t get the head, because he’s rather panicked and his aim is off. Lucían’s strike connects with the thing’s shoulder, and blows it in fucking half. The head, neck, and a bit of the other shoulder fly one direction, while the body crumples to the dirt below. He freezes, blinks at it in shock as a bit of sooty bone pelts his face, and says, “Ah. That may have been a bit overpowered.” There’s no sound after he speaks, which is the moment he realizes that the spell was loud, loud enough to startle even the undead into silence for a brief moment.

“FUCK YEAH!” screams the Knife, throwing her hands over her head in delight and ruining the moment. “Look at my niño!” Lucían remembers that, hells, there are more undead right there, and his legs start working again, propelling him back across the small clearing and skidding to a halt next to the wagon and Evelyn.

“I think,” he pants, “I’ve corroborated your experimental spell usage. It seems replicable.”

Evelyn nods seriously, a hint of wildness around the edges of her eyes. “Do you think we should do further research on the subject?” she asks, flexing her fingers on the hilt of her sword.

“That seems logical.” Lucían takes a deep breath, turns his head to look at the boar monster that still hasn’t fallen to the She-Wolf and the Badger. “Shall we?”

Evelyn nods, and her mouth splits into a sharp, vicious grin. “Let’s fuck them up.” She twirls her blade with a tilt of her wrist, and together they stalk toward the enormous undead abomination. The She-Wolf and the Badger take turns to lure its attention, allowing the other the chance to strike, but neither has been able to make a killing blow. The thing’s massive, tusked head is ragged with the evidence of their attacks, grayed flesh hanging off it in strips. Lucían falls in beside the She-Wolf, Evelyn next to the Badger, and they drop into the well-drilled formations of partnered defense the Knife has yelled at them about for the past two weeks.

“Here to help, are you?” the Badger asks, leaping back almost three feet as the thing tries to spear them with a jagged tusk.

“Hoping to,” Evelyn says, ducking behind their shoulder.

The She-Wolf snarls and swings her longsword in a powerful arc, shattering another tusk with a deafening crunch. “What do you need?” she asks, keeping herself between the boar and Lucían as much as possible. There’s bits of blackened, old blood spattered on her face and armor. The cut at her temple is still bleeding, her blonde braid coming loose, and the deadly, dark look in her green eyes is like nothing he’s ever seen. Lucían fucking loves it, loves seeing her in her element like this, even as he’s terrified out of his mind.

“An opening,” he says, magic fizzing around his fingers, his staff held tightly in the other hand.

The She-Wolf nods, keeping her eyes on the abomination they’re facing, and says, “Badger—”

“I got it,” they say, bringing their curved swords to bear on the boar’s flank. “Hey, motherfucker!” they snarl, backing further away from it, waving their hands wildly. “Come on, you undead piece of shit! Come take a bite of this!”

“Yeah, shitfuck!” Evelyn joins in, flicking little licks of flame at the thing’s huge head. “I bet you were a shit boar before you died, and now you’re a big shit corpse!” She at least has the good sense to stay behind the Badger, keeping an eye out for any other undead trying to flank them, but Lucían cannot believe this is the technique they’re going with.

Inexplicably it works, the undead boar monster turning after them, leaving a straight shot at one of the forelimbs. Lucían darts in, the She-Wolf covering him, and he punches it in what used to be a knee with a hard, hot blast of power. It’s slightly less magic than he’d used on his initial experiment, but it’s still enough to blow the joint in two, and the boar staggers and collapses to the ground. The remaining three limbs scrabble in the moss, trying to stand, to attack again, and there’s another bright flash of light and heat, another explosive popping sound, and half the monster’s skull disappears. The boar-thing goes limp, once again a hunk of dead flesh, and when the smoke clears it reveals Evelyn on the other side of it, panting and triumphant.

“These fucking kids!” the Knife yells, throwing a holy water pouch at the remaining cluster of undead still attacking the Wall and the Black Bear. It impacts with a hiss and a cloud of steam, the creatures screeching in pain. “Look how great they’re fucking doing!” she yells, throwing another one.

“You’re right,” Lucían says to Evelyn as they square up, eyeing the last few undead monsters. “It is weird encouragement.”

“It’s kinda working, though,” she says, breathing heavily. The Wall and the Black Bear are both engaged with two undead each, three of them human-ish and one that might have been a wolf. The footing around them is challenging, being now made up of the double-corpses of fallen foes, so Lucían’s trying to figure out the best approach when the She-Wolf materializes by his side.

“Stay close,” she says, rolling out her shoulders, eyes on the undead. “We’ll pull for you.” She stalks forward, the Badger mirroring her movements on the other side of Evelyn, and takes a good swing at one of the humanoid creatures. It takes the bait, turning to lash out at her wildly, and the She-Wolf feints, keeps attacking and falling back while it stumbles after her until it’s alone and undefended. “Evelyn,” she says, keeping it engaged and its eyes on her and the sword. Evelyn doesn’t need a second invitation, darts in and punches it with her shield-hand, fist crackling with power that Lucían can feel prickle on his skin. The spell blasts it in half, the torso and lower body dropping in different directions, and Lucían gets a face-full of undead ashes. He makes a note to never stand downwind of that spell ever again as he gags and scrubs his face on his sleeve.

“Three left,” the Badger says evenly. “I think we can take these, you two back up and keep an eye out, yeah?” Lucían nods, he and Evelyn falling in together in what the Knife calls a “defensive withdrawal” and Glory calls “getting out before you die.” They fetch up next to the wagon, the Kestrel leaning down to help Lucían climb up so he can scout the clearing.

“Any other surprises?” he asks Sister Abigail silently.

“No,” she sends back immediately, “Nothing to report from up here and I can see a good hundred yards out into the trees because of all the light. I better get a chance to try that spell, though.”

“I’m sure you will, on account of how we’re going up against a necromancer soon and will have to do this all over again,” he fires off, the triumph slowly draining from his body and allowing the fatigue to set in as it does. The She-Wolf and the Badger have hacked the wolf-type monster to pieces and the Wall and the Black Bear are well on their way to dispatching the last two upright abominations. They’re going to need to start naming these different types of undead, Lucían notes absently as the Wall bashes her mace into the skull of her opponent in a shower of bone fragments and gray flesh. She’s favoring her right leg, but he doesn’t see blood from this distance. Maybe she wrenched her knee? He’ll get the answer to that question soon enough, because the Black Bear has beheaded the last undead thing still standing. It falls to the ground, lifeless again, leaving the clearing filled only with the sound of panting.

“Status report? Major injuries?” Glory asks, eyes scanning the surrounding trees. She’s still poised and ready for action, but the feral quality to her movements has dropped away. She looks tired, Lucían realizes, and as he glances around it’s clear they all look tired. The Wall leans on her mace like a cane, the Knife still has a bucket of water in her hands, and Evelyn has slumped down against the wheel of the wagon. He lets some of the brightness drop away from his array of magelights, leaving the clearing less eye-searingly brilliant. Evelyn’s lights blink out entirely, and Abigail leaves hers out around the edges of the treeline, ensuring that they’ll see anyone (anything) approaching.

“One of them kicked me and gefickt up my knee some,” the Wall says ruefully. “Black Bear got stabbed.”

“Only a little!” he protests, and now that Lucían’s paying closer attention he can see the dark stain on the man’s thigh. “Not enough that I’ll die from it, I wouldn’t call it a major injury.”

“If you got your leg cut off you’d try to say it wasn’t a major injury, you menteur,” the Badger says, annoyed, transferring both blades to one hand so they can wrap the other around the Black Bear’s waist. “Let’s get you over to the healers, come on.” Glory just picks up the Wall under her armpits, and between the two of them they carry-limp everyone back to within sitting distance of the fire. There’s a shuffling sound in the trees, which catches everyone’s attention, but Sister Abigail steps out of a bush, holding up her bow.

“Just me!” she says, crossing back to join the others. Lucían climbs down from the wagon, catches a glimpse of the huge, shattered bulk of the undead boar, and realizes his hands are shaking violently.

“Everyone feel safe enough for the time being?” he asks, a little too cheerfully, and receives nods and a concerned look or two in return. “Great!” he says. “I’ll just be a moment, then.” Lucían turns on his heel and walks steadily out of the firelight, into the dimmer place between his magelights and Sister Abigail’s. There’s a large grouping of ferns that looks likely, tall and promising a certain level of privacy, so he crosses behind them and abruptly vomits on the ground. Fuck. Fuck. All the triumph, excitement, and pride is gone now, leaving only deep, yawning terror in its wake. He could have died. Worse, Evelyn could have died. He could have lost Glory. Any one of his friends, the people dragged out here because of his mistake, could have died, and he wouldn’t have been able to stop it. Everything smells like dead flesh and burning, he’s covered in, in bits of the abominations he helped put down and some of them used to be people, Lord save him. He heaves until there’s nothing left in his stomach but bile and misery, takes a few shattered breaths, and tries to spit the sour taste out of his mouth. Lucían squeezes his eyes shut, listens to the forest and the actual normal forest sounds as they return, and then rolls his shoulders. Right. There’s still work to do. He heads back to the camp to find everyone arrayed around the fire, sitting on crates or bedrolls. Sister Abigail hands him a mug wordlessly, which proves to contain a mint tisane. Lucían accepts it with a shake in his hands that everyone politely ignores, takes a sip and rolls it around in his mouth, swallows, and takes another, longer drink.

“Just had some business to take care of,” he lies blatantly, and everyone nods like they believe him. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

Evelyn forces herself upright and staggers over, looking a little faded around the edges, but between the three of them they triage the situation. The Badger has a cracked rib and some scrapes on their forearms but is otherwise fine. Glory pulled a muscle in her back, is bleeding from the cut on her forehead, and also from a half-dozen cuts and scratches on her upper arms. The Wall’s knee got dislocated sometime in the fight, and she relocated it herself but now it’s inflamed and angry, unsurprisingly. The Black Bear definitely got stabbed in the thigh with some kind of claw or talon. He’s bleeding but he’s right, it’s not a life-threatening injury in the short term. The Kestrel and the Knife are both fine, just mentally recovering from their first brush with the utter fucking horror of the undead. Abigail has pine sap in her hair, which she points out is actually a huge issue with the texture of her curls, but is otherwise uninjured. Evelyn is bruised and drained, and Lucían feels like his head is made of woolen batts for spinning, all fuzzy and unfocused.

“Okay,” he says, heating a bucket of water and scrubbing his hands with it, “let’s get everyone healed up. Knife, can you—” She sets her bucket of holy water down next to him and he nods his thanks.

Sister Abigail takes over from there, ladling the blessed water out with a mug and pouring it over the Black Bear’s stab wound. He hisses between his teeth, face going pale, and when his leg stops steaming he says, “Well. That’s unpleasant.” His voice is mostly even, and he withstands Abigail’s healing spell with good grace, limping out of the way as soon as he’s not bleeding anymore. Lucían moves over to the Wall, rolling her trouser leg up out of the way so he can gently prod at her knee.

“I don’t think anything’s broken,” he tells her even as he frowns down at the swelling and the bruises already starting to bloom. “Soft tissue injuries always take longer to heal than cuts or broken bones, though, so when I’m done you’ll still want to cold-pack this with some snow, or some wet cloths from the stream.”

“Not even magic can fix the terrible design of the human knee, eh?” she asks ruefully, sighing in relief as he pushes his magic into the injury, the swelling receding visibly.

“Unfortunately, no. We can’t fix shoulders, either. Or spines.” Lucían frowns into the middle distance. “Human bodies are terrible, quite honestly, I have a long list of potential refinements I’d like to discuss with the gods.”

“You tell ‘em, kid,” she says, patting him on the shoulder and heading off with much less of a limp than before. Glory settles in front of him with a fresh bucket of holy water and starts unlacing her bracers.

“You holding up all right?” she asks, low enough to not be audible over the sound of the Black Bear complaining about how he just washed these trousers and now there’s blood all over them. Lucían’s hands clench into fists involuntarily and his breath catches.

“It’s easier,” he says after a couple deep, careful inhales, “if I keep it all at a bit of a distance right now.” Her hand lands on his knee, a heavy, comforting weight, and she squeezes once.

“Okay,” she says, eyes soft, and releases his leg to finish removing her forearm armor. Once that’s set aside she plunges her hands into the holy water and starts scrubbing up her arms.

“Oh, wow! Fuck!” she spits, then swears some more in Norka, the cuts on her arms hissing and steaming as the water sluices over them. “That’s really bad! Wow! I hate it!” Glory scoops water into her cupped hands and rubs it over her face, washing off the remaining blood along with the curse in her wound. “It’s worse on the face! I feel like you undersold this, Black Bear!”

“In my defense,” he says from over near the stream where he’s washing out his bloodied trousers, “I only had the one stab wound. You have lots of little wounds, I think that’s probably worse somehow.”

“I suppose,” Glory says sulkily, scrubbing over her face and arms with the holy water again to make sure the curse has been fully dispelled. Lucían smothers a smile, knowing she’s doing it on purpose to make him feel better, and honestly? It’s working a little. He leans forward, cupping her face with one hand and taking her hand with the other. They’re closer together than is strictly necessary for the spell, close enough that he can catch the scent of pine and rosemary under the smell of rot and burning, and something unclenches in his chest. They could have died, yes, but they didn’t, they’re all still here, and this at least is something he understands. He closes his eyes, takes a deep breath (pine-rosemary-salt, the smell of home and belonging) and pushes his magic into Glory, the little white lights dancing through him and healing the cuts and nicks that pulse red, soothing the angry line in her back. It’s easy now, so easy, he’s healed her multiple times at this point and it seems his magic remembers how to do it. When he pulls away he’s not drained, able to blink his eyes open without the wave of dizziness that usually comes with healing spells. Glory’s watching him with a soft look in her green eyes, and he blushes a little, using his hand to turn her head so he can inspect his work.

“Huh,” he says, bringing up his other hand to trace over the new scar at her temple. “That’s strange.” The wound was shallow and healed almost immediately after it occurred, it shouldn’t scar in that situation. Lucían looks at her arms, tracing his fingers over the skin, and there are new scars there, too.

“Sister Abigail, is this happening for you as well?” he asks, and she looks up from the Badger’s arm with a frown and nods.

“Why are they scarring?” she asks, and he can feel her push a healing spell into the Badger again, to no effect. “Back at the hospital I thought it was because we were dealing with injuries so far after the fact.”

“I think it must be the curse,” he says, running his thumb over the scar on Glory’s face again. “Sorry,” he says quietly to her, “I should have been able to heal this properly and now you’ve another addition to your collection.”

“I don’t mind,” Glory says, pressing her face into his hand. “All my scars have stories, and this one? It’s pretty impressive.” She catches his gaze, green eyes bright and warm in the glow of the magelights, and she slides one hand around the back of his neck, pulling him in against her mouth. The kiss is sweet and hot and thorough, and his mind goes wonderfully, blissfully clear. There’s just Glory and the softness of her lips and the slide of her tongue over his, the firm grip of her strong hand on his neck. When they finally break apart he’s breathing a little hard, eyes fluttering shut, and she presses her forehead to his.

“Hey, kid,” the Badger says, reminding Lucían that, right, there are seven other people here, and he blushes and pulls away from Glory to a more appropriate distance. The Badger only smirks a little when they hand over a fresh bowl of the leftover stew. “Eat. You burned a lot of energy. You, too.” That part is directed at Evelyn, who blinks herself out of a doze and distractedly accepts a second bowl. The mint tisane and a bit of time has settled Lucían’s stomach, and oh, yes, food is good. He eats with a single-minded focus, vaguely aware of the others moving around him, and when the bowl is empty he looks up to find most of their camp broken down.

“What are we—” he starts to ask, yawning hugely before he can finish speaking, and Glory takes his bowl with a smile.

“We’re moving camp,” she says. “It’s easier to move us than it is to move all that—” she waves a hand at the twice-dead corpses “—and this campsite is clearly compromised.”

“Oh,” Lucían says blankly. “That makes sense. Can I—”  He yawns again, hard, and blinks back a wave of fatigue. When he glances over at Evelyn she’s asleep sitting up, hunched over her mostly-empty bowl of stew. He should help, there must be something he can manage, but his arms feel full of lead and he can’t actually think well enough to figure out what that would be.

“Come on,” Glory says, handing off his dishes to the Black Bear and then scooping him easily into her arms. “You don’t worry about it, we’ll be fine.” She settles him into the wagon against his extremely feeble protests. Someone’s already rolled out his bedroll and he tries to argue, but it’s been too much of a day and the blanket she’s tucking over him is warm. Glory kisses his forehead and says, “Sleep,” and he does.
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Chapter 14
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Lucían struggles slowly awake from a vague, distant dream of being chased through cold stone hallways to find a warm bulk behind him and the smell of rosemary in his nose, which is normal and comforting. He also wakes up with a warm presence in front of him that smells a bit like smoke and ash, which is neither normal nor particularly comforting. He blinks his eyes open and squints against the morning light.

It’s... it’s Sister Evelyn, curled up in her bedroll, mouth-half open and drooling a little bit on her pillow. On the far side of her he can see the bulk of the Wall, her chest rising and falling in a slow rhythm. Oookay, they’re all just sleeping together now in a big pile? That’s a decision that was arrived at while he was asleep, apparently, but it’s fine? He rolls over onto his back and presses closer to Glory, giving up on trying to figure anything else out for the moment. The movement jostles Evelyn, and she snorts and shakes her head, squinting blearily at him. She frowns, face still streaked with ash and dirt from the night before.

“Lucían,” she says, voice rough and a little thick. “Why are you in my bedroll?”

“Technically, they put me to bed before you, so you’re the one who’s in my bedroll,” he says, not sounding much better. Ugh, the inside of his mouth tastes foul, he never had a chance to clean his teeth before he passed out last night. Hopefully there will be time for him to wash up this morning. They put all that effort into bathing only to get immediately covered in undead filth, which is just insulting.

“You both passed out and then we put you in the wagon together,” Glory says, little slits of green showing as she cracks her eyelids. “We didn’t want to move you again once we’d shifted camp.”

“We also figured if you had nightmares it’d be a good idea to have someone close. Also, it’s warmer,” the Wall finishes, and Lucían spots the moment Evelyn realizes she’s there. She meets his eyes and mouths, “What?” and he shrugs one shoulder, because eh. It seems to have worked.

“There’s porridge and tea if you’re awake,” the Badger calls from somewhere outside the wagon, and the Wall pats Evelyn on the shoulder companionably and clambers out of her bedroll. Evelyn wrinkles her nose at Lucían and shrugs, pushing back her covers and climbing out after the Wall. The siren call of breakfast is tempting, but now he’s alone with Glory and that’s more tempting. He rolls over onto his side, facing her, snuggles closer until she huffs a laugh and tips onto her back, pulling him along with her so his head ends up in the valley between her breasts, one leg tucked between both of hers. She smooths one hand up and down his spine, the fingers of her other hand idly carding through his hair.

“I miss you,” he says quietly, and her hand stills for a moment.

“I miss you too,” she admits, fingernails scratching against his scalp at the base of his neck. It’s strange to say that when they’ve been together all day, every day, but it’s different with others around, when it’s a mission and not simply travel. Lucían sighs and shuts his eyes, tucks his arm a little more tightly around her waist. This, at least, is just them, quiet and still and warm, pouring into the hungry place behind his ribs and soothing it back into a kind of happy sleep.

“If you’re silently fucking in there,” the Knife says from elsewhere, “I’m going to eat all your porridge out of spite.”

Lucían puts his hand in the air and makes an obscene gesture, a really dirty one, and Evelyn says, “Lucían!” in tones of deepest surprise. He grins into Glory’s tunic and leans up to kiss her gently, still out of sight of the others. He is very hungry, though, so he pushes himself up to sitting and meets Evelyn’s shocked eyes across the campsite with a shrug.

“I’m not a monk anymore,” he says, climbing down out of the wagon and padding barefoot over to the fire. “I don’t know what you’re expecting.”

“You’re not a monk but you’re still a polite delicate little flower,” Sister Evelyn says primly over her tea. “Where did you even learn that gesture?”

All hands in the vicinity simultaneously move to point at the Knife. She glances up and raises an eyebrow, looks for a moment like she’s going to argue the point, then shrugs and takes another bite of her porridge. “What can I say,” she says around the mouthful. “I’m a good teacher.”

The Badger hands over a bowl of porridge and Lucían takes the opportunity while he eats to eye everyone. The Wall still looks to be favoring her knee a bit, and they all look a bit peaky and faded, but no one’s bleeding, overly bruised or on the verge of passing out. Actually, everyone looks like they’ve taken the chance to scrub up a bit, making Lucían very aware of the grit and dust still coating his face. Maybe once he’s done eating he’ll grab a bucket and go duck behind a bush for a quick wipe-down.

“So,” Glory says, settling herself on the ground next to Lucían and accepting a bowl from the Badger. “What did we learn from last night?”

Everyone makes an angry cat hissing sound in varying volumes and tones. Sister Evelyn grimaces over her cup of tea, and behind his beard the Black Bear snarls in a way Lucían’s never seen on him before. It makes him feel strangely better, actually, that he’s not the only one so emotionally affected by the creeping horror of the undead. Maybe he’s not actually weak and pathetic after all, even if he is the only one who seems to throw up after fighting them.

“Those things are fucking creepy as shit and I hate them,” the Knife says bluntly.

The Wall snorts and adds, “Seconded.” Lucían grins into his porridge and can’t help but nod because, yes, it’s true. “In seriousness,” the Wall says, sitting forward and adjusting the poultice on her knee, “they are absolute demons to try and fight.”

“Literally and metaphorically,” the Black Bear says, pouring himself another cup of tea.

“Exactly. They don’t act like anything that makes sense.” The Wall frowns into her cup. “They don’t move right or attack with any kind of rhythm or predictability. You leave them an opening to try and lure them into striking and they ignore it to throw themselves on your weapon.”

“They didn’t get tired,” the Badger adds, stirring the porridge thoughtfully. “The She-Wolf and I worked on that boar thing for a good long while and it was still as fresh when it re-died as it was when we started on it.”

“We said we were just going to call it dying—” Glory starts, and Sister Abigail cuts her off with, “I don’t think they feel pain, either. I got an arrow right into what was probably the rotator cuff of one of them and it didn’t do anything other than make it a little harder for the thing to move.”

“They sure fucking felt the holy water, though,” the Knife says. Sister Evelyn snaps and points at her, nodding vigorously in agreement.

“Eyes are a vulnerability,” the Kestrel says, “We can work with that.”

“We need to burn the bodies,” Lucían blurts, guilt gnawing at his insides. The others turn to look at him and he flushes slightly, realizing that it’s not exactly relevant but it is important. “Some of them were people,” he says quietly, eyes on the fire. “They didn’t deserve to become that. It’s not right. I just—we should lay them to rest.” He takes a breath, blows it out slowly through his nose. “I want to lay them to rest.” It’s barely audible, but it’s out there, a mostly-useless request that has nothing to do with their mission. Probably it’s a waste of time, but still—

“Of course we’ll burn them.” It’s the Knife who says it, which startles him into looking up and meeting her eyes. She nods at him, reassuring, her face a little softer than usual. “Or bury them, or whatever.” Glory’s hand settles on his knee and squeezes, and he glances over to see her nod as well.

“Okay,” he says, tension dropping out of his shoulders. “Thank you.”

The conversation turns back to tactical knowledge gained from the fight, and Lucían finishes his porridge and tea, chiming in when he has something useful to add. He gets a chance to wash after breakfast, hiding behind the wagon for some semblance of privacy while he strips to the waist and manages to scrub off most of last night’s grit and stress. They’ll be moving camp by a few miles, but everyone’s still recovering in one way or another, so today won’t be spent in a hard ride. After everyone’s dressed, washed, and armed to the fucking teeth they head back down the road a few hundred yards to the pile of double-corpses that they’d abandoned the night before.

It’s much worse by the full light of day, the grisly evidence of the battle clear to the eye and reeking to the nose. He can see now how the dark magics twisted these people and animals, turned them into monsters and then sent them out to die again at the caster’s will. Lucían alternates between disgust, horror, and white-hot rage. How dare someone do this? To what purpose were these people slaughtered and desecrated? He has to breathe slowly through his mouth for several long minutes before he can calm himself enough to sketch the abominations, recording the different configurations for future Guild knowledge should something like this ever happen again. The others cut pine boughs and pile them on the rocky outcropping to make something like a pyre. At the Kestrel’s directions they drag the smaller wolf-type undead off into the woods in several directions, to minimize the number of scavengers converging on one location. The twice-dead boar is too huge for any of them to move, so it stays where it fell.

When Lucían’s sketches are finished they carefully carry each of the once-human bodies to the pile of pine boughs and lay them down. Lucían crosses their arms over their chests and closes their eyes, doing his best to make them look at peace even as his hands shake with anger. His fingers move, sketching out blessings and holy signs over the bodies as the Wall and Glory cover them with another layer of pine boughs. Everyone arranges themselves into a semi-circle around the pyre and Lucían takes a slow breath and considers his words.

“I’m sorry we weren’t fast enough to save you,” he tells the pyre and the people within, “but I’m going to promise you today that this won’t happen again. We’re going to stop this, and we’re going to find the person responsible, and we will end them. May that help you find some peace.” Lucían bows, hearing the rustling of clothing that lets him know the others are bowing as well, and steps forward. Sister Evelyn and Sister Abigail flank him to the right and left, and all three of them raise their hands, push magic into the wood, and set the pyre aflame.

The magical fire crackles and flares, burning hotter and faster than anything natural, and in less than a quarter hour the pyre and everything in it is reduced to ashes. Lucían traces a last blessing in the air over the smoldering remains and then pulls any remaining heat from it, extinguishing the last few embers. His breath shudders out on an exhale as he turns away. This is done, at least. This is what he could do for them. He makes it back to their camp of the night before with his emotions under control, manages to smile and laugh normally while they pack up and move a few miles down the road. He casts another healing spell on the Wall’s knee, checks in with the others to make sure they’re recovering well, and pitches in to re-wash all of the laundry soiled in the fight. At some point after dinner he nods at the others and walks off into the woods, the sunset tinting everything rosy gold. Once he’s mostly out of earshot he sits down against the trunk of a tree, buries his face in his hands, and bursts into bitter, silent tears.

Too late, he was too late to save them, and how many others will suffer because of this? How many people will be destroyed because of a book he copied and some man’s lust for power? If they’d gone for the grimoire first maybe this could have been prevented, maybe those people would still be alive. They didn’t, though, he and Glory had fucked around in Knightsrest collecting useless books of poetry while someone used twisted magic to raise the dead, and there’s no going back and fixing it now.

Familiar footsteps crunch through the dropped pine needles on the forest floor. It’s not a surprise at all when Glory settles herself against the tree next to him, wraps one warm arm around his shoulders and pulls him into her lap. She says nothing, rubbing one hand up and down his spine as he curls into her and cries against her shoulder, mourning people he’d never met.

“How do you live with it?” he asks, voice low and unsteady. “When you can’t save them, how do you—” He chokes back a sob again, cutting off the rest of his question, and feels Glory huff a deep sigh under his cheek. Her arms tighten around him.

“It’s never easy,” she says gently. “You just... you have to remember that you’re doing your best, and that you’re helping where and when you can, and that’s better than not helping at all.” Glory hums a little, not actually a tune, just a thoughtful sound. “It also helps to remember that the world doesn’t revolve around you and you alone, Lucían. There are people a thousand miles away suffering and dying for reasons that perhaps you could make a difference to, but they’re there and you’re here, and blaming yourself for being unable to be there and here is a bit self-centered, don’t you think? Or are you the only one capable of helping people? That’s rude of you, to keep all the helping to yourself when the rest of us might like to help, too.” Her voice is teasing but kind, and the corner of his mouth curls up sheepishly, because yeah, she has a bit of a point. Lucían breathes against her in silence, one hand curled around the bend where her elbow meets her bicep, his thumb swiping back and forth against the bare skin there.

“Back when I was at the monastery, I used to dream of having adventures.” His voice is quiet, eyes fixed on where he’s tracing the delicate loops and swirls of her tattoos with his fingertips. “We weren’t supposed to, of course, but I’d think, ‘When I’ve paid off my contract I’ll go out, visit these far-away lands, serve the Lord and see all these things I’ve read about in books.’ I was going to be brave and fearless and stand up for what was right.” Lucían squeezes his eyes shut against the burn of fresh tears. “I didn’t think it would be like this,” he admits in a whisper, voice cracking, and curls himself up tight to try and hold back another sob.

“Oh, Lucían,” Glory breathes, wrapping her arms around him more tightly, almost crushing him to her chest as he shakes apart. Her voice is so soft and gentle that it breaks his heart all over again. She drops her cheek to the top of his head and holds him patiently until he’s done, the occasional hiccup interrupting his breathing. He leans against her in near-silence as he gets control of his emotions again and breathes in the pine-salt smell of her. It’s a few minutes later when she finally breaks the silence.

“Oh, my love, my sweet boy. I’m so sorry I dragged you into this. You’re so kind and gentle and you deserve a softer life than what I have to offer.” She hesitates, and he feels her tense slightly. “Do you regret it?” she asks, her voice small. “Leaving the monastery?”

“No!” Lucían blurts immediately, before his brain can even fully process the question. He scrubs his face against his sleeve as he sits up, turning so he can cup her face in his hands and meet her eyes. “I would face those things a thousand times and it would be worth it to have you at my side.” His voice is fierce, he feels like his eyes are on fire, like there’s molten gold flaring in his chest and it has to come out in his words. “You freed me from a cage I didn’t know I was in, Glory, the first time I saw you smile it destroyed me and I loved you for it. I was lonely, so lonely before you came into my life. I will never, ever regret leaving the monastery with you. My only regret is that it wasn’t sooner.” He drops one hand to his pendant at her throat, his fingers shaking with the strength of his conviction. “I chose to be here, remember? I still choose to be with you, here, come what may.” She smiles in response to that, warm and soft around the edges. It’s so beautiful, she’s so beautiful it feels like it’ll burn him to look at her. He can’t stand it, can’t stand against it, so he does the only sensible thing and kisses her.

It’s gentle at first, an almost chaste press of their lips, and then Glory slides her hand into his hair, opens her mouth under his and he follows, helplessly, as she deepens the kiss. Her tongue slides into his mouth, wet and hot, and Lord, it’s been too long since they kissed like this. Lucían shifts in her lap until he’s straddling her on his knees and she makes a pleased sort of sound, dropping one hand to his lower back. He can feel the heat of her even though her armor, and she feels like perfection when he wraps his arms around her neck and fits himself against her from chest to hips. She nips his lower lip and smiles when he jumps, lets her mouth travel along his jawline until she can lick the pulse point under his ear. Lucían shudders and lets his head fall to the side, baring his neck automatically. Glory’s chuckle rumbles against his chest, just before she bites his neck and at the same time drops the hand on his back to his ass. She drags him against her, his half-hard cock stirring abruptly at the pressure of the slow grind, shooting little frissons of pleasure up his spine and startling a high whine out of his mouth. It’s good, it’s good, but not here, and Lucían pushes himself away from her, panting.

“We—” he starts, blinking rapidly to try and get his bearings “—we should get back to camp, it’ll be dark soon.” Glory tilts her head at him, running a finger up and down along the tendon in his neck, and smirks a little when he shivers.

“Okay,” she says, skepticism apparent in her tone of voice. “If that’s what you want.” She doesn’t remove her hand from his ass, keeps her fingers brushing gently along the sensitive skin of his neck, and Lucían shivers again, full bodied, his fingers clenching on her shoulders without his control.

“It’s not—it’s not that I don’t want,” he says, blushing hard, closing his eyes and tilting his head down so he doesn’t have to admit this to her face. “It’s—I can’t—they’ll all know, Glory.”

He can hear the smile in her voice when she says, “They all already know we’re lovers, Lucían. We share a bedroll.” She’s not making fun, just stating the truth, and he knows that, but... 

“It’s different,” he insists, “and you know the Knife will make a comment and I just—I’m sorry, it’s not you—Lord, she’s already going to think we—”

Glory tilts his head up and interrupts him with a kiss. “Well then, my love,” she says, sliding her fingers into his hair and scratching his scalp. “Do you want me to go back first? I’ll circle around and come in from the other side of camp and then you can come back a few minutes later.”

The relief that washes through Lucían is like stepping into a hot bath on a cold day. “Please,” he says, sagging against her. She pats him on the back companionably, and then almost before he can understand what’s happened the She-Wolf’s standing again, has him pinned against the tree with one hand under his hips. He squeaks out a sound that he’d be more embarrassed about except that her weight against him and the hand she’s tightened in his hair are all he can think about right now.

“I just want you to know—” she growls in his ear, tugging his hair a little bit, fuck, yes “—that the first opportunity I get I’m going to fuck you until you forget how language works, my sweet Lucían. I’m going to make you beg for it and then I’m going to give it to you until you sob and thank me. Would you like that?”

“Yes, She-Wolf,” he answers, his mouth working when his brain won’t. He’s definitely hard now, legs wrapped around her and ankles locked together, barely holding himself from rutting against her. If she forces him then it’s not his fault, some distant part of him reasons, so maybe she’ll keep going?

“Good,” she says, almost a snarl, and bites his jaw. Lucían’s cock twitches as he squirms and gasps, hoping desperately that she won’t stop, and is immensely disappointed (maybe relieved?) when she deposits him back on his feet.

“Just thought you might like the reminder,” Glory says sweetly. She leans down to drop a kiss on his forehead and then strides away into the woods, leaving him alone, bereft, and aroused. Lucían blinks into the middle distance several times, a bit dazed, and finally gives his head a sharp shake. Fuck. Okay. That happened, and then didn’t happen. He’s just going to wait here for a bit until he’s calmed down, and then go back to camp, avoid eye contact with absolutely everyone, and go to bed without having a ridiculous blush on his face the whole time. Easy.

He gives it a good ten minutes of slow, even breathing before he heads back, and fortunately the only person who even looks up when he re-joins the camp is Sister Evelyn. She gives him a nod and then returns her attention to the card game everyone else is playing. Lucían slides in next to Glory, presses his shoulder against hers and peeks at her cards.

“No cheating!” the Knife says from behind Sister Abigail, carefully working an oiled comb through the half of the nun’s curly black hair that hasn’t already been carefully plaited down.

“Big words from the woman who’s been over-the-shoulder playing Abigail’s hands this whole time,” says the Badger, pouring a cup of something hot out of a kettle and handing it over to Lucían. It turns out to be some kind of herbal tisane, chamomile based with maybe some lemongrass, and he nods his thanks.

“I’m doing important hair work back here,” the Knife sniffs, dripping a little more oil into a particularly bad tangle. “None of you know how to get pine sap out of curly hair so don’t judge what you don’t understand. How are we doing, Abigail?” Sister Abigail holds up her cards so the Knife can see them, catching Lucían’s eye across the fire with a shrug.

“She has terrible strategy but this was the price she demanded for doing my hair,” she tells him silently, dark eyes expressive and amused. “We’re losing very badly.”

“Your hair looks nice, though,” Lucían offers, taking a sip of his tisane. Abigail grins at him and rolls her eyes. Lucían smiles back and returns his gaze to Glory’s cards. He doesn’t actually know what game they’re playing, but he can probably figure it out as they go. It’s all he needs to think about right now, with friends nearby and no current emergencies, so it’s what he does think about. The mission will still be there tomorrow.
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Chapter 15
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It’s obvious when they’re getting closer to the ruins (and the source of the undead) because the high pine forest becomes completely devoid of larger wildlife. There are still birds here and there, flitting from tree to tree without a care as to what happens on the forest floor below, but Lucían hasn’t so much as seen a rabbit in two days, and when the Kestrel comes back from tracking game trails it’s to report that all the signs of deer and wolves are at least a month old. The woods are eerily, unnaturally quiet, and it puts all of them on edge. It feels like they’re being constantly watched, even though they’ve yet to see any undead active during daylight.

The second sign comes in the form of Lucían’s nightmares. He’s switched nearly all his liquid consumption during the day to holy water, and in spite of drinking so much of it he practically expects to glow, the visions still break through. They’re not quite as vivid as they were previously, which is a mild relief, but he still thrashes himself awake at least once per night. He wouldn’t mind it quite so much if it was useful in some way, but he gets no actual tactical information, the necromancer rudely refusing to spell out his evil plans audibly while the mental connection is active. All Lucían knows is that there’s undead in a stone building somewhere, and he could have figured that out just by the power of deduction.

The third sign that they’re getting closer to the ruins—and this is a pretty big one—is the increased encounters with the undead. It’s not in the numbers of that first battle, just one or two of them shambling out of the darkness and fairly easily destroyed, but it’s sometimes up to three times per night which isn’t exactly conducive to the rest of the party getting restful, restorative sleep. They start to take turns napping in the wagon during the day to counteract the sleep deprivation. It turns out all the Guild warriors are familiar with the effects of fatigue and are of the universal opinion that it’s something to avoid, not something to power through. It’s not an attitude he’d expected from them, and when he mentions this to the Knife she snorts and looks at him like he’s grown a second head.

“If you don’t sleep you get sloppy,” she says, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “If you get sloppy you get dead.”

The Black Bear nods emphatically from his seat on the wagon and adds, “It takes a long time to train a good Guild member, and if we mess up and die from a ridiculous mistake it’s a huge loss. We’re encouraged to play it safe as much as we can.”

“I’m starting to think,” Lucían says dryly, “that the books I copied had some inaccuracies.”

“I mean, probably,” the Wall says with a thoughtful look, “but there are always people who push themselves too far because they either think they have to prove something, or they have a hard time leaving work undone, or they’re just not a good judge of their own limits.”

“Gosh,” Glory says from behind Lucían, “I can’t imagine someone who works themselves to the point of passing out. I wonder what that’s like?” He turns in the saddle to level a glare at her, and she blinks her green eyes at him, wide and innocent. Rude.

When they make camp that night the Badger estimates they’re about a day’s ride out from the ruins. The plan for the following day is to get close enough to stay concealed and then scout the place (while the sun is up, thank you). Once they know what they’re facing they’ll be able to come up with an actual strategy. It’s a sensible and reasonable way to approach the situation, and Lucían agrees that it’s the best way to go about it. Then he lies awake in his bedroll half the night, his brain spiraling between paranoid panic that they’ll be overrun with the undead any moment, fizzing anxiety that they’re so close to finishing this, and uselessly complicated defense strategies in response to similarly ridiculous potential attacks. It’s all supremely unhelpful, and the few hours of actual sleep he manages to snatch before dawn only serve to make him feel more tired. He knows he’s cranky and irritable, but knowing it logically doesn’t stop it from happening. Lucían spends most of the morning and a good chunk of the day’s ride biting his tongue to keep from snapping at people, because normally he appreciates the Black Bear’s good cheer and the Knife’s sarcastic jokes but right now he has no time for it. He breathes deep, keeps his head down, and rides on.

By early afternoon remnants of ancient stone walls jut out of the ground here and there, overgrown with centuries of moss. The decorative carvings are still visible in the more sheltered areas, and Lucían wishes he was better able to enjoy it because normally this would be fascinating. They camp in the collapsed remains of a building, in the corner where two walls came together an eon before. It’s sturdy, defensible, and will keep the wind out, which is better than some of their previous campsites. It’s also, and even through the buzz of his anxiety Lucían appreciates this, at least a thousand years old. He runs his fingertips over the stone and marvels that any of it’s still standing.

“They really built to last,” the Badger says, coming over to join him. “Look, there’s not even any mortar.”

“How’s it stay together, then?” Lucían asks, peering more closely at the joins between the stones. “Isn’t this region volcanic and prone to earthquakes?”

“Yeah, but they knew that and they designed around it,” the Badger tells him, crouching near a fallen block. “Here, this one’s still pretty intact.” Lucían crouches, too, and the Badger runs their fingers over some carved sections that look more utilitarian than decorative. “It’s all tongue-and-groove, or the stone equivalent. They crafted each piece with tabs and notches, so when they construct a building the stones lock in. It took incredible precision, can you imagine doing this for every single piece on a building the size of the Guild Headquarters?”

“Wow, yeah,” Lucían says, staring into the middle distance and trying to envision that process. “Are there buildings that size in the ruins?”

“Bigger,” the Badger says, grinning in a way that makes the gold rings in their eyebrows flash. “Some of them are even still pretty intact. You’ll probably love it once it’s not full of the undead.”

“Most things are better when they’re not full of the undead,” Lucían agrees, fingers tracing the swirls of carvings blunted by age. “How do you know so much about the Cloudpath Ruins?”

“I like architecture and history,” the Badger says, settling down onto a block and stretching out their shoulders with an audible pop. “The University sends expeditions out to study the ruins every year or so, and I usually arrange to go along as a bodyguard. I can’t help with the translation attempts or anything like that, but I’m strong and have a good eye for detail so I can haul things around or help pick out pottery shards from the excavations. I read the papers they publish afterwards, too.” Their mouth quirks up at one corner. “Sometimes they mention me, I’m usually ‘our assistant from the Guild.'' One time I got called out as ‘extremely helpful.’”

“Extremely, huh? Is that the highest rank of helpful, or is there an even higher rank you’re still aiming for?” The banter comes smoothly enough, good cheer pasted over the nerves still boiling in Lucían’s guts, but pretending things are normal helps a little bit, at least.

“Oh, I’m hoping I get ‘spectacularly helpful,’ maybe even an ‘indispensable,’” the Badger says easily. “Then I’ll know I’ve really arrived.” They grin and stand up, probably to start getting lunch ready, but before they leave they drop a hand on Lucían’s shoulder. “Hey,” they say, voice lower, “try and get some time to settle yourself this afternoon, okay? We’re all tense as fuck right now and no one’s going to begrudge you going off into the woods to yell at a tree or whatever you have to do to take the edge off.”

Lucían blinks and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Hiding it that poorly, am I?” he says in Parlere into his palm, the words a bit muffled.

The Badger hmmms noncommittally. “Un peu,” they say in the same language. “In my defense we’ve been spending a lot of time together lately so I’ve had a chance to notice the difference.” They squeeze his shoulder once and then head off. Lucían sighs and rubs his hands over his face because hells, the Badger is absolutely correct, he feels like a quill bent to the breaking point and held there. He resolves to eat, have a cup of tea, and spend the afternoon in a better mood than he’d spent the morning, even if he has to force good cheer on himself.

This resolve is almost immediately tested when the Kestrel takes a sip of her tea and calmly announces, “Sister Evelyn, the Badger and I are going to go scout the ruins this afternoon.”

Lucían’s head snaps up and he almost drops his mug. “What?” he asks politely, definitely doesn’t shout or snarl, because he must have misheard, since Sister Evelyn is the youngest out of anyone present and certainly should not be dragged headfirst into an immensely dangerous situation.

“I’m going to go scout the ruins for undead activity with the Badger and the Kestrel,” Sister Evelyn says, with clear enunciation. She takes a bite of her jerky and chews, chin up and eyes bright, waiting for an argument. Lucían absolutely does want to argue, has a dozen reasons waiting behind his teeth as to why she shouldn’t take on this task when it’s not her fault they’re out here, but—

“I’m our best tracker,” the Kestrel says calmly, “and I know stealth. The Badger knows more about the ruins than anyone else here, and Sister Evelyn can literally turn invisible. Not only that...” She holds out her hand, and Evelyn leans over and grabs it. Lucían feels the twist of her magic, and both of them disappear.

“We’ve been practicing,” the Kestrel says, her voice coming from about the same place she used to be, which is intensely weird.

“With two people I can keep it up for a good fifteen minutes now before I need to rest,” Evelyn says, also from nowhere. They both flicker back into view and Sister Evelyn returns to her jerky looking a little smug. It’s a good trick, even through his worry Lucían can admit that, but...

“Isn’t it a bit late in the day?” he asks, trying to keep his voice even. The Badger shrugs a shoulder and pours themself another cup of tea.

“Four hours to sundown,” they say, squinting at the sky through the treetops. “Less than an hour’s ride to the ruins. If we don’t find anything useful within the first hour or so that we’re there we’ll come back and try again tomorrow.”

“The sooner we know what we’re dealing with, the sooner we can finish this,” Glory says, leaning over to knock her shoulder into Lucían’s. She stays there, a constant pressure, and he takes comfort in it as he inhales slowly. He still wants to argue, wants to insist on going in Evelyn’s place, but that would be condescending at the very least. She’s not the kid he taught potion making anymore, she’s going to be accompanied by two highly trained warriors, and she’s capable of both turning invisible and exploding undead skulls. It’ll be fine, he tells himself firmly, trying to ignore the worry churning in his guts.

“I have some sketches of what I remember from copying out the grimoire,” he says, instead of any of the other things he wants to say. “I’ll go over them with you so you know what to keep an eye out for.”

Evelyn relaxes, very slightly, the set of her jaw no longer quite so hard. “That would be helpful, thank you.” Lucían nods and sets down his tea so he can go dig in his saddlebags. It gives him a chance to stop his hands from shaking. It’s barely noticeable by the time he comes back and sits next to Evelyn to page through the parchment, Sister Abigail leaning over both their shoulders so she can get a good look, too. By the time Evelyn is done eating they’ve made their way through the sheaf of half-remembered runes and partial illustrations, and Lucían watches the three of them saddle up and ride out with his heart in his throat. Maybe he should go with them?

“I’m going to be fine, big brother,” Evelyn’s mindspeech says in his ear. “I know this will be difficult for you, but please try not to worry too much.”

“Have you met me?” Lucían sends back, trying for a wry twist to the words and mostly succeeding. “If there were awards for worrying I’d be a champion.”

“Well, try to try not to worry too much, then,” Evelyn tells him, turning in the saddle so she can fix him with the kind of look that tells him she doesn’t expect much success in the matter. He raises a hand and she nods, in the next moment disappearing around a bend in the road. Lucían drops his hand and takes a deep breath. Okay. He’ll try. Or at least he’ll try to try. He just needs a task he can focus on to take his mind off of literally everything, and then it will be fine.

He starts by inventorying the potions, laying them all out on a bedroll and trying to decide the best allocations. They’re a little low on healing salve, so he pulls out his travel potion making kit and makes up a fresh batch. That doesn’t fill nearly enough of the afternoon, so after everything’s been scrubbed, dried, and safely packed back away, he takes stock of the holy water. They’ve re-filled and re-blessed the two kegs, but the little throwing pouches keep getting used to repel the night-time attacks, so he recruits Abigail to help him assemble some more. It’s easier to get the seal on correctly with another set of hands, especially if that set can magically melt and cool wax. By the time they’ve filled and sealed all their available pouches only a bit more than an hour has gone by and Lucían’s starting to run out of ideas for things to do. He spends some time trying to turn his magelight into the illusion of a flower, like Evelyn can do, but he’s too distracted and antsy and all he manages is a sort of mutated, glowing daisy. Still, it’s better than his previous attempts, so he makes a note to give it another shot when he’s more capable of focusing. He cleans and oils his armor, investigates his dagger and staff for damage, and still has hours to fill. Finally, frustrated, he sits down with his back to a stone to meditate. Maybe if he can get a good trance going, by the time he opens his eyes again the scouting party will be back.

It actually seems to be working, for a bit. There’s a breeze through the pines that makes it easier to ignore the weird silence of the forest, and some nearby birds yelling at each other that makes it sound almost normal. Lucían closes his eyes and recites the ritual prayers silently, the words flowing like water down a well-worn path, letting the tension drop out of his shoulders as he gives himself over to the Lord. He can hear the others elsewhere, occasional hollow thunks (metal hitting wood?) echoing out into the trees. It’s not terribly hard to tune them out, so he does. What’s harder to tune out is their raised voices, the cheering and congratulations coming after the thunk, perfectly timed to cut into his concentration when he’s nearly settled back into the trance. Lucían breathes slowly, evenly, focusing on the thrumming light within him that’s the core of his power, the physical and magical presence of the Lord, starts at the beginning of the ritual prayer again, feels the edge of a true peace start to wash over him—

THUNK!

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Lucían snaps, opening his eyes so he can glare in the direction of the sound. “Do you think you could be fucking quiet for ten minutes, or are you just completely incapable of common courtesy?” The Knife, the Wall, Sister Abigail and the Black Bear look back at him with varying expressions of surprise, the Black Bear’s arm still poised to throw what looks like one of the Knife’s daggers. Another dagger sticks out of the trunk of a dead tree where someone’s chalked a target. Oh. They were playing a game. One he probably could have joined in on, instead of sequestering himself to fail at meditating. He glances over at Glory where she’s sitting near the fire mending a pair of trousers. She looks shocked and concerned, maybe even disappointed? Lucían mentally replays his words and claps a hand over his mouth, shame flushing his cheeks.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” he says, scrubbing his hand back over his face into his hair. “I don’t know why I—none of you are—I’m sorry I—”

“Lucían,” Glory cuts in, not angry but direct. “We need more firewood. Come help me gather some.” She folds the trousers, sets them aside, and stands in a smooth motion. Lucían blinks and glances over at the wood already cut and waiting to go on the fire later. It should be enough for the night, shouldn’t it?

“Now, Lucían.” It’s that authoritative tone that cuts straight to his hindbrain, and Lucían scrambles to his feet without any further mental protest. Glory strides off into the woods, long legs eating up the ground, and Lucían hurries to catch up in that skipping gait that comes when walking is too slow but running is too fast. The camp disappears behind them in moments, and they pass a lot of fallen tree limbs, but Glory shows no signs of slowing down. She also, he can’t help but notice, didn’t bring an axe. He tries to get a look at her face as they walk, which is tricky to do without tripping and falling given their current rate of speed. She doesn’t look angry with him, at least, more... determined. There must be a fallen oak or something that she’s very keen on bringing back.

When Glory finally stops, it’s in a small clearing that’s covered in more moss than fallen pine needles. She scans it briefly, green eyes flashing, and gives a short nod. “Take off your weapons and armor,” she orders, fingers already working at the buckles on her sword harness. “And your boots.”

“Are we going to climb trees and rip off branches with our bare hands?” Lucían asks, bewildered, even as he removes the dagger from his belt. “Is this some kind of new training?”

“Oh, we’re not gathering wood, Lucían,” Glory says, matter of fact, as she unlaces her boots and shimmies her feet out of them. “I just told you that to get you away from camp without arguing.” She takes off her socks and wiggles her bare toes in the moss with a satisfied hum. “You’re going to fight me.”

“Pardon?” Lucían has one boot off and freezes that way, hand in the air. That can’t be right, he must have misheard.

“Finish taking your boots off,” Glory says, like this isn’t extremely weird, and rolls out her shoulders. She turns and raises an eyebrow at him until he starts moving again. “You,” she says, standing and twisting side to side, her back cracking audibly, “are about to explode with nervous energy, you basically didn’t sleep last night, and we need to find a way to direct all that anxiety before you start a fight.”

“So you’re preventing me from starting a fight by making me fight you?” Lucían asks, taking off his socks and setting them carefully on his boots. “How does that make sense?”

“I’m asking you to fight me,” Glory says cheerfully, bending at the waist and setting her palms on the ground. “Oh, gods, I have not been stretching enough,” she says to her legs, rocking back and forth by slowly bending one knee at a time.

“I don’t know if this is necessary,” Lucían continues to insist even as he stands and stretches, reaching his fingertips as high above his head as they’ll go and then bending over to touch his toes, mirroring Glory. “I just need to get my head on straight before I meditate again. I’m fine.”

“Lucían, you yelled at our friends.” Glory says it gently but that doesn’t make it any less true, and he winces, squeezing his eyes shut like that will block out the image of their startled faces. “Honestly you’re handling the stress of this pretty well, but we need you at your best, not tired and angry. This will help, I promise.” Hells. She knows he’ll give her anything she asks for, and she’s very responsible with that power, but she’s asking now and more importantly, she’s right. He feels like he’s about to vibrate apart, like he’s going to tear at the seams, like sand and worry would pour out of him instead of blood. His hands haven’t stopped shaking all day and he has to try something, so fight the woman he loves? Sure, why not, nothing else has worked.

“What are the rules?” he says, twisting out his back and shaking out his hands and arms. There’s a knot of tension between his shoulder blades that won’t loosen, but Lucían stretches his shoulders anyway because that’s just good form.

“Don’t try to actually injure me but also don’t hold back,” Glory says evenly. “No magic, that defeats the purpose. We stop when you feel done, otherwise anything goes.” She hmms and wiggles her toes into the moss, tilting her head from one side to the other to stretch out her neck. “Try and stay off the pine needles, but that’s just because they’re pokey to walk on.”

“Thank you,” Lucían says dryly, tip-toeing to the center of the clearing. “‘Pine needles are pokey’ will surely go down in the history books as wise advice applicable to any situation.” Glory grins at him, and maybe she’s about to say something else but it doesn’t matter because Lucían turns on his heel, darts forward in under her guard and drives three quick strikes at her ribcage. The first one connects, but she twists out of the way of the other two, knocks his fourth swing wide with a sweep of her arm, and backs up out of range. Her green eyes glint at him, hands up in a relaxed defensive stance, and she raises one eyebrow. “You said anything goes,” Lucían reminds her, and she raises the other eyebrow to meet the first.

“I did, didn’t I?” she replies, faux-thoughtfully, and then she charges. He watches her come and jukes to the side, spinning around, so close that they brush together as she passes and he hooks his foot around her ankle. Glory goes down, rolling with it smoothly, and comes back to her feet elegantly, one long leg swinging in a circle to bring her around to face him. It’s like she dances when she fights, he’s noticed it before, and it’s spectacular. She takes a long moment to size him up, flexes her hands and rolls back her shoulders again, and then she’s on him and this time she doesn’t let up.

Lucían falls back under her flurry of blows, dodging or deflecting most of them. No point trying to block when she’s so much stronger than he is, has so much more weight behind her attacks. That’s just asking for a broken arm, even if she’s (probably) still pulling her punches. Instead he flows around and between the strikes, letting them glance off a shoulder here or his forearm there, where they won’t do much damage, watches and waits for a chance to turn the tide. It comes in the form of a strong right hook that passes close enough to his face that he can feel the breeze, but he’s already moving, already grabbing her by the wrist with both hands and letting the momentum of the strike pull his torso back as he takes one step up onto her thigh and launches himself up and backward, wrapping his legs around her arm and using his entire body weight to haul her to the ground. They land in a tangle of limbs and Lucían twists, using his grip on her wrist and his legs to keep her arm pinned in a lock that he knows from experience can very quickly become painful. She stays down, green eyes locked on his and a wicked curve to her mouth.

“That one’s from the Knife, huh?” Glory tenses, preparing to do something, and Lucían pulls on her arm a little more, driving one foot into the side of her neck until she goes limp again. He shrugs one shoulder, pretending to be casual.

“What can I say? She’s a good teacher.”

“Pretty sure she hasn’t taught you everything, though,” Glory says, thoughtfully, and then she leans over and bites his fucking foot. It’s so startling that he yelps and scrambles away from her, dropping her arm completely in his haste to escape. She laughs and crawls after him, more amused than he thinks is really fair.

“That—what the hells, that tickled,” Lucían accuses, climbing back to his feet even as he’s retreating. Glory stops crawling after him and stands as well, shrugging.

“There’s no such thing as a fair fight, there’s just winning,” she reminds him, and then lunges again.

They stop talking after that, caught up in the challenge of sparring. Lucían stops thinking entirely, body reacting to what’s in front of him with instinct and muscle memory. He takes a few solid hits to his shoulders and ribs, but he gets in some good strikes, too. The Knife didn’t go easy on him, and now he’s actually seeing the effects of that training, can actually anticipate attacks and figure out how to defend and when to press forward. They circle the clearing, sometimes trading blows on their feet and sometimes (usually when he pulls off a good use of his lower center of gravity) wrestling on the ground. At some point he realizes he’s grinning, can’t stop it, because this is fun now, he knows what he’s doing and it’s a game, and games are something he can win. He ducks under Glory’s next strike and, to his great surprise, his returning attack successfully connects with her face.

“Oh, shit!” he blurts, as she staggers back and raises a hand to her mouth. Her fingers come away bloody from the split on her lower lip and she examines them with genuine surprise. “Oh, no, I’m so sorry, Glory—” Lucían starts, heart dropping into his guts, a deep part of him still terrified she might send him away because of this. Before he can get much further than that she grins at him, feral and deadly. Her pink tongue darts out, rolls across her bloodied fingers, and his heart starts pounding again, hard.

“I’m not done yet,” the She-Wolf says, voice a low rumble. “Are you done yet?” Lucían shakes his head, eyes fixed on her mouth. There’s a little smear of red at the corner and for some reason that makes his mouth go dry.

“Then come finish this,” she says, green eyes inescapable. Lucían huffs out a breath, shakes out his hands, and charges. They circle each other, trading jabs and punches, feinting and dodging, the only sound in the clearing that of their heavy breathing. It’s incredibly difficult to keep his eyes off the She-Wolf’s mouth, but he has to at least try so she doesn’t wipe the forest floor with him. He’s running low on energy, can feel the pleasant fatigue starting to sink in, but he’s not ready to give up just yet. There’s one more trick in the Knife’s arsenal that he wants to use, wants the She-Wolf to see. Is he showing off? He might be showing off. That’s a new feeling, and it’s rather nice. He snaps two punches at her stomach and then one up at her face, and it’s enough to drive her to take a step back and give him the opening he wants.

Lucían drives forward, aggressively invading the She-Wolf’s personal space, steps up on her thigh again, and this time wraps his other leg around the back of her neck, bracing his heel against her shoulder blade as his other leg comes up to clamp around her, too. He throws his body backwards, using himself like a lever to drag her forward and off-balance, and realizes as the ground comes speeding toward his face that this is the first time he’s tried this move not in the padded training room and wow, it is way scarier to do it from the She-Wolf’s height out here in the actual world. He considers panicking for a second, but there’s no way out but through at this point, so he lets the training take over, releases his legs as he’s about to hit the ground, curls one shoulder under and tucks his head to protect his neck as he rolls. It’s a pretty good landing, actually, but he ends up a bit stunned both from the impact and from his own audacity. That gives the She-Wolf a chance to scramble over and pin him, calves on his thighs and her hands pressing his wrists into the ground next to his head. He twists, trying to throw off her weight or break her hold, but it’s an unsurprising failure and Lucían goes limp, panting for breath. His eyes track back to her mouth, the split in her lip and the little smudge of crimson that he can’t stop staring at, then drop down to his necklace in the collar at her throat that she never takes off except to bathe.

“You’ve gotten very good,” the She-Wolf says, letting her thumbs brush back and forth across the sensitive skin of his inner wrist. He considers trying to break her hold again, but her reflexes are too good and he knows he wouldn’t get far.

“Thank you,” he says instead. Did the weather get warmer, or is it just the aftereffects of the exercise making him feel hot and a little strange? He watches a little bead of sweat trickle down the She-Wolf’s face, over the new scar on her temple, so maybe he’s not the only one feeling it.

“Are you done?” she asks, green eyes dark and calculating. Her hands squeeze his wrists, once, not quite painful but a firm pressure that reminds him that she won, and he’s at her mercy. Fuck.

Lucían shivers, fingers flexing, but his voice is even when he meets her gaze and says, “Yeah. Yeah, I think I’m done.”

The She-Wolf smiles, slow and pleased, and the second she releases his wrists Lucían snakes his hands around the back of her neck, one tangling into her braided hair, and drags her down to his mouth. He kisses her hard, desperately hungry, tongues and teeth and heat. He can taste the coppery tang of her blood from the split lip, and maybe it’s weird that he’s into that but he’s been hard for the last five minutes so here they are. Lucían runs one hand from her neck down over her torso until he can settle it on her ass, using it to pull her closer, and she takes her calves off of his thighs so she can straddle him properly. The moment she’s settled over him he shifts his grip to yank her hips down, grinding his erection against her core, and she makes a sound into his mouth that goes straight to his cock.

“Fuck, I need you,” he hisses, rutting against her (too many clothes in the way). He kisses her cheek, bites along her jawline until he can get his mouth on her neck. He nips at her pulse point as he works one hand between them and starts undoing the fastenings on her hose with shaking fingers. She braces herself on one elbow and helps him with her other hand, shoving down her hose and underclothes until he can push between her legs and run his fingers over her folds. She’s already slick with wetness, and Lucían coats his fingers before he starts working over her clit with rough strokes. The angle is bad, his hand crooked awkwardly and trapped between her clothes and her skin, but Glory doesn’t seem to mind if the sounds she’s making are any indication. She drops to her elbows, eyes closed, and fucks back against his hand with desperate, irregular movements of her hips, keeping her head tilted so his mouth and teeth can access her neck, and in a shockingly short period of time she gasps raggedly and shakes apart over him, drops her head to his shoulder and shudders as his fingers slow.

“Did you just—” Lucían starts to ask, halfway to a laugh because really, and Glory lifts her head to glare at him without any real feeling behind it.

“I,” she says, sitting up and tossing her head regally, “have been pent up, Lucían.” She pulls his hand out of her hose and lifts her hips enough so that she can get at his trousers, shoving his tunic up to bare his abdomen and yanking his underclothes down enough to free his cock. He bites his lip to stifle a moan as she pumps her hand along it once, shoving her hose down to her knees with her other hand, and then she positions him just so and sinks down on his cock in one hot, wet, tight slide. “Fuck,” she says, as she takes him to the hilt, and then again, intensely, “Fuck,” when he rolls his hips up against her.

“I’m not—I’m not gonna last,” he warns her, voice cracking a little when she clenches around him. Lucían slides his hand between them, fingers spanning her thigh so he can roll his thumb against her clit.

Glory makes a desperately broken little sound when he circles it and manages, “That makes two of us.” She slides forward, almost off of him, and then slams back with a thrust that makes both of them whine, and then they’re just fucking, desperate and hard and with no finesse. They’re both still mostly clothed, even, Lucían doesn’t really understand why this is so fucking good when by all logical accounts it’s awkward and ill-advised, but that’s irrelevant because Glory makes hot little gasps every time he rubs her clit and the sound of it prickles down into his spine and lights up his cock. He pulls her down so he can kiss her again, messy and clumsy and still tasting of blood, and she’s starting to freeze up, doing that thing where she stops breathing but he’s too fucking close and he can’t actually hold back—

Lucían comes, hard, head snapping back into the moss as his lower back arches up off the ground. He has just enough presence of mind to keep stroking Glory’s clit, to keep working his hips up into her even as it’s on the edge of too much, his spine and his brain and his dick all lighting up with the sparkling, burning pleasure of his orgasm. It’s enough to push her over the edge so that she crashes down with and onto him, moaning into his shoulder as her cunt spasms and clenches, shuddering with the power of it as she keeps weakly fucking back on his cock. Glory goes limp, bent over him, and he runs a hand up and down her back as they occasionally shiver with the aftershocks.

“Hmmmmng,” she says with obvious contentment.

“Mmmhmm,” he agrees, eyes fluttering shut. Her head is tucked against the crook of his neck so he can smell her hair with every inhale, and between the comfort of her pine-rosemary scent and his happy exhaustion he feels on the verge of sleep. Unfortunately, though... Lucían shifts his shoulders a little and says, “There’s a rock digging right into my spine, Glory, could you—”

Glory rolls off of him to the side and sprawls bonelessly on her back, eyes half-shut. “That’s the thing with fucking outside,” she says ruefully. “Someone’s always laying on a rock, I don’t know how it happens. You can even try to find the perfect spot with no rocks and I swear one just busts up out of the ground as soon as the gods realize what’s happening.” She digs in a pocket, pulls out a handkerchief, and deposits it on his chest. Lucían shivers as a breeze seems to aim itself right at the mess on his stomach and pushes up to one elbow, wetting the handkerchief magically so he can clean himself up. When he’s done he rinses and wrings it out before handing it back over to Glory so she can use it herself. He tucks himself back into his trousers and straightens his clothing while rustling fabric tells him Glory’s doing the same, and then she reaches out an arm and pulls him in against her side. Lucían curls around her automatically, head on her shoulder, and heaves a deep sigh of satisfaction.

“Better?” she asks, dropping a kiss onto the top of his head, and Lucían blushes a little, trying to hide his face.

“Much,” he admits, fingers tracing over some of the embroidery on her tunic.

“How do you feel? Physically, I mean, did I go too hard on you?” Glory scratches his scalp and waits patiently while he actually categorizes what’s happening with his body. It takes a second to get his brain on the right track and he frowns a bit, rolls his shoulders and twists a little to test his muscles.

“I’m okay,” he says. “You got me in the ribs on my left side pretty good and I’ll probably be covered in bruises from that last roll. My technique wasn’t great on that one. If anything’s especially bad tomorrow morning I’ll heal up before I do anything else.”

“Why not heal up now?” she asks, combing out his curls with her fingers.

Lucían blushes and tucks his head a little tighter into her shoulder. “I like the bruises you give me,” he admits, “because they remind me of you.”

Glory chuckles underneath him and he can feel it on his face. “I thought that might be the case,” she says. “I’ll keep it in mind for future dalliances.”

“Well,” Lucían says, trying to keep his voice steady even as that promise raises the hairs on the back of his neck, “see that you do.” They cuddle in pleased silence for another long moment, and then something occurs to him, so he raises his head to squint at her suspiciously. “Was the fight just a ruse to seduce me?” he half-accuses, half asks.

Glory shrugs noncommittally. “It wasn’t a ruse, but it also wasn’t not a ruse,” she allows, running her fingernails along his spine. “I was just going to fight you, you’re the one who took it to fucking and I was happy to go along for the ride, innuendo intended.” Lucían hmms and sets his head back down on her shoulder. He wants to be annoyed but he feels too good, perfectly wrung out and the gentle fizz of post-orgasm bliss bubbling through his veins. On the other hand, he is still laying on some torn-up moss and it’s starting to get a little chilly.

“We should probably head back,” he says reluctantly, and then jolts upright. “Fuck, the Knife is going to be absolutely insufferable, isn’t she?”

“No,” Glory says, pushing herself to her feet and picking her way back across the clearing to her boots. “I told her to stop cockblocking me, so she’s not going to say a thing.”

“You what?” Lucían chases her across the moss, half-laughing, half-horrified.

She grins at him as she laces her boots back up. “I said that if she delayed me getting to have sex I would stab her at least nine times. She agreed that seemed fair.”

“Oh my Lord, somehow that’s worse than if she’d made fun of me.” Lucían buckles his belt back on, feeling the blush hovering under his skin, ready to rush to the surface as soon as he makes eye contact with literally anyone.

Glory claps him on the shoulder cheerfully and says, “Well, if it’ll make you feel better, we can gather some wood on the way back so you have plausible deniability.”

“That would make me feel better,” Lucían says, acutely aware that it’s ridiculous. Glory grins at him, and the split in her lower lip catches his eye. It seems gauche to just leave it there, so he says, “Come here,” and pulls her head down, presses his lips to the little cut and pushes, feeling the magic tingle into her skin and the little red pain of the tear wash away under its flow. He pulls back and runs his thumb over the perfectly healed skin, the only sign of her split lip a dark smear of dried blood. “I wasn’t sure that would work,” he says, delighted, and Glory straightens and runs a finger over her lip.

“What an unbearably romantic healing spell,” she says, grinning, and sweeps him off his feet into a hug. Lucían wraps his arms around her neck as she kisses him, his legs dangling aimlessly. “I love you,” she says, leaning their foreheads together.

“I love you too,” he says, that warm-molten-gold feeling bubbling up inside his chest again because he does, he loves her so much that it’s hard to describe. He kisses her again, a quick peck, and then licks his thumb and rubs the smear of blood off her face. Glory grimaces at him and drops him back on the ground.

“Gross,” she complains, striking back out toward camp. Lucían follows, smothering a grin. They do stop to hack some fallen limbs into decent firewood (Glory uses her sword, which is hilarious) and when they arrive back at camp it’s with arms full of logs. The sky tints toward sunset but hasn’t quite reached it yet, and the Black Bear looks up from a pot of something over the fire and greets them with a wave. The Knife does make eye contact with Lucían but she doesn’t say anything (a blessing). Instead she just nods and gives him a subtle thumbs-up, which is somehow worse but you know? Lucían appreciates it. A quick scan of the camp reveals that the scouting party isn’t back yet, which is mildly worrying, but Lucían finds to his relief that the worry is easily managed and not debilitating. Apparently he’d really needed that sojourn into the woods, which he resolves not to admit to Glory only because she’ll be insufferably smug about it.

“The flatbreads are ready for the griddle, if you want to handle those?” It’s a request from the Black Bear, not an order, but Lucían wants something to do, so he leaves Glory to stack up their plausible deniability firewood and settles down next to the fire. A quick hand-wash later and he’s pressing the stretched flour dough onto the hot griddle while the Knife, Sister Abigail, and the Wall talk about nothing in particular. It’s... nice, to actually be something close to relaxed again, and Lucían’s just taking the last flatbread off the fire when they hear horses.

Lucían, and this is important, does not drop the flatbread on the ground or onto the fire in his haste to get eyes on the source of the horse sounds. He very carefully and deliberately sets it on the platter with the other flatbreads, sets the griddle aside where it can safely cool, and only then does he jump to his feet and practically sprint over to where he can see the road. It takes a moment for them to actually come into view, and at first all he can see is three horse-and-rider shaped blobs. They get close enough for him to tell them apart, and then close enough that he can see no one is bleeding or missing a limb. Lucían exhales hugely, shoulders sagging, thank the Lord they came back safe.

“You look like you worried a lot,” Evelyn says in his ear, just close enough now that he can catch the upturned corner of her mouth.

“Honestly not as much as I could have,” he shoots back, vaguely giddy because she’s all right, but there isn’t time for further conversation because the Kestrel is dismounting and the Badger says they need to settle the horses and Sister Evelyn’s hungry, dammit, they’re not answering any questions until after dinner so back off.

Lucían backs off. They came back safe. Everything else can wait for a bit.
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Chapter 16
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“All right,” the Kestrel says, scraping the last bits of soup out of her bowl with her last bite of flatbread. “The short answer is that we found the undead.”

“What’s the long answer?” the Black Bear asks after Kestrel fails to elaborate.

“There’s a shitload of them and we didn’t find the guy who’s making them.” That’s from Sister Evelyn, who’s angling for another flatbread.

Lucían hands her one without looking and says, “That’s not a much longer answer.”

“Yeah, well, I want everyone’s hands to be clean before I roll out the map,” the Badger says. “The good news about the shitload of undead we found is that they’re not very active during the day. I think Lucían’s hunch is correct, and the sunlight hurts them. It’s clear that they can move around, but it’s slower. If we attack during daylight we’ll be at an advantage.” They tap their fingers impatiently on the leather map case in their lap, eyeballing the Knife specifically as she goes back for a second helping of soup and flatbread.

She glances up, glances down at her bowl, and shrugs. “I’m just gonna stab them wherever they are, I don’t care if I can see the map. I promise I won’t spill on it.”

The Badger narrows their eyes at her for a long moment and finally says, “Alright, fine.” They pop open the case and take out a large roll of parchment, unfurling it on an unoccupied stone block. “Help me out?” they say to Sister Abigail, who twitches her hand and summons a magelight to hover over the map in the deepening twilight. Everyone but the Knife shifts around until they can get eyes on the parchment. Glory leans over Lucían and tucks her chin over his shoulder, wrapping her arms around his waist, and this is going to be the nicest strategy meeting he’s ever been a part of.

“There are undead everywhere,” the Kestrel says, pointing at various spots on the map with the head of an arrow. “In these areas the numbers are marginal, between two and five of them wandering around or tucked into shaded areas. They can be safely ignored, for the most part, until we deal with the real issue.” She taps a large structure in the center of the map, her mouth a hard line. “This is the location of the main horde.”

“Whoever our necromancer is, he’s set up this building as his main base of operations,” Sister Evelyn says, picking up the explanation seamlessly. “We couldn’t investigate it as thoroughly as we wanted because my invisibility is time-limited and we kept having to inch our way around things, but all the signs point to this as the main site of his work. There are runes painted everywhere in what’s probably blood—”

Lucían sighs and scrubs a hand over his face. “They’re definitely blood. That’s how it works.”

Evelyn nods and continues, “—and there are other signs of ritual magical work, candles, magic circles on the floor, etcetera, your standard evil shit. There’s a large raised stone dais in the center that’s set up as some kind of altar, and to judge by the staining on it, it’s been seeing a lot of use.” She wrinkles her nose. “It’s like he’s set the whole place up as a temple, with the undead as his worshipers.”

“It’s not even a temple building!” the Badger snaps, clearly annoyed. “It was the main market, from what’s been translated of the carvings and what the mosaics depict! The temple is at the other end of the city, near the cliffs, and aligned with the sunrise on the solstice! He couldn’t even get the location of his bullshit correct.” They cross their arms with a huff. After a silent moment they realize everyone else is staring with a variety of raised eyebrows and skeptical expressions, and the Badger says, “Oh, am I the only one here who cares about the actual historical use of a building?”

“We’ll add that to his list of sins,” Lucían says dryly, “it’ll go right after raising the dead, and right above stereotypical tastes in decoration.”

“And to be fair, you’re not the only one who cares,” says the Wall, “you’re just the only one who actually knew that prior to now.”

“Well, are you all now also annoyed?” the Badger asks. Everyone nods, even the Knife, who’s climbed up to perch on the Black Bear’s shoulders so she can see the map and still eat her third flatbread. “Good.” The Badger looks slightly mollified, though they’re clearly still offended by this necromancer’s lack of historical knowledge.

“Right,” says the Kestrel after a moment, trying to pick up the conversational trail again. “We didn’t see the actual necromancer, but the market building he’s taken over is remarkably intact, so he’s probably sleeping in one of the back rooms when he’s not doing his evil magics.” She wiggles her fingers dramatically on the last bit. Lucían privately thinks that they’re not taking this seriously enough but he supposes there is something to be said for the power of mockery.

“You know what’s weird about it, though?” says Evelyn, frowning down at the map. Her fingers flex and fidget against each other, a nervous habit that Lucían recognizes from their monastery days.

“Other than just all of it?” the Knife asks with a raised eyebrow.

“Other than that, yes. From the numbers of the undead and the signs of use in the space, he’s been out here for a while. The attacks have been happening for what, two, three months?” Her gray eyes flash in the light as she glances up at Glory for confirmation, who nods. “There aren’t enough supplies. If he’s been at this for three months he’d need a lot of preserved food, or he’d need to be hunting and foraging constantly. There’s none of that. It doesn’t make sense.”

“It does,” Lucían says slowly, a bottomless pit of dread opening up in his stomach, “if he’s no longer alive.”

Silence greets this dramatic pronouncement for a moment, and then Glory says, “Explain.”

"Okay, so," Lucían starts, shoving his hair out of his eyes absently, "when I was copying the grimoire, one of the sections that gave me trouble was about the caster using dark magics to become 'aſ undying aſ the denizenſ of the underworld.' I don't recall the details of the spell, but it involves binding your soul to a demon, or eating a demon, or a demon eating your soul, something awful like that. The thing is, that kind of magic isn't true immortality, because your soul is gone. You might be undying but you're not alive, you're just some flavor of undead."

"Would I be correct in assuming," the Wall says, archly, "that this kind of spell would make the caster more powerful?"

"Oh, absolutely," Lucían says, fingertips flexing against each other. "Otherwise it's a pretty shit bargain, even if you are an evil sorcerer who thinks commanding an army of corpses is a fun idea."

The group lapses into silence for a moment, chewing that over. A horde of the undead is one thing, and definitely not something they were looking forward to facing, but a horde of the undead backed up by an also-undead sorcerer is a fresh new nightmare.

"How does this change our strategy?" the Knife asks from her perch on the Black Bear.

"The necromancer has to be our first priority," Lucían answers immediately. "If we focus on the mindless undead he'll just pick us off." He spreads his hands helplessly. “I can do magic, so can Abigail and Evelyn, but while we can get creative with the use of our powers, we’re actually pretty limited. The power is granted by our faith, and it comes from the gods, but the energy to cast those spells comes from us. If I use too much magic, it has the same physical effect as if I’d been engaging in hard labor. I could probably burn five or six of the undead down to their bones, but then I’d pass out. Imagine if I wasn’t limited by the energy of my own body.” Lucían pauses, cocks his head, and adds, “Also imagine that I didn’t have morals, I guess.”

The circle goes quiet again except for a hissed, “Scheisse,” from the Wall. Evelyn’s gone a bit pale, and the Kestrel’s staring into the middle distance with wide eyes and a slight furrow in her brow. The Badger worries at one of the rings in their lip and says, “That bad?”

“Worse,” Lucían says with a wince. “An undead necromancer has a direct line of demonic energy to draw on. He’ll be able to do stuff I can’t even dream of. We need to get in and kill him as quickly as we possibly can or I don’t know that we’ll stand a chance.” He shudders and Glory’s arms tighten around his midsection.

She drops a comforting kiss at the nape of his neck and says, “Well, that directs our initial strategy. Badger, can you get us into the inner sanctum without taking us through the horde?”

“Hmm, probably,” the Badger says, eyeing the map. “The market building has a lot of entrances, it’s a question of which ones are still accessible. I think there’s one around the back here that was probably used for produce deliveries, to judge by the size.” They tap a finger at a corner of the building on the map. “Hopefully it’s not guarded, and also hasn’t collapsed since I was last up here. If that doesn’t work, we might need to try and go in through the old sewers.”

“No, no, I fucking refuse to go in through sewers,” the Knife says immediately. “Not since that time in Thanorden. I’m always the smallest and I can pick locks so as soon as you huge monsters can’t get in a window it’s, ‘Oh, just go in through the pipes, Knife, you’re so flexible and good at stealth, you can make it in and then unlock the door for the rest of us.’ Never fucking again.” She looks like she wants to pound her fist on a table for emphasis, but she’s still sitting on the Black Bear and isn’t willing to punch him in the head to make her point, so she pulls a knife instead and brandishes it in the general direction of the Badger. “No sewers!”

“I understand your reluctance,” they say, hands up in a placating sort of way, “but no one has used these sewers in a thousand years. I’ve been in them for excavations, it’s just mud and broken pottery these days. Besides, that’s only if there’s no other way in.”

The Knife narrows her eyes and looks like she wants to argue. “Fine,” she says flatly. “But I swear if you’re wrong...” She does a threatening little flourish with the knife and then tucks it back away into her leathers, stewing.

The Badger blinks a few times, waiting to see if she’s done, and finally says, “So I’ll get us inside. What do we do from there?”

Everyone turns to look at Lucían. He frowns and raises his hands. “Kill him?” he offers. “I cannot emphasize enough that I copied a grimoire one time and that doesn’t make me an expert. I have no idea what we’re actually going to be facing once we’re in there, other than ‘something bad.’”

“So we improvise,” says Glory. “We’re good at that. Assuming we put down the necromancer quickly, how are we going to handle the horde? I, for one, don’t want to spend two weeks out here mopping up.”

“If I can get my hands on the actual grimoire I may be able to dispel the original magic,” Lucían says. “It’s possible that double-killing the necromancer will undo his work, as well, but I don’t want to count on that.”

“Okay, so,” the Knife says, “we get in, we second-kill this undead fucker, and then we get Lucían the book. Easy-peasy.” She slides off the Black Bear’s shoulders and ladles herself another bowl of soup.

“We could discuss our actual strategy—” the Kestrel tries, and the Knife waves a hand and says, “We could but it’s all gonna go to shit as soon as we’re actually in there, so why stay up all night talking about it? I’m gonna eat, I’m gonna sleep as long as I can, and tomorrow we’re gonna go stab the fuck out of some undead sorcerer.”

“She has a point,” the Black Bear agrees, “we’re good at improvisation. You remember the last time we tried planning shit in advance? The mud got into my britches. Do you know how long it took me to wash it out of those trousers?”

“In my defense,” the Wall cuts in, “we all thought that field was dry. No one was expecting a gods damned secret bog.”

“I can guarantee no secret bogs,” the Badger says solemnly. “Many undead and possibly a sewer, but no secret bogs, je le jure.”

The Kestrel heaves a sigh that speaks of long experience with these people. “All right,” she says. “We improvise. But I swear on the sun if any of you look at me and ask what the plan is at any point tomorrow, I will shoot you in the calf.”

“Those terms are fair and I accept them,” says the Knife, halfway through her next bowl of soup.

The Kestrel eyes her for a long moment and shrugs. “Meeting adjourned, I guess,” she says, standing and running her hands through her long black hair. “I’m going to wash up, Sister Abigail, could you?”

Abigail nods and grabs a bucket. A ripple of power later and it’s full of steaming water. The Kestrel nods her thanks and heads off elsewhere. That breaks the remaining hold on the rest of them, and everyone stands and wanders off to do whatever it is they feel needs doing. Lucían opens his mouth to ask Glory if there’s anything they should do to prepare, but what comes out instead of words is an enormous yawn.

“Oh, goodness,” he says, after, blinking in the firelight, and Glory chuckles.

“Let’s put you to bed, my love,” she says, standing and tugging him up, and Lucían stumbles after her toward their bedrolls.

“We usually take first watch,” he says, knowing it’s a pretty token protest, and Glory unrolls his bedding with a snap.

“You’re not on watch tonight,” she tells him, matter-of-factly, taking his toiletry kit out of his saddlebag and tossing it to him. Lucían catches it automatically and frowns a question at her. “We all discussed it and we agreed we want you mages as well-rested tomorrow as possible, because we don’t know how much spellcasting you’ll need to do,” she explains, unrolling her own bedroll next to his. “We’ll be trading off keeping watch and you three get to sleep all night.” She crosses to him, cups his face in her hands and pulls him closer, dropping kisses across his brow and nose. “Drink some holy water and go to bed, my sweet Lucían,” she tells him, silencing any further protests he might have had. “I’ll be there soon.”

“Okay,” he agrees quietly, rocking up onto his toes to press a kiss to her lips. “Tomorrow we’ll finish this?” It’s half a question, half a promise, and Glory nods.

“Tomorrow we’ll finish this,” she says, an iron-clad vow, and Lucían presses up to kiss her again.

Tomorrow, for good or ill, they’ll finish this.
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Chapter 17
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Lucían hopes, when he wakes from a restful night with no horrific visions disturbing his sleep, that perhaps the lack of nightmares is a good omen for the day. The morning greets him with low, gray clouds and a significant promise of rain, immediately proving otherwise. He glares up at the sky during breakfast because really?

“I don’t like it either,” the Badger tells him, eyeing the clouds balefully over their mug of tea. “The undead will be able to move more freely, I’ll bet you anything.”

“Doesn’t the weather know we have an important mission today?” Lucían asks rhetorically. He keeps hoping when he looks up from his porridge there will be a break, or a sunbeam, or something, but instead it’s just more clouds. A chill wind cuts through his tunic and he shivers, curling himself around his bowl more closely.

“It probably does know and did this out of spite,” the Badger muses. “Weather gods are fickle, spiteful creatures.” They finish their tea and set down the mug. “On the other hand, maybe it has nothing to do with us and the weather is just shit today.”

“That seems wrong, but okay,” Lucían says, scraping out the last bits of breakfast in his bowl. He’d slept hard and well the night before, thanks to Glory (he keeps his blush under control), and he feels good physically, but all the joking in the world can’t keep the nerves simmering under his skin entirely at bay. Some part of his hindbrain keeps screaming it’s happening it’s happening over and over in the back of his skull, and he’s simultaneously terrified of what the day will bring and desperate for it to be over. After breakfast they pack and break down the camp, and while Lucían carefully stows daggers and healing potions about his person, Sister Evelyn pulls Sister Abigail over to him with a serious look on her pale face.

“Okay,” she says with preamble, “you know how when we smote those undead we practically passed out afterward?”

“Smote?” Lucían asks and Evelyn nods.

“Smote,” she says, “past tense of smite. We smote the shit out of them and then we crashed hard.” 

“I didn’t get to do any smiting,” Abigail cuts in. Evelyn and Lucían give her identical flat looks and she holds up her hands to ward them off. “It felt like I was also being included in that we and I think it’s important to note I just shot some arrows and felt pretty good afterward physically. Mentally and emotionally was another matter.”

“Well,” Evelyn says, trying to drag the conversation back on track, “I don’t know what today is going to bring, but I’m pretty sure we’re all going to need to do more magic than usual, so I worked out something that I think will help.” She opens her satchel and hands them each two of the holy water pouches, carefully labeled Emergency Potion: Do not throw! Lucían accepts his, bemused, and shakes the liquid inside around with a questioning eyebrow at Evelyn. He can feel the magic of whatever’s inside but...

“What are these for?” Sister Abigail asks, taking the words out of his mouth.

“Energy,” Evelyn says, rolling one of the pouches between her hands. “They’re intended to give us a boost if we go too far or use too much magic. I’ve done a little testing and I think they’ll work, but I have to warn you they are almost certainly a terrible idea. We have magical limits for a reason, but I figure these are a better option than dying, right?”

“Probably?” Lucían says, holding his potions a little more warily now. “What’s actually in these?”

Evelyn laughs, a bit of an edge to the sound. “Incredibly strong black tea, a heaping pile of sugar, some salt for balance, a good whack of mint for the flavor, and then a variety of other herbs that should keep your heart from exploding the minute the power hits your system.” She pauses and frowns down at the potions in his hands. “Oh, and magic, of course.”

“Okay,” Lucían says slowly, “that doesn’t seem terrible—”

“Did you say ‘heart’ and ‘explode’ in the same sentence just now?” Abigail cuts in.

“I sure did!” Evelyn says, eyes wide. “I cannot overemphasize how much I don’t recommend drinking these! It’s medically inadvisable! You probably won’t sleep for a week! But no one here wants to pass out in the middle of a battle and get hacked to death by the undead, so...” She shakes one of the potions in their faces. “If you think you’re gonna die otherwise, bottoms up!”

“Thank you?” Lucían says, hoping he doesn’t have to drink one of these heart-exploding concoctions, and Evelyn nods seriously, tucking hers back away into her satchel.

“Definitely do not drink both at once,” she says, clapping one hand on his shoulder and one on Abigail’s so she can look between their faces to make direct eye contact. “I have no idea what will happen to you if you drink both at once. Take the Lady’s blessings with you and don’t die.”

“And may the Lord’s blessings go with you,” Lucían says, shoving his potions into his satchel and dropping one hand onto the shoulders of the other two.

Sister Abigail does the same thing, completing the triangle, and says, “Praise be to ye, and All Hail.”

“All Hail,” they chorus in unison, and Lucían squeezes their shoulders, has his squeezed in return, and they all drop their hands, nod, and return to their various tasks and horses. The wagon’s already been loaded, so they move out in short order, hooves clopping on old cobblestones and echoing through the misty forest. About ten minutes into their ride the clouds start a light drizzle, and Lucían pulls up the hood of his cloak like that will do any good when he’s basically riding through wet air. By the time they reach the outskirts of the ruins (this is on the Badger’s authority, as nothing is visible through the trees or the rain) their cloaks are soaked, the damp settling itself into their bones, and Lucían grimaces as they prepare to leave the horses behind. What a miserable day it’s going to be, even if the rain has let up and turned into fog for the moment.

He’s worried about the horses, actually, but the Badger leads them all into the remains of a building that still has all four walls and the windows, high up, are too far off the ground for any predators to easily access. The roof has fallen in, grass and wildflowers taking over what used to be the floor, and they settle the horses in the indoor meadow. There’s still the question of the doorway, but Lucían finds that quickly answered when they unload the cart and then Glory and the Wall tip it on end, blocking the door with great effectiveness.

“Do you think they’ll be safe from the undead?” Lucían asks Glory as she drops to the ground beside him, having climbed her way out from the makeshift paddock.

“Probably at least until sundown,” she says. “The wagon’s sturdy enough, and if we’re not back by then we’ll have bigger worries than the horses.”

Lucían hisses a breath through his teeth in agreement and shoves his wet hair out of his eyes for the fifth time that morning. It’s at an awkward length now, long enough to get in the way but not long enough to tuck behind his ears yet. Glory catches the movement, glances around at the others carefully settling weapons and potions into their respective places, and tugs him over to a fallen block. “Sit,” she says, and when he complies she runs her fingers through his hair a couple of times, combing out any tangles, and then does... something. It involves tugging on parts of his hair and quick movements of her fingers, but he can’t identify it further than that. “Hold here,” she says, tapping his scalp, and Lucían brings up a hand, letting her maneuver it into place around a clump of hair. She ties something around it with practiced movements and repeats the process again with a second section of hair.

“That should do it,” she says, satisfied, and draws her short sword so he can see himself in the reflection. He runs his hands over the braids she’s put into his hair, pulling it back out of his face and coming to a stop halfway back on his scalp. It looks... Sleek, he decides, efficient. He likes it more than he’d expected, but it feels like it’s missing something.

“Do you have a kohl?” he asks, a little shyly. Glory grins and digs in one of the pouches hanging from her belt, handing over a stick carefully wrapped in waxed cloth. He squints at the stick and then at himself in the sword blade, strategizing for a moment, then leans forward and applies the stick to just under his lashes on his right eye. It takes a moment to get the hang of it (he keeps wanting to blink) but in the end it’s just another art medium, isn’t it, even if the canvas is different. He lines both eyes with careful strokes and then runs the tip of his index finger under them, smudging the kohl to even out the inconsistencies. It’s startling how much it changes the look of his face, makes his eyes darker, more dangerous, while at the same time the hazel flecks stand out in contrast. It makes him look more like a predator, he realizes. (More like Glory, a quiet part of his brain insists, and it’s not wrong.) It’s a good look, Lucían decides, realizing in that moment he’s probably going to keep doing it, and he hands the kohl back to Glory.

“Thanks,” he says and doesn’t ask how he looks even though he wants to know if she approves, wants to know that very badly. Glory sheathes her sword, reaches out to take his chin between thumb and forefinger, and tilts his head back and forth, green eyes appraising.

“You look beautiful,” she says, dropping to one knee so she can look at him eye to eye. “And dangerous,” she adds, leaning in to kiss him softly. Lucían’s eyes flutter shut, his hands coming up to clasp around the back of her neck, pulling her in a little closer so he can savor this quiet moment before the metaphorical and literal storm. They break apart, pressing their foreheads together, and Lucían brushes his thumb back and forth against the delicate skin of her neck.

“Let’s go stop a necromancer, my love,” Glory says, green eyes dancing, all the brighter for the gray mist that surrounds them. She kisses him one last time and they stand, check over their allotments of potions and holy water, and turn to the others. Most everyone is politely ignoring them, except for the Knife, of course, who doesn’t even pretend like she wasn’t watching and gives him an encouraging sort of nod.

“It’s on foot from here,” the Kestrel says, striking out into the woods. “Stay somewhat quiet, they’re attracted to noise but hopefully daytime will keep them off our backs.” They fall in line behind her as she strides confidently and almost silently through the woods, Azuki circling above and occasionally flitting from tree to tree.

As the Knife sidles past Lucían she knocks her shoulder into his and quietly says in Lengua, “You look good, niño.”

“Gracias,” he says, flushing and ducking his head a little. Compliments, why are they still so hard? She doesn’t react to that, just keeps walking, and he follows after, Glory and the Black Bear covering the rear of their party. The rain picks up a bit, great cold blobs of water occasionally falling off the trees as they steal their way through the underbrush. It’s weirdly silent, the rain muting the sound of their passage, and it almost feels like they’re the only living things in existence, like the world ceases to be where it disappears into the mist. Lucían shivers, from cold and nerves, pulls his cloak a little tighter around himself, and presses on.

It seems ridiculous to say that the ruins sneak up on them, but the fact of the matter is that one moment Lucían is pushing through a sodden bush, trying to keep his face from being slapped with wet branches, and the next moment he’s creeping along the side of a huge, ancient stone wall. The trees disappear, though moss and wildflowers cling to every available surface until they get further into the dead city. The Badger leads them through streets long-abandoned, down back alleyways and across the remains of rooftops, and Lucían realizes as they go that the Cloudpath Ruins are huge. He’d seen the map, of course, but a drawing can’t inform you of scale, not the way walking through the remains of an entire civilization can. He wishes the rain would let up, for multiple reasons, but right now one of those reasons is so he can actually see the city. It must be spectacular to look out over the places built and inhabited by people centuries before, to imagine their lives and the work they put into this place, their crown jewel. He trails his fingers over the remains of a mosaic, the glass still bright an eon later, and says a quick prayer that he’ll have time to truly learn this place.

There’s another feeling in the ruins, one that picks up in the back of his teeth and gets stronger as they go deeper in, until it’s buzzing along his skin, prickling at the palms of his hands and the soles of his feet. They pause to take a breather in the remains of a house, out of the rain, and Lucían drops to his knees and presses his hands to the floor. Power tingles up through his fingers, all the way to his elbows, and he closes his eyes while he tries to suss it out.

“Evelyn? Abigail?” he asks, frowning in concentration. “Do you feel this, too?”

“Like my skin wants to crawl off?” Evelyn asks, the rustle of her skirt telling him she’s dropped to her knees nearby. “Yeah, I feel it.”

“It’s magic, I think,” Abigail says, her voice hesitant and thoughtful. “It feels... angry. Can magic be angry?”

“Badger?” Lucían asks, turning his head toward the others. “What can you tell us about ambient magic and Cloudpath?”

“Higher levels than the surrounding areas,” they say immediately. “We think it’s why they built here. From what the scholars can tell, the use of magic was much more common in their time compared to ours.”

“I don’t think the land is happy with what’s happening here,” Evelyn says, worrying her lower lip and flexing her fingertips against the ground.

“Well,” Sister Abigail says, standing up and brushing off her hands, “hopefully it knows we’re here to help.” She directs the words at the room in general, sort of at the ground, like maybe the magic seething under their feet will understand. Lucían listens hard to the tingle of power under his palms, trying to feel if there’s any change. If the magic is listening, it doesn’t make any sign that he can recognize. He sighs and stands, picking up his staff as the Badger leads them onward. The city is eerily quiet, the only sounds the patter of rain on stone and their own footfalls. Lucían feels the seething rage of the land under his feet prickling up his spine, the pressure building behind his eyes, and wonders when that dam will break.

The undead don’t show up until three alleyways, two buildings, a harrowing rooftop crossing, and one wade through an ancient canal later, which is both earlier and later than Lucían was expecting. There’s five of them, two human-ish (Graspers, they’d decided, based on the arm length), two that might have been foxes (Little Shits, not a very technical name but an accurate description of how it felt to fight them), and one of the wolf-types (Chompers, the Knife had insisted, so they went with it).

“Well,” the Kestrel says quietly from where they’re peering through a gap in the stone wall, “at least now we know if cloud cover makes them more active.”

“Unfortunately the answer is ‘yes,’” says the Badger, fingers tapping absently on their thighs.

“Can you take us around?” That’s Glory, halfway up the wall so she can peek through the remains of a window. The undead block the alley they were planning on slipping through, and while they can likely take on five pretty quickly, everyone wants to conserve as much energy as possible for the necromancer.

“I could but it would add easily an hour,” the Badger says. “This is the clearest shot, most of the other approaches from this side have earthquake damage, and there’s no guarantee we won’t run into more undead there, too.”

“Well, then,” Glory says, dropping back to the ground with surprising grace for someone so large, “we go through. This needs to be fast, quiet, and hard. Kestrel, Abigail, I want arrows in eye sockets of the Little Shits before anyone else goes in, I refuse to try and cut one out of the air again. Knife, if you can take out anything else before we go in, do it. Black Bear, Wall, you take the Graspers. I’ll take the Chomper. Badger, you cover anyone who needs it. Evelyn, Lucían, stay out of this one. Clear?” Everyone nods, and the Kestrel and Sister Abigail take a moment to scale the walls until they have clear sightlines out the old window openings. The Knife makes one of her throwing daggers appear in her hands, tosses and catches it absently once, and then presses herself against the wall next to the broken-down gap using the reflection in the blade to eye their opponents.

“I have a shot,” the Kestrel says quietly. “You?”

“Got it,” says Abigail, sighting down her bow.

Two bowstrings twang in tandem, and the instant after the arrows strike with twin thunks, the Knife whirls across the gap in the wall, arm moving in a smooth arc, and by the time she’s pressed against the stone on the other side both of the Little Shits are dead again, one with an arrow through the eye and one with an arrow through the shoulder and a knife sprouting from its skull. Abigail huffs an annoyed, “It moved,” but the She-Wolf is already charging into the alley, longsword out and held almost lazily with both hands. The Black Bear and the Wall are just behind her, and as the Chomper turns toward the source of the arrows, it turns its fanged, distorted head directly into the powerful strike of her blade. She shears off half its lower jaw in the first stroke, lets the momentum of the swing continue so it pulls her away from its counterattack, then plants her feet, switches the grip on her sword and cleaves its skull in two. In the same moment, the Wall sweeps the feet out from underneath one of the Graspers. It flails to the ground in a whirlwind of limbs, which she catches on her shield as she moves in to crush its head with one hard blow of her mace. The Black Bear opts for a straightforward angled chop with his battle axe and the top of the thing’s skull goes one direction, while the double-corpse goes another.

The alley goes silent except for heavy breathing and the sounds of rain. The whole maneuver took less than thirty seconds, and Lucían realizes his jaw is hanging open in surprise. He shuts it with a click, wonders if he’ll ever stop being impressed with these people, and climbs through the gap in the wall to join the others.

“Slower than at night, faster than in full sunlight,” the Badger says thoughtfully, recovering Abigail’s arrow and handing it to her. “Good to know.” They wait a moment for everyone to regroup and reclaim their ranged weapons and then leads them further down the alley, past the fallen undead. Lucían sketches holy symbols over them as he passes, offers up a prayer for their souls, and resolves to come back and burn the bodies later, if there is a later.

They press on through the city, the rain and the silence and the unrelenting pressure of vengeful magic all combining to make it feel like his nightmares come to life. There’s nothing but cold stone walls and gray skies and the paranoia that around any corner they’ll encounter the horde, and he starts wishing that something would happen, feels like maybe he wants them to encounter the horde, because then that way he’ll be able to do something. The hostile magic builds unrelentingly as they get closer to the city center, crushing into his skull like an outsized sinus headache. He’s not the only one who feels it; Evelyn winces every time someone’s armor clanks, and Abigail keeps rubbing her temples when she thinks no one’s looking. Lucían tries to ignore it and soldier on as best he can, but between one step and the next an intense wave of rage boils up into his skull. He trips on nothing, staggers to catch himself against a wall, and sinks to his hands and knees, swallowing a hiss of pain.

“Lucían?” Glory asks, voice worried, and her strong hands cradle his head, the heat of them cutting through the headache a little.

He sighs in relief because even that small lessening of the pain feels like a miracle. “I’ll be all right,” he says, struggling to block out the ambient magic, “I just need a moment to—hnnnn!” The magic underneath surges again and he sees double, feels split in two, half of him kneeling on cold wet stone and half of him in a huge room filled with the echoes of chanting. Through the excruciating pain in his skull Lucían hears Abigail and Evelyn make incoherent sounds of pain. Fuck, something just made the Cloudpath Ruins even angrier than before, and he has a sinking suspicion he knows what.

“I think the necromancer is awake and working,” he grits out, scrubbing his hands over his eyes and trying to breathe through a fresh wave of betrayal coming from outside his body. “I can feel him. We need to move.” He tries to stand back up, gets about halfway there, and staggers back to the ground with a curse, Glory automatically catching him in her strong arms so he doesn’t land hard. She cradles him to her, gripping the back of his neck firmly in one hand, fingers digging into the tense muscles at the base of his skull until they give up and release under her pressure.

“Lucían,” she asks, urgently, cradling his cheek in her other hand. “What do you need? What can we do?” Lucían blinks through the pain crushing him like a vise, focusing on the woman in front of him instead of the half-coherent nightmare vision, and tries to think. If the magic under these ruins is angry with the necromancer, then why is it punishing them? Maybe it doesn’t realize they’re there? What’s it reacting to? He can sense the necromancer’s work, can the land sense it, too?

“I think—” he starts, and then gives up on making words because it’s too hard, pulling out of her arms to roll over onto all fours. He supplicates himself, forehead to the ground between his hands, fingers spread wide, reaches down into himself to find the core of lightheatlove that the Blessing of the Lord bestowed upon him, and in absolute desperation draws that magic up and casts it into the earth as a healing spell.

Lucían feels the moment the living magic under the ruins senses his presence, because it no longer feels like a headache, it feels like his entire body is being crushed under the weight of its regard. He hears himself making sounds of pain, and Glory’s increasingly panicked attempts to get his attention, feels her hands running over his back and shaking him, but it’s all very far away and completely unimportant. He’s trying to keep afloat in a raging stormy sea, the magic lashing around him and trying to pull him under, but it sees him now, so he has to be able to tell it, so he does the only thing he thinks he can do: He blesses it.

It’s like dropping oil into boiling water, the emotional weight of the raw magic going smooth and still as the wave of his blessing rolls out around him. Then the magic is back, but it’s gentler, this time, pouring over him as though he’s sinking into a bath. Lucían lets it, allows it to pool inside his head, fill up his body and look at him from the inside out. We’re here to help, he tells it, or tries to, not knowing if it understands language. We’re going to end this and you’ll be at peace again, but you have to let us do it. There’s a tense, eternal pause as the magic holds him in its grip, and Lucían understands in that moment how it must feel to be an insect in the palm of a human, small and insignificant and totally at the mercy of a power he doesn’t understand. Then the moment passes, the magic rolling back out of him and receding like the tide, and he realizes that the headache is completely, blissfully gone. He also realizes that Glory has him in her lap, a hand tapping his face urgently, just on the edge of slapping him, her voice raw with worry as she says, “Lucían? Lucían, my love, don’t do this, I need you to wake up—”

“Please stop hitting me,” he says, opening his eyes. He instantly regrets his facetious response because her face is crumpled, green eyes rimmed in red, tear tracks pulling the kohl down her face in dark drips. “Oh, no,” he says, more softly this time, running his thumb under her eyes to smudge the tears away. “I’m sorry, Glory, I’m all right. Please don’t cry.” Glory doesn’t answer, instead pulling him in against her so she can bury her face in the crook of his neck. He hears one sob, quickly smothered, and rubs his hand between her shoulder blades as she trembles. This is the point Lucían realizes they moved from the alley he last remembers into the remains of a house, so they’re no longer being rained on. What happened?

The Knife makes eye contact with him over Glory’s curled-up bulk, and she also looks like she’s seen a ghost. He mouths “What?” at her. “Niño,” she says, dropping down to squat over her heels. “You went blank for five minutes.”

“Completely unresponsive,” Sister Evelyn says, wringing her hands absently. “We thought you were having some kind of fit.”

“I think I held it together pretty well, all things considered,” Glory says against his collarbone. She shudders one last time and sits up, dashing the fresh tears off her face with the back of her hand. “What, and I mean this in every possible way, the fuck, Lucían.”

“How are you? And Abigail?” Lucían asks Evelyn, ignoring Glory’s question for the moment. “Do you still have the headaches?”

“No,” Abigail says, frowning at him a little bit. “Those went away as soon as you went limp on us. What did you do?”

Lucían reaches a hand down to the ground and listens for the feel of the magic underneath. It’s still there, he can feel the prickle through his fingertips, and it’s still angry, but the anger isn’t directed aimlessly anymore. The magic recognizes them now and is giving them space, letting them pass through it without harm. “I think,” he says, slowly, “I made a friend?”

The silence that meets those words is bewildered, if silence can have an emotion. “Explain,” Glory says. It’s half an order, half a request. He’s still curled up in her lap, Lucían realizes, and decides to stay there for the time being, both because she looks like she still needs the comfort and also because it’s warmer.

“I think,” he says, struggling to explain something that he doesn’t have words for, “the magic of this place knows that the necromancer is here, and it doesn’t approve of what he’s doing. The anger we all felt, I think that’s the land’s way of trying to stop what’s going on? But it doesn’t work on the undead, and maybe it’s not working on the necromancer, but we could feel it. I thought... I thought that maybe if I could tell the magic we were here it would let up? And it worked.” Lucían frowns down at the ground, trying to sense anything else from the power under his fingers. “It’s not angry with us anymore, I guess, so I think we should have a smoother go of it from here.”

This silence is, if anything, more bewildered than the previous one. Lucían wishes desperately he had a better explanation, but he doesn’t. He looks at Glory and shrugs one shoulder helplessly. Finally, the Knife breaks the silence with, “Yeah, sure.” Everyone turns their gaze to her and she quirks her mouth in an “eh” kind of way. “That makes as much sense as any other magical bullshit we’ve come across, so fine. Sounds good, niño, you talked to the ruins and now they’re on our side. Fuck it, as long as you’re not gonna pass out on us again, I don’t care. You good? Can we keep moving?”

“I’m good,” Lucían tells her, over Glory’s shoulder. “I’m good,” he repeats to Glory, quietly this time, wrapping a hand around the back of her neck and rubbing his thumb back and forth on the soft skin under her ear. She still looks worried, so he leans in and lightly kisses her brow, the side of her nose, and her lips. “I’m sorry I scared you,” he says, pressing their foreheads together, and she squeezes him in a tight, rib-cracking hug and exhales a huge sigh, her shoulders dropping as she does.

“Next time,” she says against the top of his head, “try to warn me before you pop off to commune with an unknowable, ancient, magical city.”

“I’ll try,” he says against her collarbone, fighting off a smile, and she releases the hug and steadies him as he climbs back to his feet. Glory pulls out her kohl and one of her knives, takes a moment to expertly touch up her eyeliner, and tucks both back away.

“Really?” the Wall asks in friendly exasperation as Glory stands.

Glory shrugs. “I want to look good when we kill this necromancer,” she says cheerfully. “Is that a crime?”

“Of course not,” say the Knife and the Badger in unison, both preening slightly. The Knife steps closer to Lucían, eyes him over, and says, “Scare us like that again and I’ll stab you. Only a little bit, though.”

“Understood,” he says, rolling his shoulders and tilting his head back and forth to loosen up his neck. It still feels like a miracle in and of itself to no longer have the anger of this place manifesting inside his skull, even if he can still hear chants echo in the back of his mind. He looks around for his staff and finds the Black Bear holding it out for him. Lucían accepts it with a nod.

“Everyone ready?” the Badger asks, and then leads them back out into the city proper. The rain hasn’t let up yet, is in fact coming down harder, and Lucían pulls the hood on his cloak up a little further. The ambient magic feels different now that they’re moving, and he wishes he had time to study it a little more closely, because what he thinks is happening is that there’s a little oasis of calm in the magical rage, centered on their party, and moving with them. Maybe more like a magical boat, taking them through the sea? Regardless of the shape of the metaphor, the city is no longer trying to destroy them, which means there’s nothing else standing between them and the necromancer. May the Lord bless and keep us safe, he prays, because they’re gonna fucking need it.
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Chapter 18
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The rain gets worse, because of course it does. Lucían’s tempted to take off his cloak entirely, because great buckets of water are coming at him sideways so why bother, why not just embrace living this extremely wet life and be done with it. It’s so bad that twice they walk directly into a knot of the undead because they can’t fucking see more than ten feet in front of them. The one blessing is that the pounding rain swallows up the sound of the ensuing melee so they don’t have to worry about attracting more undead to their position as they scramble to destroy their surprise opponents. The Badger takes a nasty blow to the head from a Grasper, but Evelyn heals them up fast enough, so it could have been worse.

“Do we have to worry about flooding?” he hears Glory half-yell at one point, and the Badger shakes their head no.

“The city actually has a sophisticated storm water drainage system!” they shout back. “It’s ingenious, really, it’s based on the principles of—”

“Less history, more walking, please!” cuts in the Knife at something close to top volume. “I’m gonna fucking blow away if we stay out here!” She’s not wrong, actually, she’s been staying close to the Wall, one hand on her waist so she can grab hold of a belt on the really bad gusts of wind. Lucían’s doing the same thing with the Black Bear, and has Evelyn and Abigail trailing after him, like a row of heavily armed ducklings trying very hard not to be blown away in a storm while working their way through an ancient city, so actually not very much like ducklings at all.

“We should be close now!” the Badger calls back, “though it’d be easier to tell if I could see some maudit landmarks!” The last bit rings far too loud in an empty stone room as they suddenly stumble through a doorway large enough for three wagons at once. The rain still pounds the ground outside but it’s so much quieter in here it might as well be silent.

“Oh, good,” says the Badger at a normal volume. “We’re here!” Lucían carefully lets go of the Black Bear’s belt, just in case the wind somehow reaches in and snatches him away, and looks around. It’s a big stone room, all right. There’s a sort of ledge on the wall opposite the doorway, about three feet off the ground, broken up with short staircases at regular intervals. In the gloom he can’t make out any exits other than the one they just came in.

“Light?” he asks, not sure how stealthy they’re trying to be at this juncture.

“Please,” comes a chorus of voices, so, question answered, he supposes, and he pulls a magelight into being. He’s still not sure who might be watching, so he keeps it on the dim side, the blue light casting the room into a slightly less dramatic shade of gloom. No undead? No undead, great, once Lucían verifies that he adds a bit more power to the magelight and sends it up above their heads, so they can properly see what they’re dealing with.

Lucían had supposed that with a name like the Cloudpath Ruins, the buildings here would be a bit more... well, ruined. He wasn’t expecting a loading area for a city market that looks like it could still be used a thousand years later. Sure, one of the exits is full of collapsed rocks, but there’s another that leads off elsewhere, deeper into the building. He blinks and squints hard at the room as his vision blurs, the chanting suddenly louder and a fire-lit chamber superimposing itself on his vision. When was the last time he drank any holy water? He shakes himself and takes a long pull from his waterskin as the others spread out to investigate.

“Oh, good,” the Badger says, jerking their chin at the darkened doorway. “We have a way in.”

“No sewers?” the Knife asks intently, pushing the soaked hood of her cloak back.

“No sewers,” the Badger confirms. “They’d be dangerous to attempt right now, anyway, with all of the rain,” they continue over the Knife’s celebratory swearing, “even if there’s no actual waste we’d risk drowning, and honestly I’d rather not.”

“Drowning under the ruins of an old city while trying to stop a necromancer is a pretty ignoble way to go,” the Wall agrees.

“So, are we going outside into the rain again or not?” Lucían asks, pushing the vision aside with an internal effort as water drips from his entire everything onto the stone floor. When the Badger shakes their head he mutters “Praise the Lord,” and runs his hands over himself from head to feet. Summoning water out of the air is one of the first spells he learned the monastery, but the trick of it is that it’s only pulling out the invisible water that’s already there. Pulling water out of clothes is the same trick, it’s just that you can see the water and know where it is. When Lucían straightens back up, he’s bone-dry, standing in a large puddle, and indescribably more comfortable. He’s also the center of everyone’s jealous attention.

“Shit,” the Knife says, “You’ve been holding out on us.” Lucían opens his mouth to protest but she’s already skidding to a halt in front of him, almost slipping on the wet stone. “Do me do me!” she demands, holding her arms out to the sides like that’s going to make it easier.

“Don’t,” Glory tries, but he’s already halfway done with the Knife so it’s easier to just keep going. Also, the Knife says, “If you think I’m letting him stop now you’re fucking mistaken. I’m not going up a necromancer in squelchy boots.” Lucían reaches her feet, solving the squelch situation, and the Knife sighs, eyes squeezing shut in bliss.

Glory’s mouth does that thing where she’s trying not to smile. She squeezes some water out of her blonde braid and says, “Shouldn’t you be conserving your magic, Lucían?”

Lucían makes eye contact with the Knife, who shrugs at him, and then he turns back to Glory. “Are you saying you don’t want to go next?”

There’s a long, pregnant pause, and Glory finally admits, “...no...” in a small voice. She smiles sheepishly at him as she walks over and gets magically divested of rainwater. Sister Abigail and Sister Evelyn have figured out how it works by practicing on each other, so in short order the adventuring party is pleasantly dry and the puddle on the stone below them is, frankly, enormous.

“This is the best,” the Wall says, shaking out the skirt of her tunic. “We should always bring mages with us.”

“If we’re all done,” the Badger says, impatiently, “perhaps we could finish our mission? Lucían?”

Lucían nods, digs in a pocket, and pulls out the tracking pendant. With a moment’s concentration it glows white, and while the necromancer’s magic is still trying to mask the location of the grimoire, at this distance it can only be so effective. The crystal circles once and then comes to bear forward and upward. He moves his hand back and forth to be sure and releases the spell. “It’s close,” he says, nervousness jangling under his ribcage again. Deep breath in, deep breath out, it’ll be fine, he reminds himself. He’s almost managed to convince himself of that when there’s a swell of dark, twisted power from somewhere in front of them, crawling across his skin like insects, and for a brief, horrible moment he’s not with his friends at all, he’s in the exact stone chamber from his nightmares, fire and chanting and the stink of rot in his nostrils. The surge of magic comes with a brilliant flash of lightning from outside and the immediate, deafening peal of thunder.

“Great,” Abigail says into the harsh silence that follows, voice and face equally deadpan. “That’s not ominous at all.”

“He’s casting right now,” Lucían says, pushing his fingers into his temples to try and ground himself in his actual body. “I can... I can see it, sometimes, like my dreams. It’s really bad, whatever it is he’s doing, and I’d prefer not to find out what it is.”

“Then perhaps we could go,” the Badger insists, backing toward the intact doorway leading further into the market building. Lucían follows after, the rest of the group falling into something like a formation. After a moment’s consideration he takes off his cloak and drapes it over the edge of the raised stone platform as he goes up the nearest set of stairs. Shouldn’t need it inside, and he has a strong feeling that he doesn’t want to be encumbered with the extra fabric. To his pleasant surprise the others follow his lead, and by the time they’re all gathered in front of the doorway everyone is down to their armor and ready for a fight.

“You’re with me, kid,” the Knife says to Evelyn, and the two of them slip into the shadowed hallway with the Badger just behind to give directions. Lucían lets the magelight behind them flicker and fade, leaving the whole party washed in darkness, and follows them in. There’s enough light coming in from windows high up on the walls that they can see where they’re walking, but otherwise it might as well be midnight for all that it’s close to noon. He’s desperately glad that the Badger knows this place because Lucían’s hopelessly lost five minutes in, climbing stairs, creeping through ancient storage rooms, descending stairs (which doesn’t seem to make any sense), and at one point climbing over a pile of rubble so they can get through a collapsed section of wall. 

On the other side of the pile of rubble there’s a doorway, and the Badger steps through it and immediately swears in Parlere as they stumble on something. “Evelyn?” they say, waving the others to a halt, and she says, “Eyes!”

Lucían squeezes his eyes shut as her power twists, and the magelight she summons seems like the sun against his closed eyelids for all he knows it’s probably barely lit. A swell of necrotic energy rolls over him and he staggers into a wall, not sure for a moment where he is in the building. “Lucían?” Glory asks, her hand dropping to his shoulder, and he blinks his eyes open and shakes his head.

“Visions. Nothing to be done for it, I think,” he says, taking another swig of his holy water, and once the disorientation fades he steps into the doorway with the others.

“I think we’ve found his bedroom,” Sister Evelyn says, wrinkling her nose at the pile of blankets in the corner. Lucían does a quick scan of the room and agrees. Whoever their necromancer is, he’s been here long enough to really settle in. The room has some shelves and ledges built directly into the stone walls, and he sees some neatly folded spare clothes, an unlit lamp, and some camping dishes and cooking supplies that are covered in a layer of dust. His guts clench at that, because if their necromancer has no need to eat, he’s definitely no longer fully human.

“Lucían,” Glory says, getting his attention, and his heart leaps at the books in her hands. Maybe this will be easier than he’d thought? He practically snatches them from her to investigate, and his heart drops again. “No grimoire?” she says at the look on his face, and he sighs and confirms, “No grimoire.” His eye catches on the pile again, and he frowns, setting aside all but one.

“Is that what I think it is?” Sister Evelyn asks, peering over his shoulder at the volume in his hands.

“Yes,” Lucían says distantly, aware of a tremble in his fingertips as he runs them over the cover. It’s a battered copy of The Words of Our Lord, and he has a horrible, horrible feeling that he knows exactly which translation lies inside. He opens the book as if in a trance, and from the first words of the first verse he goes rigid. He knows this scripture, has read it more times than he can count, and the knowledge is cold and cruel.

“Is he a monk?” Evelyn blurts, her hand clenching on his elbow as she asks the question rattling through Lucían’s mind as well.

He inhales, holds his breath until it hurts, and exhales slowly through his nostrils. “I don’t think so,” he says, closing the book to look at the cover again and then examining the frontispiece. “This isn’t the same edition we were given at the monastery, see? The printing is completely different.”

“Can someone please explain what’s going on for the rest of us?” the Knife asks, and Lucían shivers, coming back to himself.

“Our necromancer is a follower of the Lord,” he says, his voice flat. “Or at least he was before he decided to start messing around with the grimoire.”

“More specifically, he’s a follower of the same teachings as the Abbot at the monastery we’re from,” Evelyn says, her mouth a hard line. “The exclusionary, controlling, vile teachings.” Lucían hears murmurs at that but he’s not listening, because when he turns the next page a piece of loose parchment falls out of the book. He snatches it out of the air to discover it’s covered in cramped, messy handwriting. Notes? A journal of some kind? He tips it toward the magelight and scans it quickly, hoping for some kind of clue as to what they’re dealing with.

We are called to be righteous, he reads, a chill spreading through his blood as he does, we are called to live without sin, but no one is willing to do what must be done to fight the corruption that threatens at every turn. How can one be a righteous man when one is surrounded by the depraved? Am I the only one willing to bring about purity? He shoves the parchment back into the book and flips to the next loose piece, fingers shaking as he pulls it out. This verse clearly lays out the wages of sin, it starts, if the sinful are not willing to give up their ways, they must be forced to do so. There must be penance. This is what the Lord demands of us.

“Lucían?” Abigail asks, stepping closer to where he’s rooted to the spot in growing horror, “what’s wrong? You’ve gone gray around the edges.” He doesn’t answer, he can’t answer, so he just hands her the screed and turns the pages of the book. Another piece of parchment, another scrawl of cramped ink. I have tried to spread His word and His love, but they will not listen. I fear for their eternal souls. Why do they not understand that those gods are false? There is only the Lord and what He demands of us. I will not give up. I will save them all from their sins, and spread His Love.

“Oh, fuck,” Evelyn breathes, reading over his shoulder. Lucían pages through the book until he comes to a parchment near the end. The writing is neat on this one, clean and tidy in a way that makes him sick to his stomach. I have tried and I have tried, but they won’t listen to my words. They won’t believe my teachings. I serve the Lord in all things, so I will serve Him in this. I will make them see the error of their ways. I have found a way. They will not stop me. I will scour this land clean of sin. I will leave the righteous and I will let the Lord sort out the rest. They will know His Love and His Truth when I am done.

Lucían shuts the book with a snap and shoves it into someone else’s hands without looking. He can’t— He doesn’t want to touch it, it makes his skin crawl, it makes him want to vomit. “He—” he starts, his voice cracking, tears falling silently down his cheeks “—he thinks he’s helping. He’s going to cleanse the land of sin. He thinks this is what the Lord wants. He believes these lies.”

“Worse than that,” Evelyn says, hard and cold, handing him another parchment. The Grandfathers won’t listen! I brought them my concerns and they dismissed me! They told me the teachings I follow are false and they offered me what they called “the truth of His Words” but I am the only one who sees these verses for what they are: Lies and falsehoods, intended to tempt us all away from the path to righteousness and glory. I will not be fooled by them. The Lord has given me a holy duty. “He had a chance and he didn’t take it.” She’s utterly furious, her face white with fear and her eyes blazing with anger.

“He had a chance...” Lucían echoes, numb. He reaches a hand out, unseeing, trying to find Glory because he needs something solid to hold onto. His grip finds her forearm and he clamps onto her bracer, using her heat to shore himself up. “Oh Lord, he had a chance and this is what he chose.” It’s not just his hands that are trembling now, it’s his whole body, and he squeezes his eyes shut against more tears. How could someone do this? Where did it go wrong?

“Lucían,” Glory says, the softness in her voice breaking through the swirl of emotions in his skull, “He started on this path before you started walking yours. You couldn’t have saved him.” He takes a deep breath and squeezes his hand on her arm, the metal and the leather biting into his skin. The pain cuts through the miasma of guilt and fear and horror like the sun through fog, burning away the mist of confusion and leaving him with white-hot rage, with a bone-deep anger that someone would pervert the Lord’s teachings like this. How dare he? How dare he decide that the Lord would condone this violence? How dare he call this love? When he opens his eyes again Evelyn takes half a step back from him, and he knows the fury in his heart can be read on his face.

“No,” Lucían says, “I couldn’t have saved him. But I’m sure as fuck going to stop him.” He grins, all teeth and no mirth. “Let’s do some good.”
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Chapter 19
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They leave the bedchamber and its revelations behind after everyone takes the opportunity to have a quick snack and a sip of water, because none of them know if they’ll get another chance to rest. The Badger leads them back into dark passages, Lucían’s heart beating like a drum, so loud he can hear it in his ears. He can’t tell now if the chanting is just in his mind or if other people can hear it, too, and every time he blinks he sees a room lit by fire and teeming with the undead. He staggers into Glory twice from the disorientation before he gives up and grabs her elbow. “Just keep me pointed the right direction,” he whispers, leaning against her and focusing all his attention on keeping his feet moving forward. Finally they turn a corner and off down the stone hallway he can see firelight reflecting on the walls. His heart thumps hard in his chest, his stomach doing a sick sort of flip, because this is it, then.

They’re here.

The Knife gestures at the rest of them to stay put, then takes hands with Sister Evelyn. They both flicker and disappear into nothing, and Lucían waits with his heart in his throat and really, really wishes he could see them so he’d know if they were safe. The sensible part of him realizes that if he could see them they’d be less safe, but that doesn’t stop the way he feels. He spends a terrifying few minutes (five thousand years, it feels like) gripping his staff so tightly his knuckles go white, and then the air flickers and the Knife and Evelyn re-appear. Lucían jumps and feels a little silly about it, but still.

“The good news is that the grimoire is in there. The bad news is that the necromancer is currently using it. The worse news is that he’s pretty well surrounded by the undead.” Evelyn’s mouth is a hard line, her gray eyes flashing hotly in the scant light. “There’s an upper level, sort of a balcony, that I can get the archers to if they come with me. Otherwise... um, I’m not exactly a strategist.” She frowns, extending a hand in front of her and squinting in concentration. Images bloom in the air, slowly spreading and combining to create a room, slightly blurry around the corners, but with enough detail to pick out the major features. Little creatures pop into being, simple but recognizable as different types of undead, almost like someone made dolls out of them. Finally, with a hiss of breath, Evelyn screws up her face and the necromancer appears, surrounded by a sketched magical circle, even in miniature and illusion clearly painted with blood.

“This is very complicated to hold,” Sister Evelyn says silently, teeth gritted. “Please someone figure out what we should do so I can stop, thanks.”

“Okay, so, we get the archers up top as quickly as possible,” Glory says in a near-silent whisper. “Pick off any of the smaller ones you can. Abigail, we’re going to be counting on you to keep an eye on the whole situation and relay anything weird to us, you got that?” After Abigail’s nod, Glory continues, “Evelyn, you stick behind the Black Bear and the Wall. Lucían, you’re with me and the Badger. Knife, fill in wherever you’re needed. The necromancer is our priority but if we get swarmed by the undead we’re pretty well fucked.”

Lucían staggers as another wave of evil magic rolls over them, punctuated by another bright-white flash of lightning and explosion of thunder. “We need to stop whatever he’s casting,” he says silently, eyes burning with the effort of separating vision from reality. “Whatever it is, I don’t think we’re going to want to fight it.”

Glory nods sharply. “Evelyn, get the archers upstairs. We’ll wait for your signal.”

The illusory room drops into nothingness at the same time that Evelyn drops her hand, blowing out a breath in relief. The Kestrel and Sister Abigail take her hands and all three flicker out of view. Glory and the Badger press against the wall, slide down to the corner that leads into the main space, and Lucían creeps after them, willing himself to be as silent as possible. Glory draws her sword, whisper-quiet, and uses it to look around the corner. If Lucían squints he can just see the reflection in the blade, a blur of flaming braziers and the silhouette of a man in dark robes. He waits, acutely aware of his own breathing and the beating of his heart, and nearly leaps out of his skin when Sister Evelyn suddenly materializes on the other side of the necromancer, her reflection looking cheerful and curious.

“Whatcha doin’?” she asks the robed figure. “Necromancy?”

Lucían resolves to have a conversation with Evelyn about her ideas of appropriate signals at a later date, because right now the She-Wolf and the Badger are charging into the room and he follows behind them, magic readied and his staff in a defensive position. For a wild, dizzying moment he’s entering the room but already in the room, the chanting echoing in his ears and in his mind. It’s familiar in a way that makes him ill, the firelight and the undead and the cold blank stone. He shakes himself and manages to shove away the magical connection to focus on what’s actually in front of him. The She-Wolf starts their fight by decapitating a Grasper, and behind her Lucían watches two arrows suddenly sprout from the robed form of the necromancer, one from the eye and one from the shoulder. That should be it, getting an arrow through the eye of any of the other undead has put them down, but the necromancer reaches up and yanks the shaft out of his skull, still chanting.

“Shit. We have a problem,” Abigail’s silent voice tells the room.

“Oh, you think?” says the Knife, throwing a dagger into the gaping mouth of a Chomper as it tries to bite the Black Bear. It goes down, the bulk of it tripping up another Grasper, giving the Wall a chance to cave in its skull. They’re faring well enough so far but wow, this room is teeming with the undead. One of the Little Shits leaps at Lucían, who yelps and swings his staff at it like he’s going for distance. He smacks it out of the air and it crashes into a wall and lands, limp and twice-dead, on the stone.

“Cover me,” he says to the She-Wolf, pulls on his magic, and tries to light the necromancer on fire. Lucían’s hands burst into flame, which he’s pretty used to at this point, but the necromancer absolutely fails to follow suit. It’s like his magic is... rolling off, like it can’t find purchase somehow. Lucían frowns and turns the spell toward a nearby Grasper, which does satisfyingly erupt into a column of fire, so the problem isn’t his magic... shit. “He’s being protected by the magic circle,” he tells the others. “We need to break it before we’ll be able to do any real damage. Fuck!” The latter isn’t important information, it’s the natural reaction of someone trying to dodge out of the way of the violent swing of a currently flaming Grasper. He shoves a little more power into the spell, burns the thing to a crisp, and smashes his staff into the remains, ash and bone exploding across the floor. He shakes his head, which feels weirdly empty, and realizes he no longer hears the chanting twice, hasn’t since he first started casting the fire spell. His own magic is acting as a disruption in the connection, he thinks? Whatever’s causing it, he’s grateful. He keeps his magic burning just under his fingertips, ready for action.

Lucían takes a moment to survey the room, letting the She-Wolf and the Badger destroy anything that comes near, and tries to figure out their options. They’re still a good thirty feet from the dais the necromancer is working on, and while they’re carving their way through the undead, there are more coming, shambling over from the other side of the huge room, dragging themselves up the steps on two limbs or four, a vile, inexorable flood of rotten flesh and evil magic. He can just see, on the other side of the necromancer, the huge dead bulk of something, can feel the pull of the unholy magics, and realizes that this is a raising, that the necromancer is trying to bring this creature back from the dead into a new, horrible kind of existence. Even now he’s still chanting, and this is not good, not good, so of course a huge bear monster lumbers in between them and the necromancer at that point, twice as tall as Lucían at the shoulder, blocking his view.

“Well, ain’t that a kick in the teeth,” the Knife says, materializing at Lucían’s side. She has a blade in each hand and she’s glaring at the bear thing like it personally offended her. “How do we break the circle?” she asks him, stabbing a Little Shit out of the air practically without looking at it and knocking the double-corpse into another undead in mid-leap.

“I don’t know!” Lucían says, smashing the second Little Shit into paste with a blow from his staff. “Physical objects can clearly pass through or the arrows would have broken it. Magic can’t get in, so I don’t know what’s the best option here.”

“You think the holy water would do it?” she asks, darting under the swiping claws of a Grasper, and running up the thing’s thighs to bury her dagger in its eye. The Knife rides the body back down to the ground, rolls when it lands, and comes back up like this is one of their training sessions, relaxed and smug. Lucían has to take a second to parse her question and raises his eyebrows.

“Yeah,” he says, turning the idea over in his head. “It just might.”

“Great,” says the Knife, her smile bright and white in her brown face, burnished skin reflecting the firelight. “I’ll take care of it, then.” Before Lucían can blink she turns and runs toward the She-Wolf, yells “Boost!” as she goes, and like they’d trained this for days the She-Wolf tosses her longsword to the Badger, turns to grab the Knife by the waist, and smoothly pulls her forward momentum into a spin. Time almost stands still for Lucían as the She-Wolf’s muscles flex, arms lifting, as she throws the Knife into the air, planting her feet so the smaller woman can shove off her powerful thighs. The Knife sails backward, body in a graceful arc, tucks her legs over her head in a smooth motion and lands on top of the bear, burying both blades into the meat of its back without hesitation. The Badger throws the She-Wolf’s sword back to her, and she snatches the hilt and brings the blade down to split the skull of one of the wolf-type Chompers. It’s spectacular and deadly and Lucían is pretty sure that no matter how long he trains he’ll never be able to do something as impressive.

An arrow whistles over his shoulder to lodge in the eye socket of a Grasper, which he discovers when he spins to see the trajectory, and Abigail’s mental voice says, “Eyes on your own fight, Lucían!” She’s right, of course she is, because two more Graspers and a Chomper have skirted around the wall of steel and muscle that he’s sheltered behind, and they’re advancing on him. Fuck, okay, okay, he can do this, he’s been training, he just has to wait for the right opportunity. With a twitch of his fingers he ices the ground under the first Grasper as it takes a step forward, waits for it to stagger and breaks its femur with a blow from his staff, the force of the hit vibrating up his arms and almost rattling his teeth. The thing falls, hard, because being immune to pain doesn’t make you immune to having a bone that no longer connects properly, and he’s feeling triumphant right up until the second Grasper sweeps an arm at him and almost takes his head off.

Lucían throws himself back instinctively, arching his body and catching himself with his staff tucked under his arm, but one of the thing’s claws rakes a hot line of pain across his cheek and nose. He’s almost overbalanced backward now, but inside the reach of the thing, and he uses some of that momentum to bring one foot up and kick it in the chin so hard he hears bone breaking. It’s probably not his bones, he reasons, legs continuing their upward trajectory, and uses the grip he has on the staff and a hard tuck of his knees in against his chest to flip all the way over and land on his feet again. The Grasper is still there, but rattled, and he drives one hand forward, palm out, and smites the thing’s head straight off. That just leaves the Chomper, which rather breaks his streak of success by leaping at him and bearing him to the ground.

Lucían lands badly, the wind knocked out of him, and barely manages to get his staff shoved between the thing’s jaws and braced in both hands. Fuck it’s heavy, the reek of dead flesh and evil magic overpowering, and he managed to get both arms straight so he’s using his bones and not just his muscles to brace, but it’s still so much stronger than him and he’s shaking. Even pushing against the ground for leverage isn’t going to let him kick the thing off, he can’t breathe, neither hand is free to do any magic and he tastes blood and ash, he’s going to die here he’s going to die—

“Fuck you!” comes a blessedly familiar voice, and an even more blessedly familiar short sword suddenly sprouts from the eye socket of the monster. Evelyn pulls her blade from the thing’s face and barrels into it with her shoulder, managing to knock the twice-dead bulk over off of Lucían before it collapses entirely. “Fucking trying to kill my fucking brother, are you?” she snarls at it, sword coming down to shatter its skull for good measure.

“When did you start swearing so much?” Lucían asks silently, desperately trying to catch his breath as he shoves himself up to his elbows. Evelyn whirls to look at him, gray eyes blazing and her pale face spattered with old, dark blood.

“When undead fucks started trying to kill my oldest friend!” she snaps, reaching down her shield hand to help him back to his feet. “I think I’m fucking well allowed to swear as much as I fucking want in that situation!” Her eyes soften a bit, face going worried around the edges, and she reaches a hand up to almost touch his face. “You’re bleeding, Lucían,” she says a bit more quietly, and when Lucían presses a hand to his cheek it comes away red, the burning line of the cut suddenly making itself known.

“I’ll be okay,” he wheezes, his lungs finally cooperating enough for air, and presses his hand back to his cheek. He shoves a blessing into his skin, hissing through his teeth as the curse boils out of his blood, and then pours enough healing magic into the wound to close it over. There’s no time for more than that now, not when he can still hear the chanting of the necromancer over the ringing of metal and the shattering of bone. He turns back to the battle, their friends still fighting their way closer to the magic circle, corpses of corpses littering the ground. The Knife has worked her way nearly to the head of the bear-monster, even as it tries to swipe her off of its back. She lays almost flat, using her knives as handholds as she stabs and crawls her way along. One more long drag of her body and she reaches her target, sitting up to lock her legs around the thing’s neck as she drives one dagger into its eye with both hands and her whole body weight behind it. Lucían hears the crack of bone even from here, watches the bear stagger and collapse as the false life drains out of it. The Knife recovers her blades and rides the massive corpse down to the floor, rolls as she lands, and when she comes back to her feet she has a holy water pouch in each hand.

“Hey, fucko!” she says, voice bright and hard. “They call me the Knife!” Her arms move, one holy water pouch aimed at the edge of the magic circle, the other aimed directly at the necromancer’s head, and Lucían watches them arc through the air, another lighting flash painting the room white and thunder shaking dust from the stones overhead as they land, and as the blessed water splashes over the bloody runes three things happen:

One: The evil power locked in the magical circle explodes outwards, knocking the Knife backward and making all the hair on Lucían’s body stand on end.

Two: The necromancer turns, eyes blazing like coals, and takes the second holy water pouch fully in the face.

Three: The great form behind the necromancer stirs, lifts a huge, reptilian head attached to a long, powerful neck, wings unfurling, and Lucían realizes with utter horror that it’s an undead dragon.

“Well, that’s not good,” the Knife says, and then dives frantically out of the way as the undead dragon opens its jaws and breathes sickly green flames at her. The necromancer spreads his arms wide, calling fire into his palms, but honestly Lucían’s having a hard time paying attention to that on account of the undead dragon right behind him. He has just enough brainpower to note the steam rising from the necromancer’s face, the hissing of the holy water as it drips into his robes, and that’s good to know, because at least they have some idea of how to stop him now, once they re-kill the fucking undead dragon.

“You dare,” the necromancer says, voice echoing strangely, like two people speaking at once, and one of those people with a voice that sounds like an avalanche, “come here and interrupt my holy work? You cannot possibly—” The continued, presumably dramatic speech cuts off into an agonized hiss as another holy water pouch connects squarely with his face, steam boiling off his gray skin.

“You bet your dead ass we fucking dare,” the Knife says, throwing another pouch as she dives behind the double-corpse of the bear she killed earlier. This one hits the necromancer in the chest, setting off another round of hissing steam, and he throws a ball of fire at her. It impacts with the huge bulk of the dead bear, bringing a smell of burnt rotten meat and singed hair to the party, and behind him the dragon pulls itself to its feet and opens its massive, tattered wings. Lucían catches a Little Shit leaping at him out of the corner of his eye and smites it without looking, eyes fixed on the undead dragon and every part of his brain vibrating with panic. Fuck shit shit fuck shit, Lord save them, fuck.

Someone cries out in pain, and the voice is one that he knows, even if he hasn’t really heard this sound before, and it cuts through his panic like a binding knife through vellum. Lucían blinks and focuses, because it’s Glory who made that sound, it’s Glory who’s stepping back behind the shelter of the Badger, it’s Glory who’s holding her right arm at a strange angle and attacking solely with her left. All his fear and panic vanishes, replaced with hot white righteous anger. How dare they, indeed? How dare this man, this monster, decide that his will supersedes the natural order of life and death? How dare he call upon demonic powers and twist the unquiet dead like this and call it holy? How dare he?

“The She-Wolf’s injured,” he tells the room, mental voice sharp and clear. “Get me some cover so I can heal her. Kestrel, we need Azuki to take out that dragon’s eyes, we’re dead on our feet if it can actually track us. Evelyn, go invisible and stay that way. Get the book if you can and bring it back to me. Abigail, be as distracting as possible to the necromancer, if we can keep him off-balance it’ll help our chances significantly.” Lucían’s already moving, sliding in next to Glory so he can wrap an arm around her waist and pull her uninjured arm over his shoulders. They limp away from the fight and into a nearby alcove, sheltered for the moment from magical attack, and Glory slides down against the wall to the ground.

“Arm’s broke,” she says through her teeth, face even paler than usual. Lucían carefully arranges the arm in question across her chest, trying to put as little pressure on it as possible, and it’s still enough to make Glory whine deep in her throat and crush her eyes shut. “It’s bad,” she manages after a moment, “two places at least. Lucky hit from one of the Graspers, at least it didn’t get its claws in.”

“There’s no visible bone, so that’s good,” Lucían says, trying for soothing and ending up somewhere near screaming instead as he hands over a healing potion. “Drink this while I see what we’re working with.” She knocks back the potion in one swallow, jaw set like she’s fighting nausea, and she probably is because that’s always a fun side-effect of shock. He settles one hand on her shoulder and one on her elbow, pushing the magic from his fingertips into her arm, eyes half-open so he can see the wrong angle of her bone at the same time that he can see the damage inside. It’s bad, yep, some of the bone is shattered, and he whistles through his teeth. “I’m going to have to set this,” he warns her, eyes still looking at and through her. “Sorry.” He sees her nod out of the corner of his eye, face white and sweating, and there’s no time to be gentle so he tightens his grip on her elbow and pulls.

Glory actually fucking screams, it’s the worst sound he’s ever heard, and he shoves magic into her to soothe the pain while he adjusts his hands and pulls again, popping the bones back into place as much with his healing as he does with his movements. That does it, her humerus back to a straight line like it’s damned well supposed to be, and Lucían crams healing magic into the bone almost violently, knitting the broken spots back together and pulling the shards back to the main mass. When there’s no more angry red lines of pain in her arm he pulls his magic back, collapsing against the wall behind him with a shaky gasp, and blinks at her.

“You look as bad as I feel,” he tells her, dizzy, and that startles a short bark of laughter out of her as she flexes the fingers on her right hand, gingerly rolling out her wrist and then her elbow.

“Thank you for your blunt honesty in our hour of greatest struggle,” Glory tells him dryly, the corner of her mouth curling up. “And also for healing my arm.” She only winces a little bit when she tests the range of movement and nods, satisfied. “You okay?” she asks, standing and reaching down to help him to his feet, and Lucían takes a deep breath and tilts his head from side to side, stretching his neck.

“Just peachy,” he says, definitely not in a strangled tone, and tucks himself in against her side as she leans out of the alcove to check the status of the battle. They’re clear of undead in the immediate vicinity, so she ducks back out, prowling into the fight with a sensible amount of caution given the forces they’re facing, like, for example, an undead dragon. He hears the call of the kestrel (the bird, not the woman) and just catches the moment when she dives talons-first into the dragon’s gray, rotting face. There’s a splash of old, black-brown blood and Azuki’s wings beat frantically, the little hawk lifting back up and away, leaving the dragon sightless. That’s the good news! The bad news is that the dragon is now very angry, and it belches green flame indiscriminately at the region where the bird just was. The good news about that is that Azuki isn’t caught up in the inferno, and the further good news is that a handful of undead are, incinerated to bone and promptly crushed under the undead dragon’s clawed forelimbs. Best possible outcome, when it comes down to it.

“The Wall and the Black Bear need help,” Abigail says, and Lucían drags his eyes away from the dragon to see the two of them, backs to a wall (the wall in question between them and the dragon, because they’re sensible) and steadily hacking at anything that comes near. They’re holding out but won’t be for much longer, not with an undead boar staggering its way toward them with massive gnarled hooves that shake the stone as it walks. Lucían scans the room quickly, notes the necromancer isn’t looking in his direction and the dragon is facing away entirely, and sprints for the boar, dodging corpses and praying very fervently for the success of his very bad idea. At least the larger undead are slower. The boar doesn’t even have time to turn as he puts on a burst of speed, drops his seat and torso low, and skids between the thing’s back legs and under its belly, coming to a stop below its distorted, tusked jaws. Lucían yanks power into his hands and punches upward with both of them, smiting the boar in the neck as hard as he can, the magic ripping through him like a dam breaking. When the ash clears from the air the boar is in two definitely separate pieces, the massive head having flown far enough forward to crush a couple Graspers beneath its weight, and the Wall salutes him with her mace.

“Thanks! Very neat work!” she says, bashing a Chomper in the skull, scattering bits of bone and flesh as she does. Lucían salutes back, hand not quite operating like he wants it to, and tries to sit up. It’s mostly successful, though when he tries to stand he staggers and collapses, wildly dizzy, and tries to think. Did he get hit? Head injury? He’s not bleeding, so it can’t be blood loss. He squints fuzzily at the necromancer, watching little licks of flame sprout on his robes, splashes of icy water drip onto his head and neck, and arrows sprout uselessly from the undead flesh. Someone must be doing magic, he realizes, and then that causes another realization, which is that he himself has just done quite a lot of magic, and that’s probably why he’s so loopy. Evelyn gave him something for this, he remembers now, and rifles through his potion flasks until he finds the one helpfully labeled Emergency Potion: Do Not Throw! Well, nothing for it. He breaks the wax, uncorks it, and knocks it back in a few quick swallows.

The potion hits Lucían’s stomach and explodes. There’s no better way to describe the power of it, the magical energy that fires itself all the way out to his fingers and toes and then bubbles back into his gut, twining itself into the core of his power and stoking the embers there into a blaze. His heart hammers like it’s being struck against a smith’s anvil, like he’s being forged into a weapon, red-hot from the furnace. It’s so easy to stand up, equally easy to walk over to the Graspers still assailing the Black Bear, and the work of a moment to throw a punch so hard the power of it drives one Grasper into the other, the smiting blowing them both to pieces. He grins at the Black Bear, throws a little salute with fire still flickering around his fingertips, and turns back to the rest of the fight.

Many of the smaller undead have been killed (again, his brain helpfully reminds him, just to be pedantic), but more stagger in from the outside, drenched in rain water from the storm still raging. Lucían considers the puddles on the ground for a moment and twitches his fingers, icing over the stone at every entrance. It should slow them down a bit, at least, make the terrain more challenging. The undead sorcerer yells something about his important work, about remaking the land in his own image, about cleansing the world of the sinful, but none of it is particularly interesting or new information so Lucían tunes it out in favor of paying attention to his actions, which are actually relevant. The necromancer has resorted to throwing balls of fire up at the balcony levels, going after their archers, but the stone railing is old, thick, and good cover, so it’s not a terribly urgent matter just yet. Lucían’s heart beats harder, faster, and he realizes through the energy high of the potion that he needs to send some of this power somewhere or he’s going to start feeling very ill very quickly.

“Lucían!” Sister Evelyn’s mind speech says, urgent. “I’m close, I can get the book, but I need a distraction.” Lucían nods, figuring she can probably see it from wherever she’s invisibly lurking. For lack of any better ideas he pulls water over the necromancer, letting it pour down over the man and freezing it as it goes, building a column of ice. The necromancer screams, trying to fight it, and he feels the moment Sister Abigail figures out his intent and throws her magic behind him.

Between the two of them they trap him in a massive ice crystal, and Lucían keeps pulling the heat out of it as he yells, “Evelyn! Go!”

If he wasn’t looking for it he wouldn’t catch the footprints splashing through the water on the floor or the flicker as the grimoire floats into the air and disappears, and a moment later Evelyn pops into view as she skids to a halt next to him. “Take it!” she says, shoving the book into his hands and turning her attention back to the necromancer, reaching out with her will to hold the ice in place. “Go, figure out how to end this!” A Grasper swipes at both of them, and Evelyn smites it with one hand while she uses the other to keep drawing heat out of the frozen pillar. Lucían ducks, rolls with the book tucked under one arm, and frantically looks around for a place to page through it. The She-Wolf and the Badger have met back up and carved the area around them clear of any undead, tucked behind the landing of the stairs so they have cover from the necromancer and the occasional poorly-aimed fire of the dragon, and he sprints across the room and almost smashes into the wall behind them from the momentum.

“Keep us alive,” Lucían orders, or maybe begs, dropping to his knees and throwing open the book.

“Trying to,” the Badger says, bleeding from a half-dozen cuts and breathing hard. Lucían flicks through the pages, scanning them for anything that looks useful. A gout of green fire scorches the wall over their heads, the heat washing over his skin painfully, and really, anything involving the dragon would be helpful right now.

“Evelyn!” he calls mentally, leaning out so he can see her. “What page was this on when you grabbed it?”

“Really?!” she shoots back, and from across the room he can see the tremble of her hands, the set of her jaw as she works to keep the necromancer trapped. “I wasn’t exactly focused on that, you know!”

“Well I don’t have time to read the whole thing!” he snaps, glancing between her and the pages as he flicks through. “Do you remember anything?” Instead of answering in words, she raises one hand, twists her fingers, and an illusory page materializes in front of him, blurry around the edges, the drawing indistinct and the words illegible. He flips through the grimoire frantically, actually skips past it and then his brain catches up. It’s a double-page spread with very specific instructions about “the raiſing and controlleing of grayte beaſtſ,” and when he compares it to the poorly-rendered version Evelyn conjured up the general shapes match. “Got it,” he says, and the illusory page wavers and disappears.

Right, great beasts, that definitely includes dragons. Lucían skims his fingers down the page, reading as quickly as he’s ever done in his life, blocking out the sound of the fight and the impact of metal hitting bone. This section is about raising it, but that’s already been done, what about controlling it? Or better yet, killing it? Permanently, this time? Something catches at his mind, and he re-reads that section again, glancing over the runes and nodding unintentionally. Yes, that sounds right, it’s ritual magic that he hasn’t done before but he should be able to make it work, Lord help him.

“Lucían, we can’t hold this for much longer.” It’s Sister Abigail’s voice, somehow shaky even though it’s not an actual sound. “The necromancer is fighting us and the dragon keeps almost roasting the Kestrel. Everyone’s out of holy water and I don’t have any more arrows!”

“I’m almost there,” he tells the room at large, shoving a few smaller corpses out of the way to clear a space on the stone floor. “I just need a little more time.”

“We’ll give you what we can,” says Evelyn, and her mental voice sounds on the verge of fainting. Lucían can’t worry about that, not right now, not when his task involves casting dangerous ritual magic that he’s never actually worked before. Also, he reflects as he rolls up one sleeve, his own blood. He frowns at the book as he draws his dagger, overlays his knowledge of vein placement over his forearm, and cuts himself across the meaty part of the underside of his left arm, not anywhere near the wrist, thank you. The pain of it startles him, which is ridiculous because of course it hurts, but it’s impossible to be prepared for an action you never thought you’d have to carry out. He drips extra blood onto the dagger, coating both sides of the blade, and then sets it down a little bit away. Another scan of the book (trying not to bleed onto the pages) and he coats his right-hand fingers in his own blood, tracing a circle around him on the ground.

“Lucían?” the She-Wolf asks, worry in her voice, and he shakes his head at her, not looking up from his work. He’ll be fine, they’ll all be fine if he can get this to work, and as long as he doesn’t focus too much on the slowly increasing puddle of his own fucking blood on the floor by his knees he can keep going. Another swipe of his bloody fingers closes the circle, and Lucían feels the moment the power shifts, cutting him off from the outside. That makes it easier to concentrate, actually, which is nice since it’s time to copy out some runes. There’s nothing but him and the book and the spell he’s building now, nothing but the dripping of blood and the sound of his fingers sliding across the stone. He finishes with the runes, compares them against the book, and takes a deep breath.

“When I stop chanting,” he tells the She-Wolf, “the spell is ready. Someone needs to get that knife—” he nods at the bloodied dagger just outside of his circle “—into the dragon’s flesh.” Lucían doesn’t wait for an answer, reaching inside him for his magical power, and starts the chant. He stumbles over it a bit, the syllables unfamiliar on his tongue, but he’s heard it in his dreams often enough that he can relax into it after a moment. Magic has never felt like this before, like a gathering storm, like a rising flood, and it swirls around him, trapped inside the circle and bending to his will. It’s unpleasant. It feels like he’s dragging power to him that’s unwilling, like he has to fight it to get it to do what he wants, and he very much hopes he’ll never have to do this again. Vaguely, as though from very far away, he hears the She-Wolf calling for the Knife, and a hurried conversation, and then feels a little piece of himself moving outside of the magical circle. The spell is working, he realizes, blood tying to blood, and he continues the chant, letting the power build around him until he feels like he’s going to burn in it, or drown in it. The spell pulses around him, ready to snap like a twig under too much pressure, and when the chant ends and he falls silent he can hear the silent scream of the chained power echoing through his mind.

“Now!” he hears the She-Wolf say, and that piece of himself outside the circle moves suddenly, arcing through the air and meeting flesh with a thump. The connection crackles between him and his blood, shocking him like touching metal on a dry day. Lucían breaks the circle and all the pent-up power snaps, shooting between him and his blood in the dragon like lightning, and he’s there, kneeling on the ground, but he’s also huge and sightless, full of a screaming rage that can only be expressed with flame. He gasps audibly, struggling to get control on anything, really, clamping his right hand over the cut on his left arm and letting the pain remind him where his body actually is.

“I have it,” he sends, desperately. The dragon wants to breathe fire again and he reins it in with a harsh effort of will. There isn’t enough time to figure out anything else, because Abigail and Evelyn can’t hold the necromancer anymore, and he hears (twice, from two sets of ears) the ice shatter and the enraged, double-voiced scream of the sorcerer.

“Lucían,” Glory says, urgently, on her knees in front of him and cupping his human face. “Can you kill him? Can you kill him with the dragon?” Lucían blinks furiously, clenching his hand around the cut on his arm harder, grounding himself further into his true body. He can still feel the dragon, but it’s a little less confusing now, and he gets it to take a step forward experimentally. The massive footfall reverberates through the room and Lucían nods.

“I need to be able to see,” he tells Glory, distantly. “Get me somewhere with a view.” There’s no possible way he can move his own limbs right now, not while he’s concentrating on controlling six new ones (seven if you count the tail). Thank the Lord that Glory understands, because she grabs him under the armpits and drags him around the corner, where he can lean against the edge of the wall and peer out into the main space.

The necromancer’s eyes have progressed from burning coals to actual fucking flames now, possibly as a side-effect of the columns of fire he’s launching in multiple directions. The Wall and the Black Bear shelter in an alcove, pinned down by the necromancer’s attacks, while the Knife hides behind a landing on the stairs, a barely-conscious Evelyn in her arms. He can’t see the Kestrel or Abigail and hopes they have the good sense to stay down behind the railings on the upper level, because he has no idea how this is going to go. Okay, so the dragon can’t see, but now Lucían can, and he nudges the rage inside the undead beast, pushes it carefully to get the massive jaws lined up with the necromancer. It’s shockingly difficult, like trying to paint while looking into a mirror, and he grits his teeth and pulls, gets the thing facing the right direction, and then says go, watches and feels it open its mouth, feels the flame burning up the dragon’s throat like it’s his own, dear Lord in heaven please let this work—

The dragon (and Lucían, by proxy) choke on the flames, driving its head up to spew them harmlessly at the ceiling. He reels, confused, and feels the dragon tugging away from him, like it’s been pulled on a rope. Lucían mentally braces himself and yanks the dragon back, turns it toward the necromancer again, and then realizes it’s not the dragon fighting him, it’s the sorcerer. He’s extended his gaunt arms toward the undead monster and this time Lucían can identify the pull, recognizes the evil taint of the necromancer’s magic as he tries again to force the dragon back under his demonic control. No, no no no, Lucían refuses to let that happen, and he throws his whole mental weight into the struggle, wrestling the thing one huge step closer to the necromancer. He’ll trample the evil fucking man underfoot if he has to.

It almost works, but the necromancer fights back, nearly throwing Lucían back out of the dragon’s body with a painful burst of demonic energy. Lucían reels, would fall down if he wasn’t already sitting, and shoves his way back in just in time to prevent the dragon from roasting the Knife and Evelyn. He can feel sweat running down his human face, his lungs struggling for air, and the revitalizing magic of Evelyn’s potion bleeds out of him more and more the longer he has to fight for control of the dragon.

“I can’t hold this,” he says to Glory through gritted teeth, head pounding with the effort. “We need to kill this thing again or we’re done for.” The necromancer tries to send the dragon up to the balcony to take out Abigail, and Lucían groans deep in his chest with the effort of holding the thing down, a wave of dizziness threatening to knock him unconscious. Something warm spatters onto the back of his hand, and when he spares a glance down at it, the warm thing proves to be blood. He raises a shaking hand to his nose, which comes away bloody, and he blinks at it blandly. That... doesn’t seem good.

“Lucían,” the Badger says, dropping to a knee next to him. “Can you get that thing to open its mouth, without it breathing fire at me? I cannot emphasize enough how important the lack of fire is going to be for this.” Lucían nods, almost screaming as he pulls the dragon back toward the center of the room. The necromancer wants it to prowl forward, toward where the Knife is even now dragging Evelyn into better cover, and Lucían can not and will not let it.

“As soon as I get what I need to get into that thing’s mouth, you let the fire go. Understand?” Lucían nods again, reaching deep down into the core of his magic and finding the fire there almost burnt to ashes. He clutches at the meager dregs anyway, pulls them up and readies them, because he’s pretty sure he’s going to have one shot at this before he passes out.

The Badger claps him on the shoulder and sprints out from behind the wall they’ve been sheltering behind. They dodge the few remaining undead easily, moving in an arc that skirts around the necromancer as much as possible while getting closer to the dragon. Lucían takes his magic, his anger, everything he has left, and uses it to drop the undead dragon’s head toward the ground, forcing its massive jaws open and holding it there, the fire that fills the thing burning in his chest like it’s going to turn him to cinders. The necromancer realizes something is wrong, tries to fight him, but Lucían doesn’t let go, whole body trembling, willing to drain himself dry to keep the dragon’s head exactly where it is. The Badger banks off a low wall, running sideways along it for a few steps, pulls something off their leather harness and throws it with pinpoint accuracy into the dragon’s gaping maw.

“Drop it!” they scream, still running, and Lucían releases the dragon, not all the way, but enough that the relief of it is a physical shock. The ever-present fire is there, but Lucían doesn’t have to hold it in any longer, only has to push the dragon’s head away from his friends as he lets the fire boil up his throat and roar out his mouth—

The dragon’s head fucking explodes with a thunder that bounces off the walls and leaves only a high-pitched ringing in its wake, not that Lucían really has the capacity to notice that because all the power he’s been driving into the thing shatters, leaving him sagging against the floor and panting like he’s just sprinted ten miles. Very vaguely, from very far away and a long time ago, he remembers the Badger being introduced as a demolitions expert. Yeah, yeah, that checks out. The massive body of the dragon stays standing a moment longer, neck still upright, wings still unfurled, as though it has to realize that it’s dead again. Finally it sways, wings slumping, the whole thing pitching like a ship at sea, and it collapses to the ground with a clatter of scales. The thing sprawls across the icy floor and crushes many of the struggling undead under its inanimate bulk before it’s finally, blissfully, still.

“YOU!” the necromancer screams, reaching a grasping, taloned hand at the Badger, power crackling as he lifts them off the floor in a cage of lightning. “You seek to destroy my holy work? You pathetic, shallow, sinful creature! You do not see what I see!” The Badger struggles, but there’s nothing to be done, they can’t fight lightning, and with a sharp sweep of his hand the necromancer throws them into a wall. They hit hard and fall to the floor, unmoving, not dead, please not dead, Lucían refuses to let anyone die for his mistake. He pops the cork on the second of Evelyn’s emergency potions, pours it down his throat, and shoves himself to his feet.

“What I see,” Lucían says, stepping out from behind the shelter of the wall as power surges through him again, calling fire into his hands and letting it crown his head as well, “is a man who chose hate and lies over love and truth. I see a man who decided to dabble in magic beyond his control because he thought it would make him feel powerful. I see a man who chose to cause suffering instead of prevent it.” A Little Shit leaps at him, and he smites it out of the air without looking, eyes locked, unblinking, on the necromancer as he walks across the room with slow, steady steps. “You call us pathetic? You, who sees only sin in the world instead of wonder? You, who claim to do the work of the Lord when you defy His every wish for us? You, who share your body with demons and force the dead from their rest for your glory? May the Lord have mercy on your soul, because I won’t. Fuck you.” Before the necromancer can answer Lucían sets him on fire, and really hopes that will work because while that speech was pretty good it’s as far as he got with this plan.

The fire, unfortunately, doesn’t do much, the necromancer driving it aside with a wave of his hands and returning Lucían’s magic with fire of his own. Some part of Lucían definitely panics at that, but the rest of him is in the moment, has no energy for everything that isn’t action or reaction, and he builds a wall of flame in front of him and uses the heat from that to pull the necromancer’s fire in, making it something under his control, and walks through the line of flame and smoke as it flickers and fades. He twitches his fingers and nine tiny, blazing magelights pop into being around the necromancer’s head, brilliantly bright and shining like the midday sun. The necromancer’s flaming eyes dim, both voices hissing as he tries to shrink away from the glare, but Lucían anchors the magelights to the necromancer with a thought. Still he walks, steps even and unhesitating, pulling heat out of the sorcerer’s undead body now, trying to freeze him again and rapidly running out of ideas.

“The world will know me as its savior!” the necromancer snarls, waving a hand to summon a cloud of dark energy around his head to shadow him from the magelights. “They will praise my name and His!” He drives a bolt of lightning at Lucían, who frantically pulls water out of the air in an arc, catching the lightning and diverting it aside. It’s a very good bit of magic, one that Lucían would be proud of except he’s only fast enough to catch the first bolt of lightning and the second one knocks him off his feet and sends him to the ground. The agony is unlike anything Lucían has ever felt, his body locking up, muscles trying to tear themselves apart. He can hear himself screaming, can’t stop it, can’t breathe, can’t do anything, and when the pain stops he sobs against the stone, his whole body trembling and twitching with remembered torture.

“Heathen!” the necromancer’s doubled, demonic voice says, and Lucían shoves himself to his elbows and blinks through his tears just in time to see the man tear a dagger out of his ribs and throw it clattering to the ground. Two more thunk into his shoulder and abdomen, arrows sprouting from his back, and the Knife cartwheels out of the way of a ball of fire and flings another two knives into the necromancer’s legs for good measure. She’s not lucky enough to dodge the wall of force he throws at her next, and Lucían can hear the crunch of bone when she lands wrong, collapsing over one ankle with a strangled cry of pain. The necromancer gloats, pulling the knives out of his limbs and throwing them at her mockingly, which gives Lucían a chance to stagger to his feet and struggle a few more steps toward the dais. If he can end this then he can save them, he can save all of them, but he needs to get closer. He ices the ground under the necromancer’s feet and smacks a lick of flame into his undead face, trying to get him off balance, but the sorcerer recovers and fires another bolt of lightning at him. Lucían knocks the first one aside, barely diverts the second one, and screams his way back to the floor when the third one finds its mark. The artificial power of Evelyn’s potion drains away under this continued assault, and he knows time is running out, forcing his limbs into desperate, agonizing motion as he crawls closer, toward the source of the lightning—

Sweet relief comes again, and Lucían pushes himself forward, fighting through his tears and broken, gasping breaths. The Wall and the Black Bear hack away at the necromancer, axe and mace blurring through the air as they strike at him. Their attacks hit, Lucían sees the impact, but the demon inside the corpse is too strong, shattered bone knitting together and dead flesh smoothing over almost as soon as the weapon weaves away. It’s a distraction, a lull in the necromancer’s attention on him, and Lucían staggers back to his feet and sprints the last few yards to the dais, calling his magic as he does, hand raised to smite down this monster with all of the Lord’s power.

The necromancer shouts, throwing his decaying arms wide, and an explosion of force shoots out from him, knocking Lucían back down the stone steps to land with a heavy thud, the padded bulk of a wolf-type undead cushioning his head and shoulders. The Wall and the Black Bear aren’t so lucky, falling backward off the dais onto the lower level, a good ten feet down. Lucían hears them land in a clatter of armor, and then hears nothing but the pouring rain and howling wind outside. He tastes blood, figures he probably bit his tongue at some point, but that’s something to deal with later, if there is a later.

“You can end this, little monk,” the necromancer and the demon inside him say, gray face twisted with concern. “You know the teachings of the Lord, do you not? Join me in my work, that we might serve Him together and leave the world pure. Who else will you sacrifice to try and stop me?”

“No one,” Lucían spits, shoving himself back up to his elbows, and then to his hands and knees. He hears the sound of a struggle somewhere behind him, steel on bone, and that’s probably the She-Wolf taking out a few remaining undead. As long as he hears her she’s still alive, so he refocuses his attention on the sorcerer in front of him. “No one else is going to fall to you. Not today. Not ever.” Standing is incredibly difficult, but he manages it, takes an unsteady step toward the necromancer, and then another, and then another. The necromancer lets him make it to the top of the steps before he hits him with lightning again, and this time Lucían doesn’t have any energy left to knock it aside. He crumples back to the ground and screams, scraping his way closer to the undead man inch by inch, eyes barely functioning through his tears. The world is blurry and indistinct and going black around the edges, but he has just enough vision left to see Evelyn materialize out of the air mid-leap, hands blazing with holy light, and land on the necromancer’s back. The lightning cuts off, letting Lucían pull in a blessedly full breath of air, and this time it’s the fucking necromancer’s turn to scream as Evelyn wraps one arm around his neck and shoves the palm of her other hand against his face. Pure holy energy rolls off of her in waves, and the necromancer’s gray face blisters and burns under her hands. He tries to scrabble at her, taloned fingers tearing into her forearms, but she clenches her teeth and keeps going. Lucían shoves himself upright and dives onto one of the necromancer's arms, pulling it into a basic lock and shoving the Lord’s blessing into the dead flesh. He’s not sure how long they hold that, the two of them, but suddenly Abigail launches herself over the edge of the dais and wraps herself around the necromancer’s other arm, shoving her own holy energy into the demon-possessed corpse and holding on for dear life.

It’s working, Lucían can feel the curse recoiling from their magic, and he pushes harder, pouring more power into the spell. The three of them can do this, he knows it, if they can just keep it up a bit longer they’ll burn the demon out and it will be finished. He finds wells of power inside himself he didn’t know he had, draws them up and out and sends them, burning with divinity, after the demon. He senses Evelyn and Abigail doing the same and has a triumphant moment of hope as the unholy magic flickers and fades under their combined might—

The necromancer isn’t screaming any longer, he realizes with horror, he’s laughing, the demonic power rebuilding itself and they don’t have anything left. Evelyn’s barely conscious, Abigail’s dark skin gone gray with exhaustion, and Lucían’s wildly dizzy again, the edges of his vision fading out. No no no, not like this, there must be something they can still do, some power they can still harness?

“I have power beyond your imagining,” the necromancer says, doubled voice steady. He throws Abigail off one arm, then reaches behind himself to pick up Evelyn by the nape of her neck and drop her on the floor like laundry. “This is the path the Lord set for me, and you cannot possibly defeat me with your sinful magics.” That powerful, too-strong hand reaches for Lucían, takes him by the throat and tosses him aside. Lucían lands hard, sprawling across the stone and panting at the far-away ceiling. He has nothing, there’s nothing left, there’s no power he can use to match this thing, not when he’s already drained and half-dead. The necromancer walks to him slowly, nudges him with one toe, and then kicks him, hard, knocking him a good two yards away, face-down and defeated. “I think I’ll keep you alive, my son,” the necromancer says, reaching down to take hold of his hair. He uses that grip to drag Lucían up off the ground, and it hurts but everything hurts, so the pain in his scalp has to get in line behind the pain in his everywhere else if it wants any real attention. “You can help me in my work. You’ll see. I’ll make you see.”

“Lucían!” he hears Glory scream from somewhere across the room, and he clenches his fists, trying to push up under his own control, but the necromancer shakes him with that unflinching hand in his hair and he collapses again.

“Is she your favorite?” the necromancer asks. “I’ll keep her alive, too, until you agree to join me. Then she’ll be your first raising, and she will serve our glorious purpose.”

Lightning flashes outside, and anger boils up in Lucían’s stomach at the same time that it vibrates up under his fingertips. Without thinking, without considering the possible consequences, he takes the bare spark of magic he has left and pushes it down into the waiting power below. The connection clicks, tiny at first, but that spark hits the deep, waiting vat of oil under the ruins, and it blazes into an inferno that bursts back up, like a lit fuse, like an explosion in a tunnel, barreling into Lucían. He gasps, once, in surprise, and then he’s lost to it, raw magic swirling around him in a tornado of pure rage. The necromancer staggers back, says, “What?!” as Lucían floats to his feet, eyes half-shut, and then snaps out one hand.

The power that pours through him burns, not like fire but like cold, like when you put a freezing hand into hot water. He should probably be screaming, but he’s not in control of his body, not really, and the power he’s channeling doesn’t care about pain, so neither does Lucían, not right now. What he cares about is the bolt of pure white radiant energy blasting out of him and into the necromancer. It shreds away the swathes of evil magic, peeling them away like layers from an onion, leaving the dark pulsing heart of the demon cringing away from him. He flexes one hand, grips the demon with his mind, and tears it out of the dead flesh with holy, righteous anger.

“You can’t!” the necromancer says, that doubled voice shaking and weak. “This is the Lord’s work!” The demon tries to fight him, wriggling out of his mental grasp, desperate to hide back inside the necromancer or drag itself back into the hell it came from.

“The Lord isn’t here right now,” Lucían says with a voice that’s not quite entirely his own. “I am.” The demon struggles harder against him, but not even the strongest magic can stand against the sea, no demon can hold back the flood, and it’s the ancient, unstoppable power of the land itself ripping through Lucían now. With a flick of his wrist he spears the demon with rays of deadly light, one after the other, each one pinning it in place until he doesn’t have to hold it with his mind anymore. His mouth curls up at one corner, satisfied with the work. Lucían snaps his fingers and the rays of light explode outward, tearing the screaming demon to shreds of darkness that flicker and fade into nothingness.

“Glory,” he says, the necromancer’s body twisting in front of him, and like a holy warrior she leaps onto the dais, white-gold hair glowing in the light he’s throwing off, skin gleaming even under the grime and blood of the fight. Her sword comes down and cleaves the necromancer’s skull in two, and with a second powerful blow she takes his head completely off, and with a third stroke she cuts the body in half at the waist before it’s had a chance to start falling. It’s done, but there’s still so much power in him, the land is still so angry. Lucían throws back his head and screams, a pulse of that radiance shooting out from him like a ripple in a pond, burning away the unholy taint of the undead wherever it touches. It’s not enough, he needs to finish it, needs to destroy them all—

A strong, warm hand comes up to cup his cheek, the calluses familiar and comforting. “Lucían,” Glory says, though he can barely see or hear her through the radiant crackle of power that surrounds him. “We’re done. You did it, my love. You can stop now.”

“I—” he says, still not entirely in his own voice, and some of the power fades away. He can feel the living energy of the others in the room, and not all of that energy feels right, some of it feels faded and broken. He doesn’t like that broken feeling, not at all. Lucían and the power coiling inside him concentrate, together, and another, gentler pulse of power rolls off them. When it hits the walls and disappears the energy feels right again, feels whole, and Lucían sags a little more, pressing his cheek into Glory’s hand.

“You did so well, my love,” she tells him, running her other hand into the hair at the base of his neck and stroking her fingers through it. “You don’t need to do anything else. You’re done.”

“Promise?” Lucían says, less of that other in his voice, power swirling slowly out of him like water down a drain. His feet touch the floor, which is the moment he realizes they had previously not been touching the floor. That’s weird, isn’t it? He thinks it might be weird. Glory leans down and presses their foreheads together and it feels like coming home.

“I promise,” she says, nothing but truth ringing behind her words, and she kisses him, soft and warm and still somehow smelling like rosemary under the blood and sweat and ash. Lucían wraps his arms around her neck and kisses her back, losing himself in the feel and smell of her as the last of the borrowed magic coils back into the earth to settle and sleep again. He stumbles as he’s left empty, Glory dropping one hand to wrap around his waist, the hard line of her arm the only thing keeping him upright. He blinks up at her, skin lit up by the fire in the nearby braziers, no longer by holy radiance, and isn’t sure what the last five minutes actually held.

“Hey,” he says, eloquently.

“Hey, yourself,” she says back, settling him a little bit more back onto his own feet.

“Is the necromancer dead?” he asks. Glory nods. What excellent news.

“Is everyone okay?” The answer actually comes to him before she answers, various voices swearing in various languages and loosening the band of worry wrapped around his heart.

“Sounds like it,” Glory says, glancing over his head at the rest of the room. “I think you made sure of that.”

“Good,” Lucían says. “That’s good. I’m glad.”

And then he passes the fuck out.
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Lucían rolls over, trying to burrow his face back into the bedding, and slowly realizes it’s too late and that he’s going to actually need to open his eyes and face the day. Not yet, though, not just yet, so he breathes in the clean, fresh air and drowses with his eyes shut for a few more quiet minutes. He can hear water, but not rainfall, so it seems like the weather’s cleared up. Maybe they camped near a brook or something? There are voices just barely audible, the occasional laugh bubbling up a bit louder, and that’s a huge relief, though he can’t quite remember why yet. The sound quality is a little bit strange, though, muffled somewhat, not like he’d expect if they were outdoors. Lucían grumbles internally, but there’s nothing for it if he wants to solve this mystery, so he gingerly cracks one eye to gauge the brightness of the morning.

The blurry view resolves itself into stone, light cast on one wall from what Lucían assumes is a window, and that’s different enough from his mornings for the last week and a half to get him to open his other eye. Huh, yeah, he’s in a stone room, the smooth walls partially decorated with a colorful mosaic, and he can’t remember getting here or ever seeing this place before. Further investigation probably can’t happen while he’s face-down in his bedroll, so he rolls onto his side and pushes up on one elbow to discover that wow, he is very sore, every muscle in his body complaining about the movement. The cause of that seems like something he should probably remember, but rolling over allows him to notice a little cloth covering something next to his bedroll, with a note set delicately on top, and he concentrates on the note instead.

Here’s some breakfast, reads Glory’s careful handwriting, the script so even he knows she must have been using her reading tool to keep the lines straight as she wrote. We’re all just outside. Privy’s through the door on the left if you need it. I love you. Lucían’s stomach rumbles suddenly at the thought of breakfast, and with a struggle he sits up the rest of the way. Lifting the cloth reveals some hard cheese, dried apples, and a mug that smells of mint. The tea is still just barely warm, so he hasn’t slept the day away, but he’s a little surprised no one woke him up earlier. Normally they’d be on the road by now. (Some small part of him, buried very deep in the back of his mind, says that there’s something very important he’s forgetting, but he’s still a bit groggy and the food seems much more urgent than remembering whatever it is the voice is trying to bring to his attention.) He takes a sip of tea, grimaces at the temperature, and cups it in his hands. With a deep breath he passes his attention down into his magical core, wanting to re-heat the liquid, and nearly drops the cup when nothing happens. What on earth? Lucían panics a little and digs deeper, feels like he’s tossing out the contents of a bag onto the floor, trying to find his magic because how, where would it have gone? He’s very nearly worked himself into an anxiety attack when he finally, finally touches it, the usual gentle fire banked down to a single, bare coal. He prods at it, cautiously, and the power rolls over and curls back into his guts, like a cat refusing to wake up. That’s deeply weird, but at least the Lord hasn’t forsaken him entirely, at least he hasn’t Fallen, so he releases himself back into his conscious self and takes another lukewarm sip of tea.

By the time he’s demolished his small breakfast he finds himself in need of the privy and, after very slowly and creakily struggling to his feet, pads across the cool stone floor. At some point the previous evening he ended up in his sleeping tunic, and he ponders that while he relieves himself. Why is he surprised about being in his sleeping tunic? How did he get into this stone building he doesn’t recognize? What actually happened yesterday? He casts his mind back, trying to figure out when things went fuzzy. They left the horses outside of the city? Then there was a lot of rain, he’ll never forget the rain, ugh. Lucían shivers, washes up, and pads back out to the main room. This must be part of the Cloudpath Ruins, he realizes, running his fingers gently over the mosaic on the wall. It’s still beautiful, the glass bright as the day it was made, picking out a pattern of flowers and vines in little glittering shards. They were in the ruins because of the fucking necromancer, it comes back to him in a rush and Lucían leans against the wall as his knees give out. They fought the fucking necromancer yesterday, there was an undead dragon, Lucían thought he was going to die at least five times, and then— Then everything goes blurry.

Lucían frowns and gets his feet back under himself. He’s still alive, and apparently (he looks down at himself, runs his hands over his arms and chest) uninjured. A laugh rings out from outside, followed by splashing, and he recognizes that laugh as Sister Evelyn’s, so that’s a good sign, right? Glory’s note said they were outside, so he pads to the open doorway and steps, blinking, out into the sunlight.

It takes a moment for his eyes to adjust, and then when he can see Lucían immediately blushes and averts his gaze, because he’s just gotten an eyeful of the Knife’s completely bare ass as she jumps off a low wall and into a huge pool of glimmering blue water. From the corner of his vision he sees Evelyn and Sister Abigail squeal and try to escape the splash, to no avail, and the Knife’s head pops out of the water with a huge grin gleaming on her face. Lucían stares at the ground, hard, furiously blushing, and carefully raises his eyes until he can see the edge of the pool, where the smooth, carefully placed stones of the walkway blend into the natural, water-worn edge. He can see the back of a blonde head, muscles he’d recognize anywhere, and Lucían’s shoulders drop in relief he doesn’t fully understand yet.

“Glory?” he says, and his voice is a bit of a wreck, but she hears him and turns, her whole face lighting up like gold leaf catching the sun.

“Lucían!” she says, and before he can respond she surges up out of the water like the world’s most muscular mermaid and crosses to him in a few easy strides. She’s stunningly naked, but he doesn’t have a chance to react to that before she cups his face in her warm, wet hands and kisses him like she thought she’d never get another chance. The rest of his questions scatter out of his head and he kisses her back, wrapping his hands around her forearms and pushing his mouth into hers like he wants to drown in it, and maybe he does. He’s not sure how much time has passed when they break apart, but she’s standing in a puddle and he’s breathless and lightheaded.

“Hey,” he says, blinking up at her until his eyes start working again.

“Hey,” she says back, dropping a kiss on the bridge of his nose. “Sleep well?”

“I did,” Lucían says, circling his thumb on the inside of her wrist. He had a question, well, he had a couple of questions, but he starts with, “Why are you naked?”

“There are hot springs here,” she tells him, tracing a line across his nose and down his cheek with her fingers, and there’s something about the location that seems important, but he’ll figure that out later.

“Okay. Hot springs. Right.” Lucían nods, looks up into her shining green eyes, and asks, “Did we fight a necromancer yesterday?” Glory nods, and he thinks he knows the answer to his next question already, but he has to be sure, so: “Did we win?”

Glory nods again, eyes welling up. “We did,” she says, one tear spilling over as she smiles shakily down at him. “We almost didn’t, but you, Lucían... you were spectacular.”

Lucían blushes and drops his forehead to her collarbone. She smells like the minerals from the spring water and pine and rosemary, her skin is wet and almost hot to the touch, and he just woke up but he wants to pull her back into his bedroll, curl up around her and sleep for a hundred more years. “I don’t really remember what happened,” he tells her, fingers flexing on her forearms as he wracks his brain again, but so much of it is indistinct and surreal that it might as well be one of his vision-dreams for all he can tell.

“Come on,” Glory says, tugging him toward the pool. “Come sit and we’ll tell you.” She drops her hands from his face and twines their fingers together, and as they cross to the edge of the water Lucían suddenly realizes that every person in their party watched that reunion with varying levels of obviousness, and everyone is in the hot spring and completely naked.

“Wow,” Evelyn says, eyebrows raised. “You really are a blusher, aren’t you, Lucían?”

Lucían glares in her general direction and twitches his fingers to try and drop cold water on her head, but his magic doesn’t respond, again, so he has to settle for just the glare. Glory splashes her way back into the pool and he settles himself on the edge, slipping his feet in, and Lord the hot water feels wonderful on his sore everything.

“Are you going to get in?” Glory asks, dropping her head on his thigh like a pillow and looking up at him through her eyelashes. It’s incredibly attractive and he knows she’s doing it on purpose, and he really does want to get in, but...

“Could you all maybe—” he starts, aware that he’s being ridiculous but not able to help it, and before he can finish every person in the pool covers their eyes or turns their back. Everyone except Glory, anyway, who watches him with cheerful voyeurism as he strips off his sleeping tunic and slips the rest of the way into the pool with a splash.

“Oooohhhnnnnnnggg,” he groans in relief, letting the heat soak into him for a long moment, and then ducks under the water, scrubbing his face and scraping his fingers through his hair to rinse out the grit. When he surfaces again Abigail’s swum closer, and she grabs his wrist to take his pulse, makes him track her finger with his eyes, and pulls a magelight up so she can check how his pupils react.

“You look normal,” she says. “Pulse is a little high, but—”

“But he’s a sweet baby prude in a pool with a bunch of naked people, so that’s probably to be expected.” That’s from the Knife, and Lucían glares in her direction, keeping his eyes above her collarbone with furious concentration, thank you. He tries to come up with a really cutting remark but his head still feels wrapped in fleece, slow and fuzzy. Glory saves him the effort by reaching out and pulling him against her side where she’s sitting on a ledge.

“Be nice,” she scolds. “Lucían saved all of our asses yesterday, at least thank him first.”

“How, exactly, did I do that?” Lucían asks, determined to get an actual answer before the Knife can start an argument about something else ridiculous.

They tell him. It’s pretty impressive. The Kestrel, who it turns out is the only one who was conscious and observing for the whole fight, does all the voices, while Evelyn throws up occasional illusions to really round out the storytelling experience. Apparently toward the end there he’d floated in a pillar of light? And his eyes had glowed? Lucían blinks into the middle distance, trying to slot everything he’s just heard into the bits of the previous day that he can actually remember. “Well,” he says. “Huh. Okay.” He bites his lower lip thoughtfully. “That’s not how I expected it to go, if I’m honest.”

“Like I said,” Glory says, kissing his temple. “Spectacular.”

They lounge in the hot spring for a while longer, watching the rest of the crew take turns diving to retrieve one of the Badger’s bracelets from the bottom of the pool, and Lucían gets to actually see the Cloudpath Ruins for the first time. The city is huge, the stone well-built and sturdy, but it’s also been abandoned for a thousand years and it’s absolutely teeming with natural life now that the sun is out. He watches birds flit among the rooftops, old terraces overgrown with flowering vines and small, gnarled trees that speak to frequent windstorms. More flowers overflow from the awning of the building behind them, huge purple and pink blossoms shifting gently in the breeze, and Lucían’s idly thinking about how best to paint them when a hummingbird whirls in to drink from one. It’s beautiful, ruby-red throat and emerald wings catching the light, throwing little reflections around from the facets—

“Glory,” Lucían whispers, tightening his fingers on her shoulder. “Glory, they’re real.” Because the little hummingbird isn’t just throwing light from ordinary feathers, it’s sparkling from a thousand different shining gemstones, a living creature built of crystal. He still remembers the page he’d illuminated, all those years ago, and here it is, the little gemstone birds he’d dreamed of. The hummingbird finishes its drink, hovers near the flower for another moment, and then zips off to do important bird business elsewhere. Lucían blinks, which is when he realizes he’s crying, and he ducks back under the water to rinse his face. When he surfaces he presses himself into Glory’s side and tucks his head against her neck because he suddenly can’t stand being any further apart from her.

Lucían makes someone bring him a towel when they eventually get out of the hot spring and spends the rest of the day either lying down or leaning against things. It turns out that he’d scoured the entire ruins of undead while possessed by the vengeful magical soul of the land, which is great because it means they don’t have to move or burn a bunch of corpses. He learns this over his fourth meal of the afternoon, because using all your magical reserves and then channeling a practically uncontrollable fountain of raw magic apparently leaves a person starving in addition to completely magically wrung out, which is the going theory about his lack of power. After he’d magically healed everyone (good job, past him) and passed out, the Badger brought them to a little housing complex they knew was still in pretty good condition, so they’ll be staying here for as long as it takes him to recover. By the time sunset rolls around he’s almost too tired to appreciate the way it paints the city in pinks and blues, and he’s asleep as soon as he crawls into their bedroll and settles his head on Glory’s shoulder.

The next morning he wakes with the dawn to discover he’s physically recovered enough that his body has certain ideas about waking up in the same bedroll with Glory. She smiles at him, sleepy and relaxed, and they manage to shimmy out of their sleep tunics without letting in too much of the chilly mountain air under the blankets. She pulls him on top and wraps her legs around him, running her fingers through his hair as he slides inside of her, and Lucían drops his forehead to her collarbone with a muffled moan. They move together, pressed so close there’s barely enough room for her hand as she strokes herself in time with his thrusts, gentle and unhurried. Her other hand runs up and down his back, squeezes his hip, cards through his hair, constantly moving like she can’t get enough of touching him, and when she finally shakes herself apart under him it’s with a sigh, head thrown back and eyes half-shut in pleasure. He follows after, spilling into her with a few more broken strokes, and if afterwards they curl up together and weep in pure, beautiful relief at having survived, at still having this, having each other, then that’s their own quiet secret.

“I thought I was going to die,” Lucían says into the crook of her neck, after they’ve cleaned up and climbed back into the bedroll. “I thought I was going to die and then he was going to kill you and I’d never see you again and that was the worst part of it.” He curls up against her tightly, has the strange urge to burrow into her somehow and live just below her heart, warm and eternally protected.

“I thought I was going to lose you,” she tells him, arms pulling him closer, shifting so their legs tangle together and they’re skin-to-skin as much as possible, impossibly intertwined. “I didn’t know what was happening when you started glowing, and then you didn’t sound like yourself, and I didn’t know if I’d get you back.” Glory kisses the top of his head and runs her hand down his spine. He shivers, savoring the lazy drag of her fingers against his skin, intensely, furiously grateful for the path that led him to her, even with all the pain he’s had to endure to get here. “That said,” she says, interrupting their quiet enjoyment, “when you’re fully recovered you and I are going to have words about the part of your strategy where you kept letting yourself get struck by lightning.”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Lucían protests, and when she opens her mouth to argue he lifts his head and kisses her, which proves enough of a distraction that she doesn’t bring it up again.

Lucían feels much better after breakfast, but his magic is still barely functioning, so they decide to stay in the ruins for another day and head out the following morning. They have the grimoire and the necromancer’s journal/holy book so he, Evelyn, and Abigail spend some time paging through them, occasionally glaring down at a particularly diabolical spell or vile handwritten passage.

“Why did the monastery agree to copy this?” Abigail asks at one point, lip curled in disgust at an illustration depicting the torture of a sacrificial animal in order to blah blah some evil garbage, Lucían doesn’t care that much. He remembers this page. This page gave him nightmares back before anyone was even using it to raise the dead. Fuck this book, seriously.

“A fat sack of gold, probably,” Sister Evelyn says flatly. “The Abbot doesn’t care about right or wrong, he cares about getting paid.” She turns the page and examines a diagram of a complicated magical circle, decorated here and there with gilded runes. “That said, this is really lovely work, Lucían. I forgot what a skilled illuminator you are.”

“Thank you,” he says automatically, his skill with illumination the one compliment he can accept without immediately turning into a blushing, stammering mess. “It was a challenge I hope to never undertake again.” He picks another loose page out of the holy book and scans it. I will no longer return to that House of the Lord. The priest there has been corrupted, like all I speak to. I must find my own way to carry out the Lord’s will. Ugh.

“Why does the University want this?” Abigail asks, tilting her head to study an inscription more closely. “It seems like having copies of this floating around out in the world is a bad idea. Is this a spell to summon a swarm of corpse-eating beetles? Gross.”

It’s a question Lucían’s been struggling with as well—the one about the existence of the book, not the question about the beetles—and he scrubs his hands over his face and runs his fingers through his hair. It goes against all of his instincts to destroy a book, but this book? Maybe they’d be better off if they burned it. He flips to the next page in the necromancer’s journal. They will know me by my great works, and when I am done they will praise me along with Him. That thread keeps showing up, the necromancer’s dream of glory, and Lucían grits his teeth. The Lord calls his followers to humility. How is this so wrong at every turn?

“Weee-lll,” Sister Evelyn says, drawing out the word like she’s stalling for time to get her thoughts in order. “If we’d had this book at the hospital when the attacks first started, we’d have figured out what was causing them a lot sooner, wouldn’t we?” She leans over and flips back a few pages, coming to a page with a lot of dense text. “And this part’s describing all the dangers that the freshly raised undead might face, or, from our perspective, the weaknesses we could use to attack them. Look, none of us even thought about salt, but it’s the third one listed.”

“Mmmmm,” Abigail says, frowning down at the page and clearly thinking hard. Lucían takes the chance to look at her, at both of them, really, wanting to know how they’re recovering from the fight. Abigail’s skin is back to a healthy, velvety black-brown, none of the ashy gray of exhaustion he keeps expecting to see there. Evelyn still has the remains of dark smudges under her eyes, but her pale face is otherwise bright and animated. It’s nice to be able to sit like this, with friends, discussing the undead in the theoretical instead of in the very specific and urgent present.

“Also, Lucían used it to control an undead dragon so it couldn’t burn us all to death,” Evelyn continues, startling him out of his contemplation. “That was quite useful.”

“Thanks for your high praise,” Lucían says, ruefully, and Evelyn makes a face as she ruffles his hair. He fends her off lazily and adds, “Evelyn raises a good point, though. This knowledge can be used to fight the undead just as much as it can be used to raise them. Maybe that’s why the University wanted it.” He worries at his lower lip and runs his fingers over the page gently. “I think...” he says slowly, the beginning of an idea simmering in the back of his mind, “I think I will return this book to the University, but I’m going to make sure we don’t lose what it taught us.”

Lucían sleeps hard again that night,  beautifully dreamless and deep. They wake with the dawn the next morning and he scrubs up and pulls out his little shaving mirror, wanting to knock down his itchy stubble before they head out onto the road. The face that greets him is mostly familiar, but has the addition of a long, dark scar across the cheek and over the bridge of the nose. Lucían stares at himself in shock, raising one shaking finger to trace the scar, and remembers the swipe of a Grasper’s hooked claw, of dodging not quite quickly enough. “Oh,” he says quietly, setting down the mirror, and Glory looks up from her kohl with a raised eyebrow. One look at his face and hers shifts into understanding. She sets her makeup aside and crawls to him across their bedroll so she can tuck herself against him and wrap an arm around his waist.

“I forgot,” she says, “that you didn’t see it before now. I’m sorry, that must have been an unpleasant surprise.”

“There was so much going on that I didn’t remember it happening,” he says quietly, lifting the mirror to examine his face again. It was a good, clean cut, and a good, clean heal, but there’s nothing that can be done about the scarring from a cursed wound and he’ll carry it for the rest of his life. It really, honestly doesn’t bother him that much for his own sake, he’s never been very vain about his own appearance, but the anxiety coiling in his stomach is for a different reason. “Do you—” he starts, swallows hard, and manages, “do you still—”

“Oh, Lucían,” Glory says, so softly, and pulls him around into her lap, cupping his face in her hands. “Of course I still love you. You’re beautiful, and this—” she traces her fingers across the scar “—doesn’t change that. It never could.” She leans in and presses her lips to where the scar cuts across his nose, drops soft kisses along it, over his cheek, and then pulls away, swiping her thumb under his eye to wipe off the tear that’s managed to escape. “If I’m being honest,” she says, green eyes darkening slightly and her voice going a little deeper, “the scar really does it for me.”

“Really?” Lucían asks, voice a little bit unsteady but a smile curling up the corner of his mouth.

“Oh, yes,” Glory says, eyes raking over his face in that way that makes him feel like she wants to eat him. “It makes you look dangerous and rakish. Also, let’s be clear, if facial scars are going to be a problem in this relationship, you should tell me that now, because I tend to collect them.” She grins and taps the scar bisecting her eyebrow, and he has to admit it’s a pretty good point.

“How did you get that scar?” he asks, running his fingers over it. “Everyone always asks, and you’ve never actually said.”

Glory’s face goes very still and serious. “If I tell you,” she says, “you have to promise not to tell anyone.”

“Okay,” Lucían says, interest very piqued now.

“Seriously, not anyone, not ever. Especially not the Knife. Promise me, out loud.” Glory sounds more serious and urgent then he’s ever heard her before, and he gets a little nervous, because why, what is the story here?

“I promise,” he tells her. “I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

“Okay,” she says, and then Glory of the Snow, prized member of the Warrior’s Guild, the She-Wolf, a woman he’d once seen carry a full wine barrel under one arm without breaking a sweat, the most self-confident person he’s ever met, ducks her head and blushes. “I was staying at an inn that had been built by very short people, and when I got up to pee in the middle of the night I forgot how low the doorway was and I walked right into it and split my forehead open.” She says it very quickly, like speed will make it easier.

“No!” Lucían is caught between sympathy and delight, because whatever he’d expected it certainly hadn’t been this.

Glory groans and rolls her head back, looking up to the ceiling like she wants the gods to strike her down. “Yes. It bled so much I had to wake the owners in the middle of the night so they didn’t find a damned murder scene in the morning. It’s the most embarrassing thing I have ever done in my life, and then just to add insult to injury, it scarred.”

“Oh my Lord,” Lucían says, trying and failing to stifle his laughter. “I cannot believe this.”

“I’m glad my pain can bring you some joy,” she says, long-suffering, and sprawls out on her back, pulling him down over her. Lucían gives up at that point and laughs until he wheezes. All this time, all this mystery, and she’d walked into a door. It’s the best thing he’s ever heard.

“Oooookay,” he says, wiping his face and sitting back up. “At least my scar will be a reminder of that time I totally killed the fuck out of some undead. That’s a story I can be proud of, unlike some people I know who lost a fight with a door.” She shoves at him and he dodges, picking his mirror back up. Scar or no, he still has to shave, and Glory watches him as he does, eyes soft and gentle.

“I really do like it,” she says quietly when he’s done. “I’ll always find you beautiful, Lucían, even when we’re both ancient and wrinkled and surrounded by grandchildren. Especially then.” Something leaps in his chest at that, the vision of their future so clear for a moment he can practically see it reflected in the mosaic across the wall from them. He wants that, he realizes, wants that very much. A huge knot of lingering anxiety in his chest unties and dissolves, because the necromancer is dead and they have the book and now there’s nothing actually standing in their way anymore, is there?

“I love you,” he tells her, leaning down to kiss her lips, her nose, the scar on her eyebrow. “Let’s go home.”
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It’s not as easy as that, of course. They have to load the wagon and round up the horses from one of the overgrown terraces, to say nothing of riding all the way back to Granite Falls. It feels like they’re going much faster, though, and Lucían’s not sure if it’s because they’re going downhill or if it just feels more swift because he recognizes the territory they’re covering. He asks the Badger over dinner one night and the Badger says, “The return always takes less time than the initial journey. I have no idea why but it’s always seemed that way to me.”

The mountain forest is still a bit too quiet for the first couple of days, but then they start to pick up the sounds of larger animals and the Kestrel sees recent signs of deer again. The normal wildlife seems to sense the undead threat has passed and are working their way back into their previous territory, which is a relief. Lucían was afraid the forest would be permanently damaged by the ravages of the necromancer, but nature proves itself more resilient than that. On a more selfish level, the Kestrel takes the return of game animals as an opportunity to hunt squab for dinner, and the Badger roasts them over the coals with herbs and salt. It’s the best meal Lucían’s had in what feels like weeks, and he eats two and a half birds on his own and then falls asleep on Glory’s shoulder still sitting around the campfire.

They run into a few straggling undead, ones that were far enough into the forest that the scouring Lucían had channeled didn’t reach them. It gives Abigail, Evelyn and him a chance to try some of the techniques gleaned from the grimoire to deal with them. It turns out there’s actually a spell intended specifically to return the unquiet dead to their rest, and while it’s tricky and involves blood magic, it’s much less dangerous and draining than smiting the things. It would be more accurate to say Evelyn and Abigail try out the new techniques—Lucían’s magic feels normal until he actually tries to use it again, and then it leaves him exhausted and shaky. It’s frustrating, like he’s a novice barely able to summon a magelight, and it’s hard not to let it throw him into a foul mood. He keeps feeling a little better every morning, though, and everyone seems to think he’ll make a full recovery on the basis of precisely zero evidence, so he watches Abigail turn three undead back to regular dead with a single incantation and feels mostly pride.

Lucían slowly regains his actual memories of the battle, which is good, but they return to him in the form of nightmares, which is bad. He startles awake a few times a night, terrified and sweating, the undead still hovering in his vision. The nightmares are bad enough when they show him his friends falling under the ravages of the horde, or the horrible angle of Glory’s broken arm, or the undead dragon turning its mighty, demonic flames at him. The worst, though, are his memories of channeling the magic under the ruins, the pain of raw power burning through him, unable to stop it, barely able to direct it, a useless puppet in the control of something he’s incapable of fully understanding. He will never, he resolves, ever try to channel power other than his own ever again.

It’s perhaps two more days back to the main road when the Knife seats herself on a rock by the fire, glares into her morning cup of tea, and says, “Who else can’t sleep for shit from the nightmares?” Lucían looks up from his porridge, startled, because he’s always been under the impression that the nightmares cropping up to haunt his mind were probably because he’s weak and not used to fighting, and here the Knife has them, too?

“My least favorite part of this job,” the Black Bear says, rubbing his face. “The undead are a really unpleasant addition, because now instead of being unable to hit anything with my axe I’m unable to hit anything with my axe and all my friends are being killed by monsters.”

“I keep dreaming of that dragon,” the Kestrel says. “I can’t move and it’s about to breathe fire at me and then I wake up.” She runs her hands up and down her arms, shuddering.

“I keep dreaming I’m naked and I’ve forgotten that this is the day the necromancer is going to evaluate my hand-to-hand skills and then I have to explain why I don’t have any pants and I haven’t been training.” Everyone turns to stare at the Wall, who shrugs. “My recurring dreams are always about the same thing,” she explains, “it’s just the set dressing that changes.”

“Wait, sorry,” Lucían says, reeling a bit. “You all have nightmares? This is common?”

“Lucían,” Glory says, leaning her shoulder against his, “if we didn’t get nightmares in our line of work it would honestly be a pretty bad sign about our personalities.”

“A person who doesn’t find it traumatic to see their friends in danger is a person that’s probably incapable of having real friends,” the Badger says, leaning over to refill Abigail’s mug. “Also, the person who doesn’t find it traumatic to be struck by lightning is probably made of literal stone.” They grimace, gold rings glinting in the sunrise light. “That’s what mine are about, I’m trapped in that lightning and watching everyone else die.”

“Talking about it helps,” the Knife says, halfway through a bowl of porridge. “Ignoring it just makes it worse. It’s not strong to pretend like you don’t have feelings, it’s foolishness.” She makes a face. “Ugh, I sound sentimental, how disgusting.”

“Huh,” Lucían says, staring into the middle distance, once again struck by the difference of philosophy between the Warrior’s Guild and the monastery. He was raised to consider emotions as a hindrance, something to be controlled so that you could more effectively serve the Lord. Now that he actually considers that outright it’s clearly rubbish, just one more way the Abbot wanted to keep them tied down. It’s only later, when they’ve packed up and are on the road again, that he realizes something else.

“You never said,” he says to Glory, pulling Daffodil up alongside her, “what your nightmares are about.” Lucían studies her face, the sturdy jut of her nose and the confident line of her jaw. She casts her eyes sidelong at him, catching the light with a flash like emeralds.

“They’re about you,” she says. “I watch you die at the necromancer’s hands, or burn up in that column of light, or I’m just not fast enough to save you.”

“Oh,” Lucían says, immediately regretting his question, guilt boiling up in his guts. She reaches across and takes his hand, her calluses so familiar against him now, and adds, “But I wake up and you’re still here in my arms, so it’s not that bad.”

“Oh,” Lucían says again, in an entirely different tone of voice. Glory smiles at him in that sunrise way and squeezes his hand before picking up her reins again. It’s too much, suddenly, feeling this way, and he blushes and kicks Daffodil up into a trot so he can escape to further up their little caravan.

By the time they make it back to Granite Falls proper Lucían is ready to live in a hot bath for about a week and in a soft bed for another week at least. No such luck, alas, as they first have to make their report to the Hammer and then make almost the same report to Mother Geraldine. Once those reports are made they have to write out the same report again and send it back to the main Knightsrest Guild Headquarters via raven. Lucían gets tapped to do the writing, since everyone reasonably points out he has the nicest penmanship, and then they all read over his shoulder and made suggestions of details he should add until he finally gets fed up and kicks everyone out of the library but Glory and the Kestrel. The report goes swiftly without an audience and the Kestrel takes it to the raven tower as a favor so Lucían and Glory can finally, finally head back to the bath in their temporary rooms. It’s the best bath he’s ever taken, and after they’ve scrubbed up Glory fills the tub so they can soak for a while, which he doesn’t really remember later because as soon as he stops moving he falls asleep in her lap.

Lucían assumed that now that they had the grimoire and killed the necromancer they’d head back to Knightsrest immediately, along with the Knife and the rest of the warriors, but apparently Glory is needed for various Guild projects now that she’s not on mission. Since his magic did, in fact, return to normal levels after enough rest and food, he picks up his teaching at the hospital in the afternoons. He finds himself with free time in the mornings, which after nearly a month of riding, fighting, and general panic is a delightful novelty. Lucían installs himself in the library with the grimoire and his calligraphy supplies, because he’ll be damned if anyone ever has to figure out fighting the undead by trial and error again. It takes three days of careful work, but he produces a pamphlet on identifying and destroying the undead, with both magical and conventional techniques and helpful illustrations of the different types one might come across. He delivers it to Mother Geraldine at the hospital and ends up being pressed into presenting a lecture on the subject, first to the nuns being trained in magic, and then to the entire convent. Sister Evelyn and Sister Abigail join him, and by the time they’re done every woman in the order knows what they know.

With that one time-sensitive task out of the way, Lucían spends a couple of his free mornings just wandering the city. He replenishes his apothecarial supplies, tries every bakery he comes across, and gets up early one morning so he can paint the sunrise over the mountains. He thinks his watercolor is a pale imitation of the real thing, but Glory demands to see it and then insists on pinning it to the wall for the remainder of their stay in Granite Falls. That same day he realizes it’s nearly the summer solstice, and after doing some mental math, mixes up another two months’ worth of the herbal pills that Glory takes for her monthlies—no, he corrects himself with a blush, she’s taking them for contraception now as much as for stopping her bleeding. It’s ridiculous to pretend like the pills have another purpose when they spend their nights and some of their mornings trying to fuck each other through the mattress. That thought leads to another, and that night after dinner Lucían swallows nervously and hands her the packet of pills.

“I made more,” he says, “I thought you might be running low. And also—” he rushes ahead before she can thank him, and hands over the little lidded box “—I made this, too. It’s, um, it’s a blend of a few different edible oils, they’re all very mild and moisturizing, but they won’t absorb into the skin too quickly and it’s solid until you use it but it melts very easily when warmed—”

“Lucían,” Glory says with a grin, tilting the opened box of salve back and forth so the pale yellow surface catches the light, “did you make us a special magical oil for fucking?”

“I—the magic is just to keep it from going rancid,” Lucían says, taking refuge in simple apothecarial fact. “But, um, yes, that’s what I did. I thought—uh—I thought it would be more convenient than the liquid oil, you know, if you, um—” he clears his throat and says, very quickly “—if you wanted to take me outside, or—”

“I’ll fuck you tonight, if that’s something you want,” Glory says bluntly, sliding her eyes over to the wardrobe where they both know the crystal toy she bought him waits patiently in its leather and linen wrapping.

Lucían bites his lower lip, heart racing, and he really does consider it, but it’s still too much, somehow too soon. The curl of weird shame in his guts is a little too present, the anticipation and arousal not quite enough to outweigh it. “Not just yet,” he admits, “but maybe with your hands?”

“Good idea,” she says, scooping him up easily and carrying him to the bed. “We should test out this new oil you’ve made for us, after all.” She sets him on his back, caging him in with her body and nipping at his jaw.

Lucían hisses a breath in through his teeth and rolls his hips up against her, hard just from their conversation and now distractingly aroused. “We might need to do multiple tests,” he says, trying to keep his voice steady, “in a variety of configurations, so I can really optimize the recipe.”

“Naturally,” she says, somehow unbuttoning his tunic with steady hands at the same time that she bites and kisses down his neck. “The testing may never be done, frankly, I hope that doesn’t discourage you.”

“I am eternally dedicated to my craft,” Lucían says, and then he can’t keep the joke going anymore and drags her mouth to his, sliding his tongue against hers and nipping at her lower lip. She takes him face-down, fucking him with three fingers while he pants and moans into the sheets, head pillowed on his forearms, and when she finally wraps her other hand around his cock he shatters in her grasp, desperately, furiously in love and happier than he ever thought possible.

***
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THE HAMMER PULLS THEM into her office the next morning, pours them tea, and leans back in her chair to eye Lucían over. “I heard back from the Knightsrest Guildhouse,” she says, her firm jaw set in a pleased sort of line. “They’re very impressed with the work you did on the necromancer. They’re so impressed, in fact—” she slides an envelope across the table to him, and he picks up the heavy parchment automatically “—that they’d like to hire you on as a full member of the Warrior’s Guild.”

Lucían’s hands freeze, the letter already half out of the envelope. “Pardon?” he asks, even though he heard her perfectly well, because what she said makes absolutely no sense. He glances over at Glory, who looks shocked and also delighted, like someone has just presented her with a new sword and a flaky pastry.

“The Guild is offering you a position with us,” the Hammer says, grinning. She jerks her chin at the parchment in his hands. “Look over the letter, it has more details.”

“There must be some mistake,” Lucían protests, even as he opens the letter and scans the contents. His eyes widen at the number listed for salary, and then his eyebrows shoot up when he parses that that’s per month, not per year. “I’m not a warrior. I’m not even a monk anymore, I’m just—”

“You’re a very accomplished mage and healer without whom we wouldn’t have been able to identify and destroy the work of a necromancer,” the Hammer says bluntly, cutting him off before he can spiral much further into self-deprecation. “You’d be an excellent addition to the Guild and frankly we’d be lucky to have you.”

“Oh.” Lucían blinks a few times, wills away the moisture welling up in his eyes, and looks over the letter again. “Would I—” he starts, swallows around a dry throat “—would I still be able to travel with the She-Wolf, or would I be assigned separate missions?” It’s the most important question he could possibly ask, and he tries to say it casually. The quirk of the Hammer’s eyebrow reveals his utter failure at that.

“Should you accept the offer,” she says, leaning back in her chair and resting her gnarled hands on top of her cropped gray hair, elbows to the sides, “you can request to be assigned as the She-Wolf’s official partner. You would be considered a single unit as far as mission assignments and travel quarters would go.” Her smile tells him she knows his question wasn’t one of logistics, but she doesn’t bring it up outright.

“May I take some time to think about it?” Lucían re-folds the letter and tucks it back inside the envelope, hands only shaking a little. He’ll re-read it later, when he’s calm and can actually internalize the information within.

“Of course. The official swearing-in wouldn’t happen here, it would happen at the main hall in Knightsrest, so you can give them your answer when you get back. You leave shortly, yes?” The latter is directed at Glory, who nods.

“The day after tomorrow, unless Lucían has any business in Granite Falls that will take longer than that?” Lucían shakes his head in answer, still reeling, and the Hammer dismisses them with a salute.

“Do you think I should accept?” he asks Glory as soon as the door shuts behind them. She doesn’t answer immediately, instead taking him by the hand and leading him out the hallways and into the courtyard. The garden here isn’t as nice as the one in Knightsrest, but it still smells like fresh air and herbs, and there’s an apple tree she sits under. She tugs him down until he gets the message and curls up on his side with his head in her lap.

“I think it’s your choice,” she says, carding her fingers through his hair, occasionally twisting one of his ringlet curls around a fingertip. “I think you could do a lot of good for the Guild, but I think you could do a lot of good anywhere. Accepting the offer means you’ll never have to worry about money, or having a place to stay, or having enough food, but you’ll lose some freedom in exchange because we don’t always get to choose our missions.”

“I’d get to stay with you, though,” he says, seeking confirmation, and from the corner of his eye he sees her smile.

“You’d get to stay with me,” Glory confirms. “We’d carry on the way we have been, except you’d be getting an official salary. You also get to pick a cool and intimidating Guildname, so don’t discount that benefit.” Lucían grins at that and they go quiet for a bit, listening to the muffled sounds of the city outside and the warm breeze through the leaves. She sighs, breaking the silence, and says quietly, “I can’t... Lucían, I can’t offer you stability or safety, if you stay with me.” She traces the scar on across his nose and cheek with gentle fingers. “This is what my life is like. Usually it’s not necromancers, but it’s always going to be something. There are times when I spend six months on the road. I’ve fought raiders and pirates and bandits. I’ve almost died more than once. The Guild would hire you on as staff if that was what you wanted. You could work as a healer out of the headquarters in Knightsrest and always know where you’d lay your head in the evening. You deserve that. You deserve to be safe and appreciated and cared for. I can’t promise you any of that, not really.”

“What can you promise me?” Lucían asks. He can sense the truth of her words, and more than that, it’s been less than six months since he left the cloister and he’s almost frozen to death, been stabbed, and faced horrors beyond imagining. At this point he has absolutely no illusions about what Glory’s life is like. He wonders how she can bear it.

“I can promise you myself,” Glory says, almost a whisper. “It’s all I have to promise.” Lucían nods against her thigh and they both go quiet again. It’s peaceful here, a perfect moment, and it lets his mind stop whirling because this feels right, down to his bones, and he makes his decision like it’s the easiest thing in the world.

“I want to stay with you,” he says, breaking the silence. It’s an inadequate way to express the emotion clawing at his ribs, begging to be let out, but it’s what he has. Her fingers still in his hair for a moment and then resume their movement, scratching at his scalp gently. He feels her relax under him, slightly, and realizes she was nervous that maybe he wouldn’t.

“Good,” she says, and he can tell it’s an inadequate way for her to express her feelings, too. They’ll just have to be inadequate together, then, there’s nothing else for it.

The rest of their time in Granite Falls passes too quickly. They go back to the hospital to bid farewell to the nuns and end up pulled into an impromptu picnic in the gardens, Glory, Lucían, Abigail and Evelyn all sprawled on the mats of creeping thyme and corsican mint while his students flit in and out to say goodbye and occasionally give him a parting gift. Senior Mother Geraldine even shows up to kiss his forehead and tell him what a nice young man he’s turned out to be, and he manages not to cry but it’s a near thing.

“You’re going to write me, aren’t you?” Evelyn asks him bluntly around bites of a steamed bun. “You know where I am and the Guild can bring me any letters you send by raven, you’re not allowed to not write me.”

“Like I’m going to let you disappear on me again,” Lucían says. “You’re the closest thing I have to a sister, you should prepare yourself for a whole book’s worth of letters.”

“Good,” she says, firmly, and then her face crumples and she throws her arms around him so she can cry into his stomach. Lucían strokes her hair and wonders if this is what it might have been like to actually be raised by his family. Does he have blood sisters, he wonders again? He knows he was the youngest, but never had any other details. It doesn’t really matter, Evelyn’s his sister now, and if a necromancer couldn’t tear them apart, he won’t let two week’s ride between cities come between them, either.

“Did you know,” he tells her as she sniffles into his tunic, “that once you snot on someone, you’re friends for life?”

“What?” she says, muffled in the linen.

“Glory told me so. The snot-based laws of friendships are immutable and unbreakable, so now you’ll never be rid of me.”

“That sounds fake but I suppose I’ll believe it.” She pulls her head back and tries to glare at him, though the effect is slightly marred by her reddened eyes and nose. “Seriously, though, stay in touch and stop by whenever you’re in Granite Falls, promise?”

“I promise,” Lucían says, patting her on the head and not stopping until she finally gets fed up with it and bats him away.

When they finally can’t eat any more food and the sun slants toward evening, Glory insists they actually make their farewells. Evelyn gets teary again, as does Lucían. Abigail, for her part, gives him a hug and says, “Don’t be a stranger. By the time you get back here we’ll have developed magical midwifery, and I want to get to brag about it to you.”

“You’ll revolutionize the process,” he says, and means every word of it. He realizes, quite abruptly, that this is the first time he’s said a real farewell to people he considers friends, and he hugs them both tightly again and drops a kiss on Evelyn’s forehead before Glory gently tugs him away to the stables. They spend the rest of the evening packing for their departure the following morning, and if Lucían sheds a few more tears when they get into bed, Glory understands why. She strokes his back as they curl up together in the darkness, and Lucían drinks in the touch.

“Does this get easier?” he asks, and Glory doesn’t need him to clarify what.

“It does,” she says. “You get used to it the more you do it. Plus writing letters helps, if you can read the damned things.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he says, a wry twist to his mouth, and Glory pats him on the head.

“See that you do,” she tells him firmly. “It’s not something to take for granted.”

“Yes, She-Wolf,” he says obediently, and she snorts and rolls over to pin his shoulders to the bed. What follows distracts him thoroughly from his maudlin thoughts, and he sends a vague and probably blasphemous prayer of gratitude to the Lord for it.
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Chapter 22
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The ride back to Knightsrest takes less time than the initial ride to Granite Falls had, which Lucían assumes is due to it being downhill, and also possibly due to the Badger’s claim that the returning always takes less time than the going. Whatever the reason, they make it in just over a week and Lucían has the singular experience of once again riding into Knightsrest in the late afternoon, only this time he actually knows his way around the city and can deftly guide Daffodil through the bustle of traffic at the main gates. The weather has edged further toward true summer at this lower elevation, the trees fully filled out with leaves and he can see occasional tiny apples or pears starting to develop here and there. The rooftop and window box gardens are absolutely overgrown with peas and leafy greens, and much of the populace has removed the sleeves from their dresses and tunics. It’s an option Lucían’s never really considered before, but he’s sweating into his underlinens in the simmering afternoon heat and it seems like it might be necessary.

They make it to the Guild Headquarters right at the beginning of dinner, and Glory leads them directly into the dining hall. Someone yells, “She-Wolf!” and tackles her into a hug, but then someone else yells, “Lucían!” and the Knife barrels into his chest and lifts him off the ground.

“I heard the Guild made you an offer!” she says, bouncing him in the air, her arms an iron shackle around his ribs. “You’re taking it, right? What’s your Guildname?”

“It’s nice to see you too. I can’t breathe,” he says in response, batting at her head, and she sets him back down with mild reluctance. The Knife picks up his abandoned saddlebags, tosses them over her shoulder, and gives him a little shove in the direction of the food. It’s so familiar and friendly and easy to be like this that Lucían’s breath catches a little, and not just because his ribs are still a bit sore from her hug.

“The Guild did extend an offer,” he tells her as they work their way across the room. He can smell something with chilies in it and tries to work out where on the large serving tables that item is located, like a spice-tracking bloodhound.

“And?” The Knife grabs a tray, sets a plate and a bowl on it, and starts loading it up for Glory. Lucían can tell due to the massive pile of pastries. The chili smell proves to come from a massive vat of soup, so Lucían starts with a bowl of that and constructs a meal around it.

“I’m going to accept,” he says, and from the corner of his eye he can see the Knife struggle between the urge to hug him again and the knowledge that she’s carrying a large tray of food. Her arms vibrate, jangling the flatware, but she schools her face into impassivity.

“Guess it was all my training,” she says in a bored tone. “Good that they trust you not to die immediately and all.”

Lucían knows what she’s doing, and has a joking response on the tip of his tongue, but he remembers the first time he came into this dining hall and the Knife’s immediate, abrupt adoption of him, like a brooding hen sitting on a kitten and saying, “This one’s mine, too.” That’s probably the reason that when he actually speaks, what comes out is, “I’m glad I’m sticking around, too.”

The Knife blinks at him, turning to face him fully. “What?”

“The Guild—” Lucían starts, hesitates a moment to get his thoughts in order “—the Guild has always treated me like I belong, not like an interloper or a guest, and that all started with you. I don’t know what it’s like to actually have a family, but I think maybe it’s a little bit like this. Thank you, Knife.”

The Knife’s eyes go very wide and wet, and she clenches her jaw and tightens her hands on the tray until her knuckles pale to a milky tea color. She takes a deep breath, considering him for a long moment, and finally says, “My name’s Kia.”

Lucían nearly drops his plate. “Pardon?”

“My given name. It’s Kia.” The Kni—Kia shrugs, and it almost looks casual. “If we’re gonna be family and all I figure you ought to know.”

“Oh,” Lucían says. “Thank you, Kia.” It sounds weird in his mouth to call her something other than the Knife, but he supposes he’ll get used to it.

“So,” she says, ladling out some soup into the bowl for Glory, “what’s your Guildname gonna be?”

“You’ll have to come to the swearing in and find out yourself,” Lucían says, going for mysterious. The look on her face lets him know it’s only somewhat successful, and she pours two mugs of a chilled fruit tisane that Lucían sets on his tray. By the time they work their way back over to where the Kni— where Kia was sitting, Glory’s done wrestling with her welcome party and the Black Bear and the Kestrel have joined the table. The Wall and the Badger are out on a mission, he learns over dinner, and everyone promises to come to his swearing-in, which is apparently the following morning.

“No point in waiting,” Glory says with a shrug, and Lucían supposes that’s true enough. After they’re done the group drifts apart, and Lucían shoulders his saddlebags and heads to his and Glory’s rooms. He realizes halfway there that he’s actually leading, Glory one pace behind, and that’s such a startling feeling his feet almost miss a step. She unlocks their door and Lucían lights the lamps when they step inside, and—

The riot of color and pattern hits him first, and then the smell of the room, rosemary and pine and something else familiar he doesn’t quite recognize even under the unaired, dusty smell of a room left empty for what, a month and a half? Two months? It doesn’t matter, because they’re back now and the time he and Glory have spent in this room wraps around him like a blanket, or a hug, squeezing his heart. This is where he belongs, in this room with this woman, right here, right now and for as long as she’ll have him.

“Lucían?” Glory asks, cradling his face in her hands, which is when he realizes his eyes are streaming. Lucían drops his luggage and wraps his hands around her wrists, thumbs making little circles on the tender skin over her pulse point.

“I’m fine,” he says, blinking up at her, pale face dappled with new freckles from the summer sun, her green eyes and white-gold hair framed by an explosion of color on the wall behind her. “I’m great, actually, it’s just—I’ve never come home before.”

She smiles down at him, so brilliant it hurts to look at, and kisses him. “Welcome home,” she says against his lips, and he’s just so wonderfully, purely happy that he has to pull her down and kiss her again, and then he keeps kissing her until she picks him up and carries him to the bed, to their bed. Later, after they’ve made love and they’ve both scrubbed up in the tub and climbed back in between the sheets, Lucían curls up against her and breathes the rosemary smell of her skin. That other familiar smell is still here, and he can’t quite figure out how he knows it. He turns his face into the pillow, sniffing, and yeah, it’s there, too. The sheet also smells like it, but it’s not the smell of the soap they use for the laundry, so what is it?

“What are you sniffing so furiously?” Glory asks, slanting her green eyes down at him through her lashes. “I’m the wolf in this relationship, stop trying to steal my gig.”

“I’m trying to figure out why the room smells different,” Lucían says. “It used to smell like you, but it’s changed. There’s a bit of a sweet sort of smell now and I don’t know where it’s come from.”

“Oh,” Glory says, and she rolls over on her side so she can look him in the eyes. “That’s you.”

Lucían blinks. “I smell sweet?” he asks, bewildered, and Glory laughs and kisses him on the forehead.

“Yeah, a bit,” she says, tracing the line of his nose with her fingertips. “I like the way you smell, it’s like dried fruit or something. The room smells different because it’s ours now, and it smells like both of us together.”

“Oh,” Lucían says again, a complicated welter of feelings building in his ribcage. “I didn’t realize.”

“It’s only going to get more obvious as we spend more time together in here,” she says, rolling onto her back again and pulling him in until he curls up against her side, laying half on top of her. “Eventually it’s going to become its own specific smell, you’ll see.” Lucían finds he doesn’t have anything to say to that, so he kisses her collarbone, settles his head on her shoulder, and twitches his fingers to turn out the lamps.

***
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THE SWEARING-IN CEREMONY turns out to be less of a ceremony and more of a meeting. Lucían stands in front of a large desk in what must be the main gathering hall for the Guild in front of three grizzled Guild elders, two women and a man, who look over some paperwork. Glory and a handful of other Guildmembers wait along the walls, mostly people he recognizes with a few new faces mixed in. He wasn’t entirely expecting to have an audience and it makes him a bit nervous.

“Given name?” the slender woman on the left asks, her dark skin wrinkled around the eyes and her curly black hair shot through with silver. She’d introduced herself as the Lioness and yeah, he can see that.

“Lucían,” he says, trying to figure out what he should do with his hands and finally just leaving them hanging at his sides.

“Do you have a family name?” the Lioness asks, writing down his given name with quick strokes.

“Not really,” he says, frowning a little. “I was taken in by a monastery as a foundling, I don’t remember my birth family. I suppose on the monastery records I was Lucían Abbey.” All the monks were called Abbey, not a particularly creative naming convention, and not one he’d actually thought about for some time.

“Well,” says the woman in the middle, pale with a shock of curly red hair and a stout, muscular build gone a bit soft around the edges. “We’ll put you down as Lucían Abbey for now and if you ever want to change it we can amend the paperwork.” She apparently goes by the Banshee.

“Lucían Abbey,” the Lioness reads out loud to herself. “Check my spelling, please.” Lucían leans forward and nods his approval, and she pulls the paperwork back over to herself and waits, quill poised over the next section. “Have you made a decision about your Guildname?” she asks, and Lucían can feel all the onlookers go silent, the weight of their attention as they lean forward. Oh. That’s why they came to watch, they’re all curious about this. He can just see Glory out of the corner of his eye, and she nods in his periphery even as he carefully keeps his eyes on the Lioness.

“I have,” he says, keeping his voice steady as his heart speeds up. “I’ve chosen the Flame.” That sends up a murmur around the edges of the room, which cuts off as the man on the right leans forward. He’s tall, muscular in that rounded way you get sometimes, with the long black hair, brown skin, and tattoos that mark him as coming from one of the island nations. Other than introducing himself as the Shark he hasn’t spoken yet.

“That’s an unusual choice,” he says, and even with his voice pitched low it practically booms. “What’s your reasoning?”

Lucían makes direct eye contact, extends a hand, and with a small effort of will makes it burst into flames. The Shark’s eyebrows climb up his forehead, the Banshee stares in unabashed delight, and the Lioness smiles. “Had to see it for yourself, didn’t you?” she says to the Shark. “You probably could have just asked, I hear he’s a very polite and agreeable young man.”

“Yes, well,” the Shark says, eyes still locked on Lucían’s burning hand, “I like to give people a chance to prove themselves. Does that get hot?”

“No,” Lucían says, letting the fire fade until it’s just dancing on the tips of his fingers. “Not to me, anyway. Um.” He frowns at his hand and pulls the fire in to just a single point, burning on his palm like a candle. “I didn’t just choose the Flame because of how I can use this in combat. I’m not—I’m really not a warrior, not like the She-Wolf or the others. I’m a healer, first and foremost, and fire... it’s been our tool and constant companion since it was first stolen from the gods. Without it we wouldn’t have survived or thrived the way we have. We cook with it, warm ourselves with it, and use its light to see by in the darkness.” He raises his eyes away from his palm, up to the three Guild elders, his jaw set in a determined line. “I want to be that light for people. I want to be able to spread hope and comfort like a hearthfire, and I want to be the guiding spark to show people the way when they’re lost in the dark. That’s why I chose the Flame.”

Silence greets his words, and Lucían isn’t sure if he overstepped, but it’s all the truth so he keeps his eyes up and his shoulders back, the little flame flickering in his palm. The Shark looks between the flame and Lucían’s face a few times and finally nods, his face breaking into a grin, white teeth flashing. “It’s a good name, son,” he says. “Welcome to the Guild.”

“We have to finish the paperwork first,” the Lioness says in a sing-song voice as she finishes her writing. “You always jump ahead, we still have the vow to go and everything.”

“To be fair, you could have finished the paperwork if you weren’t distracted by the magic,” the Banshee points out, and she nods toward Lucían’s hand. “You don’t need to keep that up if you don’t wish to. Your reasoning is well-thought out and exactly the kind of motivation we look for here.”

“Thank you,” Lucían says, and drops the spell, letting his hand fall back to his side. The nervousness is still there, but now it wars with pride. He has a place here, really and truly.

“I understand you wish to be officially assigned a partner?” the Lioness says, looking up from the paperwork.

His heart pounds once, hard, and he says, “I’d like to be assigned as the She-Wolf’s partner, please.”

“She-Wolf?” the Lioness asks, looking over to where she’s waiting on the edge of the room.

She steps forward, armor gleaming as brightly as her eyes, and says, “I would be honored to have the Flame as my official partner in all Guild business.”

“That’s settled,” the Lioness says, finishing up the paperwork with a flourish and setting down her quill. “Now then, Lucían Abbey, you have been invited to join the Warrior’s Guild of Knightsrest. Do you swear that you are joining us of your own free will and not due to coercion or force?”

“I swear,” Lucían says, mouth going dry at the same time that his palms go sweaty.

“Do you swear to uphold the principles of the Guild in all that you do? To protect those that need protecting, to help those that need help, and to stand up against those who would do harm to others?” That’s from the Banshee, and all the previous good humor in her eyes is gone as she fixes him with a steely blue stare.

“I swear,” Lucían says again, meeting that gaze levelly.

“And do you swear to work for the good of the Guild from within? To participate in its culture, to vote on the direction it goes, and to maintain the physical and social structures that make it up?” The Shark leans forward and regards him seriously as he asks.

“I swear,” Lucían tells him, honesty and determination behind his words.

“Then, by the power vested in us by those that chose us for leadership, we officially welcome the Flame as a full member of the Warrior’s Guild.” The Lioness grins at him, those wrinkles at the corners of her eyes crinkling up as the rest of the room starts clapping. “You’ll just need to sign here.”

Lucían signs where he’s told to, and Glory signs a couple of things as well to certify their partnership, and then Kia demands that they celebrate and drags everyone out to a nearby pub. Lucían’s initial concerns about everyone getting drunk before noon turns out to be unfounded, as the place has a larger inner plaza shaded by grape vines growing on trellises, and also a more extensive food menu than he’d expected. They eat platters of cheeses and smoked meats served with pickled vegetables and herbed breads, and the wine is served with massive amounts of fruit floating in it and has been mixed with a tisane, so it’s not too strong. Apparently whenever someone gets sworn in at the Guild everyone else uses it as an excuse to take some time off, so warriors he’s never seen before turn up to shake his hand, clap him on the back, and have a drink. It goes on until the early afternoon before the Shark, the Lioness, and the Banshee turn up and shoo everyone back to the Guild Headquarters, and Lucían leans against Glory, just the littlest bit tipsy, as they walk.

“We should contact the University about returning the books,” he says. “They’ve been waiting a long time.”

“So dedicated to the Guild already, are you?” she asks, squeezing his shoulder. “Want to show everyone what a good choice they made swearing in the Flame, huh?”

“A little,” he says, biting his lip to stifle a grin. “But mostly I want to be rid of them so I can never think about them again. Those books got me stabbed, punched, struck by magic lightning, and made me fight a necromancer. They’re a menace.”

“I don’t know. Those books brought us together, didn’t they?” She smiles down at him and runs her fingers through his hair. “I know I’ll remember them fondly. Maybe not the grimoire, though.”

“Then we’re agreed, at least, that the grimoire can go pound rocks.” Lucían bumps his shoulder into her bicep companionably. “Should we send a messenger when we get back?”

“Oh, I sent one this morning, actually,” Glory admits. “It might take a couple days for them to get back to us with an appointment time, so I wanted to stay on top of things.”

Lucían pulls away and narrows his eyes at her. “You are incredibly thoughtful,” he says, almost accusingly. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

“It’s possible,” Glory says, grinning, “but I don’t get tired of being complimented so please continue if the mood strikes you.”

He swipes at her, and she puts him in a headlock, and then the Knife insults them both for smiling their fool heads off so they both turn on her instead. It’s a good day all around.
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Chapter 23
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They get word from the University the next morning, their meeting scheduled for early the following week, so Lucían takes the time to check over the condition of all the books and do any restoration work that needs to be done. He also pages through the grimoire to ensure he’s copied out all the relevant information he can on combating necromancy, and makes a few extra versions of his pamphlet. The rest of the week is filled with Guild meetings (Lucían goes to almost all of them, now that he’s a member, and takes notes about how the place is run) and various tasks that they kept putting off while on the road. Lucían darns all their socks, and Glory takes the tunic he was wearing when he was stabbed and embroiders a lovely tree over the tear, branches twining out over the torso and leaves picked out in a dozen shades of green. She hangs his painting of the mountains around Granite Falls on the wall, and every time he comes in it catches his eye, a little piece of him contributing to the color and texture of their home. He writes to Evelyn and sends it via the Guild ravens and receives a letter in response congratulating him on the “cool new name, that is definitely intimidating and not even a little silly.” She also includes a new potion recipe she’s working on, with a request for his feedback.  Lucían even manages to make time to go to services with Father Hernandez, and the sermon about love and service washes a quiet peace over him. This is what the Lord wants, Lucían thinks, raising his voice in a hymn with the other parishioners. Not hate and suspicion, but kindness and fellowship. He closes his eyes and sinks into his faith, glorying in the word of the Lord without worry for the first time in ages.

The week is so full it’s almost a surprise when the morning of their appointment rolls around. Lucían takes extra care with his morning routine, because this is his first outing in an official Guild capacity and he wants to make a good impression. His hair is long enough now that he has to pull back the top portion and tie it off with a bit of leather, and then, glancing over at Glory, shyly unrolls the stick of kohl he’d purchased for himself and lines his eyes. He considers his reflection in the mirror and yeah, first of all, the kohl really does make his eyes stand out, and secondly, when combined with the scar it gives him an entirely dangerous air. It’s... it’s cool, that’s what it is, and actually applying that word to himself is so strange that he has to stand there for a moment and take it in.

“It’s a good look,” Glory says, leaning in to kiss him on the temple. She leans her cheek on the top of his head and they should look hilariously mismatched, with the size difference, but instead Lucían thinks they’re starting to look like they belong together. Maybe he’ll take the sleeves off his tunics next, just to drive the point home.

Just after lunch they ride out, both of them in full armor and Lucían with his new emblem of the Guild flashing at his shoulder. The University is in a part of Knightsrest he’s still unfamiliar with, so Glory leads the way and he keeps Daffodil following close behind her. Lucían expected the Knightsrest University to be large, but it turns out to be massive, practically a neighborhood unto itself. Once they reach the initial buildings it’s still a fifteen minute ride to get to the main offices. “Are these all lecture halls?” he asks Glory as they pass yet another multi-story stone building overgrown with vining flowers.

“Oh, no, a lot of them are housing for the boarding students,” she says, jerking her chin toward a more ornate building with carved reliefs around the imposing wooden doors. “That’s one of the actual halls, I think the one for history?” She squints at the reliefs around the door and says, “No, never mind, that one’s the main poetry center. They use that fancy script where all the damn letters look the same. Can’t read it for shit, so I have to judge from the carvings. We’re going there.” She nods ahead of them at a very fancy building indeed, with columns out front and a fountain. The carved coat of arms above the door reads “Knightsrest University,” and then under in Verimora, “Veritatem Sequimur.” “We seek the truth,” he translates automatically as they dismount and tie off the horses to a nearby hitching post.

“Oh, is that what it means?” Glory asks, delighted, as she opens her saddlebag to take out the parcel of books. “They’ve never told me, and I never remember to ask.” She leads him through the enormous carved wooden doors and into the building. The Archchancellor’s office is up a couple flights of stairs that curve around the main foyer, and everywhere Lucían looks he sees marble statues and portraits of (presumably) famous professors. It’s all very elegant and expensive, advertising the University as the premiere educational facility in the region, and he wonders idly how much of it is for show and how much of it is true. The junior professor outside the Archchancellor’s office shows them in, and the man behind the desk holds up one hand, eyes on his quill as he scribbles out a few more words.

“My apologies,” he says, glancing over his work as he sets the quill aside. “I find if I don’t finish a thought these days I’ll never get it back. Please, sit!” He waves at the chairs in front of his desk, still without actually looking at them as he turns to pour three cups of tea. Lucían settles into the indicated chair, somewhat surprised by the softness of the upholstery, and chances a quick look at Glory to get a read on the attitude of this meeting. She sits comfortably, not sprawling like she owns the place but also not showing too much deference, and he tries to match his body language to hers. 

“Do you take sugar? Honey?” the Archchancellor asks, pushing two cups over to their side of the desk, and letting Lucían get a good look at him for the first time. He’s a solidly built older man, maybe in his sixties, but his hair and beard gone almost completely silver. The lines in his face are clearly from smiling a lot, and while he’s wearing an official medallion of his office, his robes are otherwise sturdy and practical. He waits until they shake their heads at his offers of sweeteners and then sits back in his chair and takes a sip from his own delicate porcelain cup.

“Now, then, I’m Archchancellor Quincy. I understand you have some books for me?”

“Yes,” Glory says, taking a sip from her own cup and setting it gently on a table next to her. “I’m the She-Wolf. I took the initial track and return contract for the monastery. This is my partner, the Flame. He joined later in the mission and was instrumental in the recovery process.” Lucían inclines his head, trying not to look like he’s still getting used to being called by his Guildname.

“Thank you both very much for your work,” the Archchancellor says. “It can’t have been an easy task. From what I understand they were quite scattered.”

“It had its challenges, sir,” Lucían says, letting the corner of his mouth curl up with that massive understatement. “Fortunately we were able to retrieve all of them before they suffered much damage, and I took the liberty of doing some restoration work before we brought them today.”

“That’s very thoughtful of you, young sir. Thank you.” He sets the teacup down and pushes it aside. “May I see them now, if you don’t mind?”

“Of course.” Glory stands and sets the parcel in the center of the Archchancellor’s desk, giving him a chance to shuffle some papers out of the way first. She removes the outer layer of heavy waxed cloth, freeing the individually linen-wrapped books inside. The Archchancellor unwraps the first book slowly, hands moving with a gentle reverence over the embossed leather cover, and it’s nice to finally see someone treating these manuscripts with the respect they deserve.

“Our zoology professor will be so pleased,” he says, opening the first bestiary and paging through it before setting it aside. “Her students have been sharing a single copy of each of these, and now she’ll have one for the classroom and one for lending. Oh, the colors in this one are simply exquisite!”

It’s a painting of a gryphon, one that Lucían always felt quite proud of, and he says, “Thank you,” before he can think better of it.

“Pardon?” the Archchancellor looks up at him, blinking, and then back down at the page. “Did... did you paint this, young man?”

Lucían glances at Glory, who tilts her head at him to go ahead, and he nods. “I’m a former monk at Our Lord of Humility and Light,” he says, hopefully in a tone that won’t invite a lot of commentary. “I illuminated most of the books in that pile. Not the poetry, that was Brother Carnahan.”

The Archchancellor glances between Lucían and the page a few times, clearly curious, but he shakes himself and sets the book aside. “I see. Well, your work is excellent. Oh, there’s the poetry, yes, perfect.” He works his way through the rest of the stack until there’s just one package left. Lucían tenses slightly, watching him unwrap the grimoire, eyes on the Archchancellor’s face for any signs that he’s made a mistake in returning this one.

“Ah, yes,” he says, discarding the linen wrapper and frowning down at the cover. “Our comparative religions professor asked for this one. It seems to be a bit worse for the wear... What’s this stain?”

“It’s blood,” Lucían says, startling the Archchancellor into looking up at him again. “My blood, actually,” he continues, baring his teeth in a humorless smile. “I bled on it while I was using the incredibly dangerous magic detailed inside to control an undead dragon and keep it from killing my friends.”

“I—” the Archchancellor starts, face pale, and Lucían doesn’t let him continue, instead standing up, leaning across the desk, and pressing one hand onto the center of the book.

“It was stolen by a man who styled himself a necromancer,” he says in a terribly even voice. “He raised an army of the undead and used it to wreak havoc in the pass above Granite Falls. I imagine he would have moved on the city, eventually, since his goal was to cleanse the land of sin.” Lucían tilts his head, making unblinking eye contact with the Archchancellor, and feels his feral smile inch a little wider. “I ripped the demon out of his body and burned it into nothingness with holy light. I scoured the undead from the land. And then I recovered this book.” Technically Glory recovered the book, because at that point Lucían had passed right out, but he figures she’ll forgive him for embellishing slightly.

“That—” the Archchancellor says weakly, then clears his throat and sits up a little straighter. “That sounds like you did us all a great favor. I’m sure the people of Granite Falls are grateful.” He reaches for the grimoire again, and Lucían leans on it a little harder, bringing his face a few inches closer to the Archchancellor’s.

“I want to make something very clear to you, Archchancellor Quincy,” he says conversationally. “This book can be used to do some very unholy, evil things. I debated for a long time whether I should return it to you, and eventually decided to do so because this book can also be used to identify and destroy the undead. I refuse to allow the Guild to be caught off-guard again, however, so I have made multiple copies of the relevant information and shared it among the Guild libraries and several holy orders. If I find out, if I hear one whisper that anyone here at the University is using this book for anything other than theoretical studies, if so much as a grasshopper is reanimated on these grounds, I will know it, I will be displeased, and I will hold you personally responsible. Do you understand me?” He lets just a little bit of flame lick out around his head, less a crown and more of a circlet, but the Archchancellor’s eyes go so wide Lucían can see his reflection in them. 

“I understand,” he says, eyes locked on the fire at Lucían’s brow. “You’ll have no trouble here, I swear it.”

“Good,” Lucían says, staying in the Archchancellor’s face for one more moment before dropping the fire spell and settling back down in his seat. He picks up his tea and takes a tidy sip before adding, “I don’t care to put down a necromancer again, but I imagine like many things it will go faster the second time around.”

The Archchancellor blinks at him weakly, breathing a little hard, and Glory takes that moment to lean forward with a sweet smile. “Now then,” she says, handing over a sheet of parchment, “if you could just sign and seal this contract stating that we returned all the books to you in good condition, we can be on our way.” As if in a daze, the Archchancellor does so, and Glory and Lucían stand back up.

“Thank you for the tea, Archchancellor,” he says with a half-bow. “I hope you enjoy the manuscripts.” Glory leads the way out the door and manages to keep a straight face until they’re back on the horses before she finally bursts out laughing.

“I shouldn’t find it so funny,” she wheezes, “but the look on his face! My gods, Lucían, I’ve never seen you threaten anyone like that before.”

“Preventing necromancers is a subject I take very seriously,” he says defensively, even as a weird little amount of pride boils up in his belly and mixes with a bit of guilt. “Do you think I was too hard on him? He seemed like a kind person.”

“Quincy’s all right,” she says thoughtfully. “I doubt he’s the kind who’d decide to mess with those spells just for fun, but I think you were right to put the fear of the Lord into him. Professors like that, the ones who teach in controlled environments and don’t get out into the rest of the world much, they can start to see things as only theoretical, and miss the effects their teaching can have once it meets up with actual people. It does them good to remember that the University isn’t somehow separate from the rest of us.”

Lucían exhales a long breath and nods. “Okay. Thanks.” They ride the rest of the way back to the Guild in companionable silence, which gives him plenty of time to ask what next? The books have been delivered, eventually he knows they’ll head back to the monastery to get payment (and depose the Abbot, he reminds himself viciously), but for now there’s nothing pressing. They won’t take on another mission for the Guild until the current one is complete, which is nice, it’s just that he’s spent so much time thinking about those damn books that his brain isn’t quite willing to accept that he’s done with them.

Glory brushes her fingers across the back of his neck as they’re settling the horses, and that single touch distracts him very thoroughly from his general spinning thoughts and settles on some very specific thoughts. There is something they’ve been meaning to do for a while, and suddenly it’s all Lucían can think about. He manages to get through an early dinner without blushing the whole time, which is a miracle in and of itself, but he can tell Glory knows, if not the specifics of his mental wanderings, at least the shape of them. She takes him by the hand when they’re done eating and tugs him upstairs, her thumb tracing circles on the inside of his palm, and by the time he follows her into their room his brain is going that specific delicious kind of fuzzy that happens whenever she takes charge of him.

“Hold that thought,” she tells him, dropping a kiss on the top of his head, and ducks into the privy room. That gives Lucían the chance to shake himself, focus a bit more, and cross to the wardrobe. He opens one of the drawers and digs in the back to extract the leather package she gave him back in Granite Falls, then sits on the bed to wait, anticipation and embarrassment warring in his guts. He likes her fingers, he tells himself. This can’t be that different, and certainly no more sinful than anything else they’ve done so far. It’s just... It still feels like he shouldn’t want it, which is ridiculous because he obviously does, he’s hard just thinking about asking her for it. Lucían can’t seem to stop his leg from fidgeting nervously, and he nearly talks himself out of this course of action five times before he hears the sound of running water and Glory steps back out into the main room.

“So,” she starts, crossing toward him with a little extra roll in her hips, and before he can lose his nerve Lucían stands up, shoves the leather at her, and blurts, “Ithoughtwecouldusethistonight.” It all comes out as one word, and he knows he’s blushing furiously, but he’s asked and it’s out there in the world and there’s no taking it back. He feels Glory’s eyes on him, even as he stares determinedly at her knees, and she gently takes the heavy bundle. Fabric rustles as she sets it on the bed, and she steps closer to him, skims her hands from his shoulders up into his hair, and tightens her fingers. Some of the tension drains away as she takes control, and by the time she uses her grip in his hair to tilt his head up to meet her eyes his nervousness bleeds over into anticipation. Her green eyes study his face carefully for a long moment, and he watches her pupils dilate as she takes him in, the blush and the slight tremble already weakening his knees.

“You’re sure?” she asks, voice low, and she’s not doubting him, she’s just confirming his desire, and that completes the switch and flips him all the way over into arousal in a hot rush.

“I’m sure,” he says, not bothering to keep his voice from going breathy. “I want you to.” Lucían wets his lips, watches her eyes flick down to his mouth, and manages to add, “I want you to force me.” It’s still a challenge to say the words out loud, to ask for it, and the familiar little twist of shame and need curls through his guts, the fear that this time will be the time she says no, the time she calls him a freak and sends him away.

“Mmm,” she says, eyes going a little darker, a little more feral, and she uses one hand to tip his head to the side, baring his neck to her, while she gently runs the other up and down the tendon between his skull and shoulder. “Whatever my pet wants,” she says, her voice with that distant roll of thunder behind it that makes him shiver and go limp in her arms. “Do you want to be bound?”

“Yes, please,” he breathes, watching her with eyes half-lidded.

The corner of her mouth curls up and her hand stills on his neck, the suggestion of fingernails ready to dig in.“How much do you want me to hurt you?” she asks, which knocks him out of the pleasant fuzz of being owned, because it’s going to hurt? He didn’t realize it was going to hurt, maybe this was a mistake, he’s pretty sure he wouldn’t have agreed to this if she’d told him it would hurt. The sudden panic must show on his face, because her eyes widen and the deadly smile disappears, replaced immediately with kindness and concern. “No, no, no, my love, not with that,” Glory reassures him, jerking her head toward the leather bundle on the bed. “I will, in fact, do my best not to hurt you with that unless it’s something you very specifically ask me for, later, if you realize that’s something you want. I meant the rest of it.” Her hand goes back to gently stroking his neck, gliding up to cup his face and running her thumb over his lower lip. Lucían relaxes back into her hold, the spike of panic easing away under her touch.

“Bruises,” he finally decides. “I want to be sore enough tomorrow that every time I move, I know exactly why I feel that way, and who did it to me.” Speaking the words out loud sends a little thrill of excitement down to his cock, and when Glory smiles and digs her grip into the tendon on his neck Lucían’s breath catches on a moan and he shudders, full-bodied and hard, swaying in her grasp.

She leans over him, curling down until he can feel her hot breath on his skin. “I’m going to fuck you so good tonight, my sweet boy,” she breathes, lips just barely brushing the shell of his ear, and Lucían bites his lower lip and shivers again. “Now go wash up while I get ready.” She stands back up and gives him a shove toward the door to the bathing room. It takes him a second to remember how his legs work, and he stumbles inside, feeling Glory’s eyes hot on his back until he shuts the door. What follows is possibly the most sexually charged bath of his entire life. Stripping off his armor and clothes is an excruciating exercise in self-control, because he’s so aroused that even the touch of his own hands on his skin threatens to set him off, and then it gets even worse at the first wash of hot water on his overheated body. He scrubs up as quickly as possible, his movements perfunctory, and then when he’s rinsed clean realizes he doesn’t know how long Glory needed to set up. Maybe a few more minutes? Lucían leans back against the side of the tub and stares at the ceiling, counting in his head in a futile attempt to distract himself from what she’s about to do to him. It, unsurprisingly, doesn’t work, and after a vicious inner struggle he gives into temptation and wraps a hand around his cock.

“Fuck,” he says quietly into the room, runs his hand slowly from base to tip and back down, the slide of skin on skin intoxicating. Glory’s going to fuck him tonight, well and truly, and he sinks his teeth into his lower lip as he thinks about that, imagines what it’s going to feel like when she presses that crystal phallus into him and fills him up. His dick twitches in his grip, leaking fluid as he shifts restlessly against the cedar of the tub, and he gives the base of his cock one hard squeeze and takes his hand away. As tempting as it is to get himself off to fantasies, the real thing is waiting just on the other side of the door and he just has to go get it. Lucían shuts off the water and dries off quickly, hesitating with his hand on the latch. Should he put a robe on, or...? Well, he supposes that if he should have put a robe on, Glory will just have to punish him for going without, which is the incentive he needs to pull the door open and step back into their bedroom.

Lucían gets the barest glimpse of their bed, the quilts turned down and a towel over it, before the She-Wolf grabs him and shoves him against the wall. He struggles, very briefly, out of instinct, but it proves completely useless as she pins him, both wrists above his head in one of her hands and her other forearm across his collarbone. She catches him with her heavy green gaze, white-blonde hair unbound and curling around her face, her collar the only interruption to her pale, naked skin.

“I told you,” she says, voice a low growl, “to wash up. I don’t recall telling you to linger.” Lucían keeps his eyes on her face, drinking in the sight of her, feral and dangerous and his.

“I’m sorry, She-Wolf,” he says, struggling to draw a full breath against the weight of her arm on his chest. “Please, let me make it up to you.”

“Hmmm,” she says, pretending to think about it when they both know where this is going to go. “I suppose there might be a way for you to apologize.” She drops his wrists, makes a fist in his hair, and crowds him even closer to the wall, caging him in with her body. “Make me come, Lucían,” she orders, dragging his head to one of her breasts and pressing it against his mouth. He doesn’t need to be told twice, barely needed to be told once, and he opens his mouth and rolls his tongue against her nipple, raises one hand to the other and skims his free hand down between their bodies. His fingers trace over leather, and he realizes she put the harness on, but hasn’t attached the toy yet. That makes his cock throb where it’s uselessly jutting out into the air, the She-Wolf careful to keep away from it, and he wastes no further time in pressing his hand between her legs. She’s already so wet, and he slides two fingers through it and draws them up, one on either side of her hard clit, to stroke her there. He can’t see her face like this, so he has to judge his success by the sounds she’s making, the way her thighs quiver, the way her hand tightens in his hair. All signs point to “don’t stop,” so he sets his teeth to the curve of her breast, rolls the tight nub of her other nipple between his fingers, and increases the pressure between her legs. The She-Wolf ruts against his hand, panting open-mouthed above his head, and he swipes a third finger through her heat and circles her clit with all three of them, pressing just on the edge of too much. He worships her with mouth and hand and fingers, feels a fresh surge of hot liquid between her thighs as she freezes up and holds her breath. Lucían sucks her nipple into his mouth, rolls his tongue against it, and pushes all three of his fingers into her cunt, leaving the heel of his hand pressed against her clit as she breaks around him with a moan, hips jerking against his hand so hard she almost yanks his fingers free. He works her through it until she stops shuddering and leans against him, pinning him to the wall more out of an afterthought than anything else.

Lucían kisses the curve of her breast, her sternum, turns his head so he can kiss the inside of her arm where she’s loosened her hold on his hair. He leaves his hand between her legs, fingers still half-inside so she can work through her post-orgasm shudders on him. Fuck he loves this, loves her, loves that he can make her feel this way. “Did that please my lady?” he asks against her skin, knowing full well that it’s likely to antagonize her, but his punishment might involve getting his mouth on her pussy so he risks it anyway.

“Did I give you the impression,” she growls, pushing herself away from him with one hand on the wall, “that a single orgasm would be sufficient? I cannot imagine you thought that would be an adequate apology.” The She-Wolf snarls at him, tightens her hand in his hair again and drags him across the room to the bed. She pauses only long enough to throw him onto it facedown, then climbs on after him, kneeling over the backs of his thighs in such a way that it pins him in place and forces him to spread his legs to accommodate her.

Lucían freezes, cheek pressed into the sheets, hands on either side of his head. Is she going to—already—would that be good or bad? She leans over him, slides her hand into his hair again, and drags his head up off the bed.

“You,” she says into his ear, “need to learn some respect, I think.” The She-Wolf tilts his head to the side and bites his neck, hard enough to bruise. Lucían makes a broken little noise and tries to grind his hips into the mattress, but she has him pinned so hard he doesn’t have enough leverage for any level of friction beyond just a frustrating tease.

“Yes,” he says wildly, “I deserve it, She-Wolf. You should punish me.”

She releases him from her hand and her teeth at the same time, hisses, “Is that so?” in his ear, and he has a bare moment to try and collect himself before her hand comes down against his ass with a loud smack and sharp jolt of pain. It startles an “ah!” out of his mouth and he squirms under her as her hand comes down again on the other side. The pain is hot and intense and wired straight to his cock, and when the She-Wolf hits him again he moans, voice already completely wrecked, and ruts desperately into the sheets. Now that she doesn’t have him by the hair he can get his elbows under him a little, get a little more movement for his hips, and the next time her hand comes down he fucks against the mattress as he cries out. He’s not entirely clear how long they spend like that, the overwhelming pleasure/pain driving him completely incoherent, but by the time she finally stops the skin of his ass is hot and tender and he’s leaked enough that the cloth under him is noticeably damp. From far away he realizes he’s begging, gasping “Please, She-Wolf,” and “Yes, She-Wolf,” into the mattress, and she scratches at his scalp as he calms himself.

“Well,” she says, dragging her fingernails slowly down his spine, leaving a trail of tingling sensation in her wake, “you seem to be properly apologetic, now.” She palms his ass in both hands, spreading him out a little bit, and Lucían bites his lip and tries not to squirm. “I’m not done with you yet, though,” the She-Wolf decides, which is all the warning he gets before she lifts herself off him and flips him over. He barely has a chance to react before she climbs on top of him again, and this time he actually gets to see the harness, leather straps biting into her skin just tightly enough to indent the softness around her thighs and hips, framing her cunt so beautifully he’s suddenly struck by the urge to paint her like this. Lucían wants to run his tongue along the leather, he wants to tug at it with his teeth, he wants so many things, and the She-Wolf grins down at him like she can read his thoughts. She runs two fingers between her folds, brings them up to either side of her clit, and all his wants coalesce down to one, namely, that he wants to put his tongue on her, wants it so bad his mouth waters at the idea.

“Please,” he breathes, wanton and willing, and the She-Wolf takes pity on him and drops her wet pussy onto his face. She does not, however, remove her hand, and Lucían feels out the space between her fingers where he can access her clit and lashes it with his tongue.

Above him the She-Wolf fists her hand in his hair, rolls her hips against his mouth, and exhales a long, shaky breath. “Make me come again, my pet,” she says, harshly, and without any buildup or teasing she rides his face. Her fingers stroke her clit at the same time that Lucían works her over with his tongue, and he snakes his hands up so he can grab the harness and use it as leverage. She’s not sitting on him anymore, she’s rutting against his mouth too hard for that, her hand in his hair dragging him up off the mattress, and it hurts so fucking good to be used like this. Lucían works one hand free of the harness so he can slide it between her thighs, finds her entrance by touch and memory, and pushes two fingers into her, curling them up like he knows she likes. He doesn’t even bother to move them, just braces his arm, because she’s holding his head in place, fucking his mouth and his fingers at her own brutal pace. Her thighs shake on either side of his head, so he sucks at her clit and pushes his fingers in a little higher, curls them a little more forward, and she drives her hips back on him one, two, three more times before she comes with a high keen and a fresh flood of liquid around his fingers. He knows well enough not to stop until she does, so he keeps his hand where it is, keeps his mouth working on her clit as she grinds against him, shuddering and swearing and drawing out her orgasm until she finally lifts her cunt off him with a gasp. She seems dazed, almost dizzy with the power of it, and Lucían licks his lips and lets himself feel a little smug.

That feeling lasts about another ten seconds before the She-Wolf pushes her two messy fingers into his mouth and leaves them there for him to clean. She shifts off of him to the side and draws one finger gently along his cock from the base to the tip. Lucían makes a sound against her hand that he barely recognizes, and she smiles down at him, all sharp edges and white teeth. “Wrists,” she orders, pulling her hand out of his mouth with a wet pop, and Lucían presses his hands together and holds them out for her immediately, mind starting that pleasant fuzz around the edges again. The She-Wolf takes a length of leather off the nightstand and binds him, hands moving with unhurried precision, and by the time she’s done his eyes are unfocused and he’s taking short, shallow little breaths. It’s perfect, the pressure around his wrists is perfect, the tilt of her head and proud curve of her muscular shoulder as she looks down at him is perfect, submitting to her is perfect. She buckles him into a strap looped through the headboard, and Lucían tugs against his bindings, squirms under her heated green gaze, and waits for her to take him apart.

She does nothing of the sort, instead rising to her feet next to the bed and picking up the crystal shaft from the bedside table. Her eyes don’t leave him as she rolls it from one hand to the other, and he knows she catches the moment he bites his lower lip, the twitch of his cock and the harsh little gasp he makes when she runs it through her closed fist in a mockery of jerking him off. “I know you want this,” she says, running it between her breasts with a smirk, “but we both know you’re not ready for it yet.” The She-Wolf does something complicated with the harness, unbuckles something and loosens something else so she can slot the crystal into place. Once it’s settled she drops one hand to her hip and runs the other one up over her abs to cup one breast. She’s posing for him, he knows it perfectly well, but that doesn’t stop it from making his heart stop and his mouth go dry. She’s just so fucking stunning, creamy skin gleaming in the light from the lamps, tattoos winding across her in paths he loves to trace with his hands, soft padding over hard muscle. Add to all that the dark leather of the harness cutting across her hips and thighs and the hard jut of the crystal shaft between her legs and he briefly wonders if it’s possible to come without even being touched, just on the sight of her alone.

“Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he says, dazed enough not to remember his part in this game, and for a second Glory grins back at him, green eyes glinting in delight.

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” she sing-songs, climbing back onto the bed, and then she grabs him by the shoulder and thigh and flips him over onto his stomach again. The move tightens the bindings on his wrists slightly, and Lucían shivers both at the sensation and the further evidence of just how strong she is, how easily she can overpower him. He goes limp against the mattress, letting his eyes drift shut as he waits for her to ruin him.

“Up,” she orders, strong hands grabbing him by the hips and yanking him to all fours. “On your elbows, too.” It takes him a moment to force his loose limbs to comply, and the She-Wolf smacks him on the ass again. It hurts, the skin already sensitive from her earlier strikes, and Lucían makes a sound somewhere between a yelp and a moan as he drags himself up to his elbows. She uses her knee to knock his legs further apart, leaving him open and bared to her gaze and Lucían blushes, furiously, pressing his face into his forearms in something like shame. Her bulk curls over him, the hard, cold curve of the crystal pressing against the outside of his thigh as she picks up the little tray on the nightstand and sets it within easy reach. At least, he thinks she does, the logistics of the situation usually escape him at this point, and all his attention focuses on the feel of the crystal against his skin and the knowledge that she’s going to fuck him with it. The distraction is so intense that when she takes his hip in one hand and presses the oiled fingers of the other against his asshole he nearly jolts out of his skin. The She-Wolf stills immediately, asks, “Lucían?” in a serious tone, and he sucks in a deep gulp of air.

“Don’t stop,” he gasps, pressing himself back against her, and she circles the ring of muscle once and pushes inside, gently but inexorably. “Aaaahhgnfuck,” he pants out, trying to relax, the sensation familiar enough that he craves it, now, but every time he has to work though his body’s instinct to fight it off. She doesn’t stop, doesn’t give him time to think, just slides her finger inside of him until he can feel her knuckles pressed against his skin. Her other hand caresses his back, up and down his spine and over the curve of his hip until he relaxes and pushes back against her, muscles starting to go loose again.

“Good boy,” she says, pulling back out slowly, so slowly his toes curl against the sheets, and then when she pushes back in she curls her finger down to press against that spot inside him and her other hand connects with his ass. Lucían swears incoherently, the pleasure-pain lighting up his spine and his cock, and when she does it on the next stroke he chokes on air.

“More, please,” he begs into the sheets, “don’t stop, I need it—aaahnn—” His words cut off into a strangled moan as she works a second finger into him, the stretch burning him all the way to his core. Instead of striking him again she reaches her other hand around his hip so she can grab his cock and pump it in her fist, and Lucían tries to fuck himself back on her fingers and forward into her hand at the same time. Her hand slides easily, which is when he realizes how much he’s been leaking this whole time, and he completely forgets the point of the evening and ruts into her touch, desperately trying to come because her fingers are stroking that sparkfount inside of him and it’s taking him apart. “She-Wolf,” he whines, just barely aware that he needs permission, “I’m gonna—can I—”

“Don’t you fucking dare,” she snarls, her hand stilling inside of him. The hand around his cock tightens around the base, hard, and he bites his forearm to stifle a sob because he was close, he was so close, but he can’t, not until she says. She releases her grip on his dick and shifts her weight, kneeling more upright. The change in position brings her hips closer to his again, and the crystal shaft of the toy presses forward along the outside of his leg and then draws back in a mimicry of a thrust, raising goosebumps in its wake. “You are going to come while I’m fucking you with my cock, my pet,” the She-Wolf says, her words edged with a growl, moving her fingers at the same tempo as the slide of the crystal along his skin. “That’s what you want, isn’t it? To come on my cock?”

She starts working a third finger into him without waiting for a response, and Lucían groans into his arms, trying to spread his legs a little wider and force himself back on her hand. He’s not entirely ready for the stretch but he wants it, wants her, so he breathes through the burn of it and sighs into his arms when he can’t push any further back. The She-Wolf rocks her fingers into him in another punishingly slow thrust, and the slap of her other hand on the hot, painful skin of his ass startles a yowl out of him. “I asked you a question, my pet,” she reminds him, and Lucían has to wrack his brain through the burning of his arousal to remember what it was.

“Yes, She-Wolf,” he says, strangled, as her fingers push back into him, the beautiful, agonizing pressure making his legs tremble and his cock throb. “That’s what I want, I want to come with your cock inside me.” His face burns with shame, maybe, but he’s too far gone to care, not when she’s fucking him with her fingers and promising more, not when she’s sliding that crystal against his thigh to remind him what’s to come.

“Do you think you’ve been good enough to deserve my cock, pet?” she asks conversationally, dragging her fingernails down his spine just on the edge of too hard, making him squirm back against her hand.

“I’ve tried,” he pants, “please, She-Wolf, I’ve tried to be good for you, if it’s not enough, tell me and I’ll fix it, please.” He hears a “hmm” and she stops fucking him with her hand, instead curling her fingers down so she can press all three of them against the lightning-place inside of him and move them in slow circles. Lucían wails, feels his cock jump, he’s so hard it hurts and he thinks he’s going to die if she doesn’t fuck him soon.

“Well, we wouldn’t want you to die, would we?” she asks rhetorically, which is when he realizes he said the last part out loud. He doesn’t have time to be embarrassed about it, though, because she’s pulling her fingers out, shifting around behind him, and fuck, this is it, it’s finally happening. Lucían shudders, full-bodied, aching with want as he hears soft, wet sounds, and then the sounds of her scrubbing off her hands like she always does. She drops one heavy, hot hand onto his lower back and slides it around to his hip, fingers digging in hard, and runs the other slowly up and down his spine. Even though he knows, logically, how this has to work, it’s still a surprise when she presses the tip of the crystal against his asshole, because he knows where both her hands are and they’re nowhere near the new pressure? He goes very still, panting shallow breaths as he waits for her to push inside, to claim him and fuck him and make him hers, and instead she does absolutely nothing.

“Look at you,” she purrs, raking her fingernails down his spine. “So open and willing and absolutely desperate for my cock.” Her hand tightens on his hip, trapping him in place, as she shifts her hips slightly to rub the oiled crystal against him. The smooth, slow slide is a tease, just enough sensation to make him ache.

Lucían shivers and tries to push back against her uselessly, caught as he is in her hold, and he hisses into his forearm, sweat prickling on his forehead. “Please,” he begs, his voice a ragged whine, and the She-Wolf chuckles darkly and slides the toy against him again.

“You have to ask for what you want, my sweet Lucían,” she tells him, slapping his ass lightly. Lucían bites his forearm again, swallowing a moan, and squeezes his eyes shut. They both know what he wants, it’s rather the whole point of this exercise, but the cruelty of making him admit it out loud is too sweet for the She-Wolf to pass up.

“I want your cock inside me,” he says, voice cracking. He wets his lips, swallows, and manages, “I want you to fuck me with it, I want it so much, She-Wolf, please.” He tries to push back against her again and she grabs him by both hips, fingers tight enough that he knows he’ll have bruises, and it’s like trying to move a boulder for all the good it does him. She slides the crystal against him again, the slow pressure of it threatening to drive him out of his mind, and he shudders hard against her hold.

“Well,” she says cheerfully, “since you asked so nicely,” and she presses her hips forward, and oh Lord, he wanted this, wants it, and in the moment that the false cock breaches into him he finds himself entirely, wildly unprepared. Lucían’s hands scrabble on the sheets as he tries to find something to hold on to, and he settles for clamping them around the strap buckling him to the headboard, trying to relax while every muscle in his body begs him to tense up. He’s fantasized about this, had Glory’s fingers in him more than once, thought he had an idea what to expect and it’s nothing like the reality of being stretched open by smooth crystal, the She-Wolf’s hands gripping his hips and her body bent over him, hissing, “Yes, Lucían, take my cock, that’s it,” as she slides it slowly inside. He can’t breathe, it’s like with the toy inside him there’s no room for air, which he knows doesn’t make any anatomical sense but his brain isn’t exactly running at full capacity right now. It doesn’t seem like it’ll fit, Lucían’s sure he’s going to die if she keeps going, and then he realizes he can feel her thighs pressing against his, that one of her hands has left his hip to caress his back again. That must be it, then, he figures through his mental haze, he’s taken it to the hilt and it’s left him panting, hot and open-mouthed and so very full. The She-Wolf pets his back for a little while longer, which gives him a chance to relax again and adjust to the stretch of it. Typically, he feels like he’s just getting control of himself when the She-Wolf’s hand drops back to his hip to hold him in place as she rocks her hips back and thrusts into him. It punches a moan out of him, completely involuntary, and Lucían’s legs would give out if she wasn’t holding him up. She pulls back and shoves in again, the beginning of a rhythm, and he makes sounds into the mattress he wasn’t aware he was capable of. The She-Wolf is completely in control, owns him body and mind, and all he can do is take what she has to give, and what she has to give is a thorough fucking.

“Do you like this, my pet?” she asks, leaning over him so that her breasts brush his back, taking one hand off his hip so she can twine it into his hair. Her hips snap against him, driving the crystal inside of him, the angle changing slightly so now it brushes that place that makes his cock twitch and leak.

“Yes, She-Wolf,” he confesses, and she pulls his hair, dragging his head to the side so she can set her teeth into his neck. She bites him hard as she thrusts into him again, and Lucían practically wails, his whole body shaking with what she’s doing to him. The She-Wolf leaves her hand in his hair but takes the other one off his hip, slides it around in front of him to wrap it around his cock, and Lucían sobs with relief as she strokes it in time with her thrusts. Her teeth sink into the tendon on his neck again, higher up just under his ear, and fuck, he’s going to come, he can feel it building low in his belly, his thighs trembling—

The She-Wolf abruptly drops her hands and sits up, pulling out of him just as he finds the edge of his orgasm. It’s the cruelest thing she’s ever done, and he’s trying to find the coherence to protest when she grabs him and throws him over onto his back. Lucían’s still blinking at the ceiling when she crawls up between his legs, spreads his thighs on either side of hers and pushes the false cock back into him. It’s somehow not easier the second time, and he hisses between his teeth as she settles herself inside and around and over him, wasting no time in snapping her hips back against him with a thrust he feels through his whole body.

“I want to watch you when you come on my cock, my pet,” she says, driving into him relentlessly. Her eyes are dilated almost black, her face flushed pink and her hair curling wildly around her shoulders. She lifts his hips, changing the angle so the crystal finds that spot inside him on each thrust, and Lucían wraps his legs around her, locks his ankles behind her back so he can raise himself to meet her. Her hand works its way under his back, palm-up, so she can wrap it over his shoulder and pull him against her as she fucks him. They’re twined so closely together that Lucían’s cock drags over her stomach with each stroke, and he slides easily against her with the fluid leaking from the tip. It’s so good, it’s perfect, she’s surrounding him and inside of him and he never wants this glorious torture to end.

“I’m close,” he gasps, her hot skin against his cock driving him rapidly toward orgasm, the tight tingle building in his guts and his thighs and where she’s fucking him. “Oh, fuck, She-Wolf, oh please,” he begs, tilting his head to bare his neck to her. “Mark me, fuck me, claim me, I’m yours, I’m only yours.”

She bites his neck, over where he can already feel a bruise blooming, and Lucían moans in utter, violent bliss. “You’re mine,” the She-Wolf snarls in his ear, driving the cock into his ass with relentless, firm strokes that rattle through his whole body. “You belong to me,” she hisses, biting his earlobe, his jaw, the place where his neck joins his shoulder.

“I’m yours,” he agrees, voice shattered into a thousand pieces, “I’m all yours, only yours, forever, I belong to you—oh Lord—oh yes—” He stops making actual words then, tipping over into whining, wrecked sounds, his body locking up around her as she drives him closer, pushes him to the edge of a yawning, beautiful abyss, and then she bites his neck and hisses, “Come for me, Lucían,” and kicks him over the cliff with one more hard thrust.

Lucían falls with a broken, pathetic keening sound that he hears as if from a great distance, because he doesn’t have any awareness to spare for anything other than the powerful, all-consuming fire boiling through his veins. He arches up off the bed, hands scrabbling at the headboard, head thrashing on the pillows, coming so hard he feels it in his teeth. The She-Wolf fucks him through it, drawing out his orgasm into a beautiful, infinite, endless kind of torture, and there’s nothing but her hands on him and her body all around him and his entire consciousness focused on where she’s joined them together, the crystal driving into him and stealing his ability to breath or move or think. He floats, somewhere, somewhere warm and wonderful that smells like rosemary, and lets himself stay there.

Someone’s moving near him, and the cock in his ass jostles slightly, bringing him a bit closer to actual consciousness. There are soft, wet sounds coming from somewhere nearby, gasps he recognizes as coming from Glory, and he blinks away enough of the post-sex blur to make out that she’s on her back next to him, no longer wearing the harness, hand between her legs as she comes for the third time that evening. She’s beautiful like this, and he watches her with a bemused, drunk sort of smile, because it’s strangely validating to know how much she liked fucking him. She collapses, breathing hard, body occasionally still jolting with an aftershock, and only then does she notice him looking. Her smile is liquid and completely unembarrassed, and she scoots her shoulders closer so she can press her forehead to his upper arm.

“Hey,” he says, eloquently, his tongue feeling thick and unresponsive.

“Hey,” she says, grinning at him in smug satisfaction, because she knows exactly what she did. Glory pushes up onto her elbow and kisses him gently before she rolls off the bed. Lucían lets his eyes drift shut again and enjoys the dizzy, hazy joy that comes after she works him over hard. He’d asked her about it once, why he goes so useless and silly after she forces him, and she’d shrugged and said, “Hells if I know, but it’s nice, right?” It is nice, it’s so nice, and he trusts her to take care of him so he can stay in this place as long as he can. He feels like something is missing, though, and after some fuzzy mental investigation it comes to him: He doesn’t feel ashamed about anything, not about being tied up or forced or Glory fucking him with the crystal. The guilt and confusion is gone, washed away under her touch, and he’s left with nothing but deep satisfaction and happy exhaustion. It’s... It’s a miracle is what it is. She must have fucked him so hard, he thinks wildly, that she shook it all loose. She just... she knocked it right out of him with her cock somehow. The idea of that is delightfully silly and he turns his head to the side to muffle a giddy little giggle in the crook of his elbow. Lord, he’s ridiculous and he doesn’t care. What absolute freedom she’s given him.

She comes back with a warm cloth, wipes his face and hands, cleans the mess on his stomach, and after she very gently eases the crystal back out of him (he gasps and shivers again, feeling oddly bereft afterward) cleans up any excess oil. He hears her footsteps walk away, the sound of running water as she presumably scrubs up, and then she climbs back onto the bed and undoes the bindings on his wrists with strong, smooth movements. Glory helps him sit up against her, and Lucían hisses because ow, okay, he’s sore in some new places and that’s going to take some getting used to. Once he’s settled again she brings a cup to his lips, cold spring water with some mint in it, and helps him drink it while his hands shake too much for him to be of any use. He loves her, he loves her so much, she takes such good care of him and it makes him feel worthy. The emotion boils up inside him as she drops a kiss on his lips and slides back out of the bed, probably to put the cup away, and he grabs her wrist as she stands up and opens his mouth to tell her how much he loves her—

“Marry me, Glory,” is what comes out instead, and the cup thumps down on the bedside table, tipping over but fortunately not breaking as it slips from her other hand. She turns her face to him, green eyes wide in shock and something else he can’t identify. Lucían replays what just came out of his mouth mentally, and it lights a fire in him because yes, it’s not what he meant to say but it is what he means. He tugs her back down on the bed, her hand suddenly trembling in his grasp, and pushes himself up to his knees, crawling closer so he can cradle her face in his hands.

“Glory,” he says, more sure of himself than he’s ever been before in his life. “Marry me.”

“I—” she starts, swallows, her eyes flicking back and forth between his, and Lucían presses on, the words tumbling out of his mouth as though pushed by the feeling welling up in his chest.

“I’m yours, Glory, I’ve only ever wanted to be yours from the first time I saw you. If we’re married, then I’ll be yours for real, and everyone will know, and I want that, I want that so much—”

“Lucían,” she says, pressing a shaking finger to his lips to cut him off, her eyes sparkling with tears, “you have to give me a chance to say yes.”

“Oh,” Lucían says against her finger, blinking hard against the wetness welling up in his own eyes, “then—will you—”

“Yes,” she says, lifetimes of emotion pressed into a single syllable, and she surges forward and kisses him. He wraps his arms around her neck and climbs into her lap, meeting every stroke of her tongue and press of her lips with his. It’s awkward and sloppy because they’re both crying and laughing and still trying to keep kissing, her arms sliding around his waist and pulling him flush against her curves, and it’s the best kiss of his life. Lucían’s so gloriously, furiously happy that he thinks he might burn up from it.

“I love you,” he says against her mouth, kissing away the tears of joy from her cheeks. “I love you so much, Glory of the Snow, Lord you make me so happy.” She laughs, throwing her head back, and he takes the opportunity to kiss his way under her ear and down her neck. “I can’t wait to wake up next to you every day for the rest of my life as we go on adventures,” he tells her, pressing kisses along the edge of her leather collar and dropping one on the pendant from his necklace set into the center. “I cannot believe that He sent me to you,” he says, lips brushing the hollow of her throat, and she kisses the top of his head and slides a hand into his hair so she can tug him back up to face her

“I wish I’d stolen you out of that monastery years ago,” Glory tells him, fingers carding through his hair. “I love you with my whole heart, my sweet, beautiful, brave Lucían.” He watches another tear spill out of her eye and roll, glistening, down her flushed cheek, and he can’t fucking stand how beautiful she is so he kisses her again, and again, figures maybe he’ll never stop kissing her.

No sooner has that thought crossed his mind then she says, “Oh!” against his mouth, like she’s just remembered something, and she rolls them over to press his back into the mattress and kisses his nose. “Wait here,” she orders, and Lucían’s a little confused but obeys, like he always does. Glory crawls across the bed and pads to the wardrobe, opens one of the drawers on her side and pulls a box out from the back, under her winter tunics. Lucían pushes himself up onto one elbow and watches, curious, as she climbs back onto the bed and kneels in front of him.

“I was trying to figure out the right time to give this to you,” she says, setting the box on the bed between them, “and honestly I can’t think of a better one.” She sits back on her heels and looks at him expectantly, so Lucían pushes himself properly upright (ow) and reaches for the box. The thick blue ribbon it’s tied with is smooth and luxurious against his fingers as he pulls the ends and sets it aside, and the box itself is a lovely cedar. He glances up at Glory as he lifts the top off, and when he glances back down his heart skips a beat, because what’s his necklace doing in there? Lucían blinks and looks again, realizes that yes, it’s his necklace, the twining leaves and vines, set into a charcoal gray leather collar, the twin to the one Glory’s wearing right now.

“You always stare at this,” she says, tracing her fingers along the smooth leather at her throat, “so I got the artisans to make you a matching one.”

“It’s beautiful, Glory,” he tells her, eyes welling up again as he reaches for it with a shaking hand. “It’s perfect.” He runs out of words then, so he leans forward to kiss her again, pulling away to lean their foreheads together. “Will you put it on me?” he asks, shyly, and she bites her lower lip as she grins. Lucían picks up the collar, the leather butter-smooth in his hands, and holds it out to her like he’s presenting a gift to a queen, and honestly, he sort of is. Glory’s his queen, and she takes it from him with a matching amount of ceremony, waits while Lucían shifts to his knees, facing away from her, and settles his hands on his thighs. She presses in behind him, a line of warmth from his hips to his shoulders, and when she settles the cool leather against his neck he shivers and sways back against her. He can feel the curl of her smile as she kisses the side of his neck, fingers working to buckle the collar at the nape, and she drops one more kiss just above the buckle. Lucían sighs and drops his head back against her shoulder, her fingers running along the edges of the collar, the gentle pressure of it always there to remind him of her, that he’s hers, and it feels like belonging.

“It looks good on you,” she murmurs against his ear, pressing a kiss to his temple. “Would you like to see?” He nods, and she takes his hand and tugs him away, off the bed, and over to the mirror above their vanity station. She stands behind him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, and leans her cheek into the top of his head as Lucían takes the time to just really look at them. He barely recognizes himself as the man who left the monastery that winter, his body transformed into lean muscle and his hair grown out. More than the physical, though, he’s changed as a person, become someone skilled and dangerous and occasionally confident. He’s stronger now, scarred but still here, and the collar on his throat ties him to Glory, who’s going to be his wife, and looking at them together is so absolutely, wonderfully perfect he wants to cry. He runs his hands over her forearms, his skin tanned brown against the pale cream of hers, both their faces carrying marks from past fights, and it feels like coming home all over again.

“It’s perfect, Glory,” he says, turning in her arms so he can kiss her again. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she says, kissing his forehead, his nose, his cheekbone. “It’s specially made, you know,” she says, sliding her fingers along his collar. “There’s a spot under here where I can clip a leash.”

“Oh,” Lucían says, his cock giving an interested little twitch at that idea. “Do you... do you have the leash already?”

“Of course I do, Lucían,” she says, mock-seriously. “You seemed pretty well fucked out for the evening, though.”

“I thought I was,” he says with a shrug, “but that was before you put a collar on me and told me about leashes.” She tugs on the collar, experimentally, and he shivers, definitely getting interested again now. Glory watches him with a fond, heated look as she crosses to the wardrobe and digs out a slim braided length of leather with a metal bit at one end. She keeps her eyes on his as she stalks slowly back over, slides her hands over the planes of his chest, and attaches it with a click.

“Well?” she asks, stepping back and giving it a gentle pull. Lucían sways, feeling his eyes glaze over a little bit, and shivers again.

“Yes,” he says, “that’s very good.” Glory grins at him, soppy and shining, and walks backward to the bed, pulling him along with her as she falls down onto the mattress and shimmies to the center.

“Come on, then,” she says, eyeing him over and wrapping the leash around her hand to tighten it before she gives it a quick yank. Lucían falls onto the bed, grinning foolishly, and crawls over to her as she draws him in, using the collar at his throat to pull him down for a kiss. Every gasp he makes is a prayer, every moan a hymn, and he thinks he’ll never, never be done giving thanks.
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Chapter 24
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Lucían sets down his breakfast tray and settles himself, a bit gingerly, on the chair across from Kia. Glory’s still across the room by the buffet tables, having got wind of a fresh tray of meat pastries coming out of the oven and refusing to leave until she gets one. “Morning,” he says as he takes a sip of his tea, and Kia looks up from the letter in front of her.

“Morn—” she starts, and he sees the moment her eyes catch on the collar, and then on the bruises on his neck the collar does jack-all to cover up. Her mouth curls up at the corners but her voice is even when she says, “Well, looks like you had a good time last night.”

“Yeah,” he says, unable to stop the ridiculous grin that stretches across his face. “I really, really did.” Lucían glances across the room at Glory, who’s triumphantly holding a fresh-from-the-oven pastry above her head, and his ribs squeeze with how much he loves her. Kia opens her mouth to say something else, probably sarcastic or teasing, but he cuts her off and blurts, “We’re getting married.”

Her jaw drops. “What?” she hisses, goggling at him.

Lucían grins wider, until his cheeks start to hurt with it, and he repeats, “We’re getting married. I asked her and she said yes.” He spreads some soft cheese on a jam roll and takes a bite, feeling like he’s absolutely glowing with happiness and probably everyone in the dining hall can tell.

“Morning,” Glory says, dropping into the chair next to him and setting an extra meat pastry on his plate. “For you, my love,” she tells him, kissing his temple, and Kia practically squeals, “You’re getting married?!”

“Oh,” Glory says, a smile breaking across her face like the sun at dawn. “Yes.” Lucían can’t take his eyes off her and the way she radiates pure joy. He wants to bask in it like a cat in a sunbeam.

“Fuck,” Kia says, her voice ragged enough that he manages to tear his eyes off Glory. She has her hands over her mouth and her eyes are welling up with tears. “I’m so fucking happy for you both,” she says, half a sob, and squeezes her eyes shut. “Ugh, how dare you make me feel real feelings this early in the morning, it’s fucking rude is what it is.” Lucían opens his mouth to, what, apologize? but before he gets a chance she pushes her tray to the side and lunges across the table to wrap one arm around each of their necks and pull them in against her for the world’s most awkward group hug.

“I love you both so much,” she practically snarls, “and if anyone, ever, tries to get in the way of your joy I will murder them.” Kia turns her head to kiss Glory on the forehead. “I love you and you deserve every happiness,” she tells her, seriously, and then turns to Lucían so she can kiss his forehead, too. “I love you and I’m so proud of you, Lucían, you’re a good man and a brave friend.” She squeezes them to her one more time, always shockingly strong for such a small person, and then crawls back across the table to drop into her seat. Lucían hands her a clean napkin, and she mops her streaming eyes and blows her nose.

“So,” she says, voice mostly steady, “when’s the wedding?”

Lucían blinks, his tea halfway to his mouth. “I don’t know,” he says with a slight frown.

“We weren’t exactly focusing on setting a date last night,” Glory says with a completely unnecessary waggle of her eyebrows. Lucían very nearly spits out his tea but manages to swallow the sip with a heroic effort before he coughs. “I don’t really have a preference, though,” she continues blithely while he wheezes into a napkin. “My people have a lot of rules based on legal contracts and the exchanging of valuables between the two families, but those are old and I’m not from a noble clan so it’s not very important that they apply. I’d just like it to be on a Friday, that’s traditional.”

“I’ve never actually seen a wedding,” Lucían realizes out loud. “I know the prayers, I suppose, but I don’t really have a frame of reference.”

“Eh,” Kia says from across the table, taking a sip of her tea with a dismissive shrug, “just make something up. You go before someone holy, say some vows, and sign some papers with a magistrate. The details are irrelevant, as long as you have a party and you invite me to it.”

“Noted,” Glory says, and bumps her shoulder against Lucían’s. “What do you think?” she asks quietly, and he takes a thoughtful bite of the still-steaming meat pastry and chews while he mulls it over.

“I want to finish things with the monastery first,” he says, toying with the handle of his mug. “It doesn’t feel right to just ignore it. We have the paperwork, the books are returned, if I spend any more time here it feels like I’m stalling just to avoid a confrontation.” A confrontation is in fact exactly what Lucían is looking forward to. He wants to knock the Abbot out of the pulpit and free his brothers from the old man’s lies. His anger at the Abbot’s lies reminds him of another good point, so he adds, “Also, I have to invite Evelyn to the wedding or she’ll light me on fire the next time she sees me, so we have to plan it with enough time for her to travel here.”

“That’s a good point,” Glory says, leaning back in her chair and polishing off another pastry. “I should write to my family, they’d want to come if they can make it.”

“So go finish up your monastery shit and then come set a date,” Kia says, practically vibrating in her seat. “I can put in my request for the day off and commission a nice outfit and then be in charge of the decorations!”

“You?” Lucían asks, surprised, and the Knife makes a knife appear out of somewhere and points it at him.

“I. Love. Weddings,” she says, punctuating each word with a little jab of the knife in his direction. “I’m fucking great at decorating and I’ll dance all night and I know all the best bakeries in this city, don’t ruin this for me, niño.” Her dark eyes glint with seriousness, like light off a blade.

“Okay,” he says, stifling a grin, “you can decorate, I promise.” She glares at him for another long minute and then puts the blade away with a nod. Lucían eyes her for a second to make sure she’s not going to try and stab him again and looks to Glory. “We should go, though. How long before we can head out?”

Glory waggles her hand in the air as she takes a sip of her tea. “Two, three days? We’ll just need to order supplies and do a bit of other prep.” That’s sooner than he’d expected, and he nods and takes another bite of his pastry.

“So is the wedding like, a secret, ooooor...” Kia asks, leaning back in her chair too casually for it to be real. Lucían looks at Glory, who does a shrugging movement and a thing with her shoulders to say it’s up to him, and he does a thing with his head where he indicates he accepts this responsibility and thank you.

He turns back to Kia, who has watched the entire exchange with a raised eyebrow, and says, “No, it’s not a secret.” He wants to scream it in the courtyard, honestly, wants to paint it on the walls of the Guild so everyone will know.

“Good,” Kia says, and then she’s sprinting across the dining hall to where the Black Bear has just entered, yelling, “They’re getting FUCKING MARRIED!” as she goes, and Lucían watches as the Black Bear realizes who she’s talking about. It hits him about two seconds too late that he’s about to be absolutely crushed in a monster hug, and he looks desperately at Glory as the ground shakes with the Black Bear’s oncoming footfalls.

“You made your choice,” she tells him, carefully scooting her food away from the edge of the table and then catching his mug as a mighty arm comes in for an embrace and knocks it aside.

“Ribs!” Lucían wheezes, smacking the Black Bear on the arm uselessly as Glory watches and laughs uproariously. It should feel like a mistake, Lucían reflects as he tries to breathe, but it doesn’t, not when she looks like that.

In spite of every person in the Guild stopping by to offer their congratulations, Glory and Lucían actually do manage to complete the preparations they need for heading back to the monastery. It’s past the solstice now, so the warmer weather means they can pack much lighter clothing, which Lucían appreciates because it means there’s more room in his saddlebags for his evidence against the Abbot. Glory makes a few special purchases of better waybread and nicer dried fruits than the Guild has in its storerooms, and they both spend an afternoon wrangling their bedrolls through the laundry.

Lucían writes to Evelyn first thing about the betrothal, warning her that they’re about to leave and if she writes back he might not see it for a while. He apparently misjudged her reaction to the news, because her letter arrives literally the next day, the handwriting an absolute mess because, as she tells him in the first sentence, she wrote it while running to the Guild so she could send it via raven immediately. The rest of the letter is breathless congratulations, a promise to attend, and the amount of money she’s apparently going to win out of the convent betting pool.

“Does everyone bet on our relationship?” he asks Glory in a huff over dinner, and the Black Bear says, “No, we bet on other people’s relationships, too,” like that makes it better. Lucían knows better than to start that argument, though, so he settles for making his point via an intense glare. It is, unsurprisingly, ineffective.

They ride out early in the morning, Lucían finally submitting to the early summer heat and going as sleeveless as Glory usually does. To his delight it turns out that in very sunny weather she dons a ridiculous floppy straw hat to protect her skin from burning. It’s possibly the silliest thing he’s ever seen but she wears it with such confidence that no one else gives it a second look. Either that or no one wants to possibly annoy two Guild warriors, and Lucían realizes on about day two that strangers look at his scarred face and they see someone potentially fearsome, not someone who wasn’t fast enough to get out of the way. That rocks his world for a little while, and he mulls it over as they leave the bustle of the main roads and head back into the forest.

“Does it bother you when people are scared of you at first?” he asks her one night, curled up in their blankets with the stars glittering above them in a river of gemstones. He can just see the curve of her cheek in the darkness, the fire already burned down to coals and only the light of the stars and the moon glowing off her pale skin.

“A little,” she says honestly, shifting around so she can face him a little more squarely, her shoulder peeking out of the blanket and reflecting the moonlight. “I very rarely mean people harm, so it hurts a bit if that’s what they see as my intent, but I can’t control what others think about me. I can only control my own actions, so I’m only ever just myself, and they can decide what they want based on that.” Glory goes silent and Lucían thinks that over, the only sound the rustle of the trees and the occasional cricket. “I mean,” she adds, “it worked on you, didn’t it?”

“Hey,” he says, without enough energy to really be offended, “don’t lump me in with the people who judge you based on your biceps.”

“Oh, come on, Lucían,” she says, rolling over onto her back and tugging him in against her side. “You were terrified of me. You shook like a baby rabbit when I pulled you out of that monastery.”

“First of all, it was winter, and I was cold,” Lucían corrects her primly. “Second of all, I was terrified and aroused. It was a potent combination of emotions and you can’t separate the two out.”

“Mmm, yeah,” she says dreamily. “You were so sweet and shy and utterly bewildered that first day out. Gods, but you were cute.” She drops a kiss on the top of his head and scratches her hand up and down his spine. “Are you nervous about going back?”

Lucían’s stomach does a weird sort of flip. “A bit,” he admits, kissing her shoulder. “Mostly I just don’t know how it’s going to go. I want my Brothers to know the truth, but I don’t know how they’re going to react, if they’ll agree with me that the Abbot is wrong. What if they don’t care?”

“Then you’ll have done your best,” she says firmly, “and that’s all you can do.” Glory goes quiet in a thoughtful way before she adds, “If you really want you can punch him, too.”

“That’s a great comfort, thank you,” he says dryly, feeling her chuckle under his cheek as she tugs the bedroll up a bit higher around them. Lucían thinks about what she said and listens to her smooth, even breathing for a while before sleep finally tugs him under. She’s right, really, so there’s nothing for it but to keep going.

The going actually goes much faster than Lucían expected. The long summer days and clear weather mean they can cover much more ground every day, to say nothing about how much more conditioned he is for riding now. They reach the Guild House where he nearly froze to death in just over a week, where Glory proceeds to demonstrate all the things she would have done to him the first time if he’d been consenting and in good health. Not for the first time, Lucían reflects what an absolute fool he’d been for not figuring things out sooner. When he says it out loud Glory just shrugs and says, “You had to walk your own path,” which is one of those incredibly insightful, very kind things she just comes out with all the time, like it’s no big deal. He has nothing to say in response to that so he just kisses her again, which works out well for them both.

It’s both too soon and not soon enough when they reach the outskirts of Fiervlang, just under three weeks since leaving Knightsrest. Lucían remembers the shape of the town, but the actual details are no longer covered under a foot of snow. It’s jarring, overlaying his memories of the place over the actual place, but when they settle the horses in the stable and walk into the inn it’s viscerally familiar. Lucían’s shoulders drop down from around his ears as he smells fresh bread and something else delicious, even as the bustle of conversation drops around them. People are staring, he can feel their eyes, but he doesn’t actually care this time, because—

“She-Wolf!” Miriam shouts from behind the bar, setting aside the tankard she was filling and bustling around the counter. “You’re back! It’s so good to see youuuuu!” Lucían takes a step back as Glory scoops the sturdy, shorter woman up into a hug and swings her around in a circle. Miriam accepts this with an eyeroll and cups Glory’s face in her hands. “I see you’ve picked up some new scars,” she says, sternly.

“It’s the job,” Gory says with a shrug.

Miriam tsks at her and turns to Lucían, sizing him up from toes to hair, and her face transforms when she recognizes him. “Brother Lucían, as I live and breathe,” she says, pulling him in for a hug. “What on earth have you done to your face?”

“Killed a necromancer,” he says cheerfully, squeezing his arms around her ribs. She smells like bread and woodsmoke from the kitchen fires, her twisted locs pulled back into a sensible braid. When she pulls away he meets her eyes with a grin and adds, “Also, they call me the Flame these days.”

“You joined the Guild?” she asks, eyebrows climbing her forehead. At his nod she smiles and cups his cheek. “You’re a brave young man,” she tells him fondly, “I knew you’d do well for yourself.”

“Thank you, my lady Miriam,” he says, blinking back sudden tears.

She pats his face once and turns to Glory. “Are you staying overnight, then? Same room as last time?”

“Actually,” Lucían cuts in, smothering a smile, “you can put us in the She-Wolf’s usual room, I think.”

“Oh?” Miriam’s eyebrow practically reaches her hairline now. “That’s only got the one bed, you know.” Her voice carries just a hint of suggestiveness, and Lucían feels the color start to rise in his cheeks.

“I know,” he says, voice even, eyes locked on her face because he wants to see her reaction. He takes Glory’s hand in his, feeling his whole body tilt toward her like a sunflower to the light. “We’re betrothed.”

Time slows as Lucían watches a storm of emotions roll across Miriam’s face, shock first bleeding into delight, then a bit of smugness finally edging into radiant joy. “Congratulations!” she says, gripping their hands with hers. “I had a feeling but I didn’t want to scare this one off when you first came through. Oooh!” She releases their hands to dance a little jig, punching the air. “Are you staying long? I assume the wedding will happen back in Knightsrest but I’d like to bake you something as a celebration while you’re here.”

“I’m not sure how long we’ll be here,” Lucían admits, glancing up at Glory. “Probably at least two nights. I have business back at the monastery and I don’t know how long it will take.”

“Well, two nights is enough time for me to make you a cherry cake, at least,” Miriam says, pulling them both into another hug. “Oh, the girls will be so excited. Do you want food sent up?” She lets them go and heads back behind the bar, tossing Glory a key as they head for the stairs.

“Please,” Glory says. “We have some planning to do.” Lucían follows her upstairs to a room further down the hall than the one they’d stayed in those months ago, and he feels a weird little twist in his stomach as they pass the door. It seems like forever ago and only yesterday that he’d followed the She-Wolf up these same stairs, shivering and anxious about everything, and some sense-memory of those days crawls up his spine and makes him tense. She unlocks the door to their new room and they duck inside, dropping their luggage by the bed. Lucían stretches, his back and shoulders cracking audibly, and Glory drapes her large, strong hands over his neck and drives her thumbs into the base of his skull, working out the knots there. It makes the tightness drain out of his body, grounds him in the here and now, and when she drops her hands he turns around and kisses her.

“So,” she says, pressing their foreheads together. “Shall we plan our little coup?”

Lucían’s face splits in a sharp, deadly smile. “Yes, let’s.”
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Chapter 25
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They ride out either very late or very early, depending on how you look at it. Either way, it's under cover of darkness, the village around them still silently asleep as they slip away. They're doubled up on Tulip to make the logistics easier, Lucían pressed back against Glory from hip to shoulders in a mirror of their first ride together. He almost laughs at the difference, now, between the terrified monk he was and the determined mage that returns, but they're trying to be quiet so he swallows down his amusement and settles for a wry grin.

Once they've left Fiervlang behind Lucían calls up an array of magelights, dim enough not to completely ruin their night vision but bright enough to illuminate the road. Glory kicks Tulip up into a canter and the mare's long limbs eat up the ground, hooves echoing in the shadows. They make it to the monastery in less than an hour, Lucían dismissing the magelights as soon as the dark bulk of it blots out the horizon. Tulip drops down to a walk, breathing hard, and he pats her neck as they make their way to the gates in near-silence.

Lucían dismounts first and listens at the gate, hard, for any signs that his Brothers are up and about after curfew. There's no sound but that of Tulip, shifting from one foot to the other, and the quiet slide of Glory dropping out of the saddle. "We're clear," he tells her silently. "Boost me." She nods and drops to one knee, steadying him as he climbs up onto her shoulders and handing him up one end of a rope. Once he's settled she stands, slowly, giving him the chance to brace himself against the gate for balance. Lucían clamps the rope between his teeth and grabs the top with both hands. "Ready," he sends to Glory, and holds on for dear life in the terrifying moment that she gets both hands under one of his feet where it rests on her shoulder and shoves him upwards. It gives him enough extra height to scramble up onto the top of the gate and straddle it, awkward but safe.

He pulls up enough rope that it brushes the ground on the inside of the gate, and Glory takes her end, wraps it around one wrist and behind her back, and braces herself to take his weight. At her nod Lucían slings his other leg over the gate, hangs from the rope long enough to wrap it around one ankle and cross the other one over the top, and lets himself down smoothly, hand-over-hand. Once he's safely on the ground again, he tugs the rope twice and she pulls it back with a hiss of hemp against wood. A quick check shows he's still alone in the courtyard, so he unbars the gate and pushes it open just far enough to admit Glory and Tulip. Lucían checks again to make sure the courtyard is empty, bars the door, and leads the horse across the dark cobblestones to the stable.

"I have to say," Glory breathes once they're inside, "it still seems odd to me that we're leaving my horse in plain view on what is supposed to be a stealth mission." She grins at him in the darkness, and Lucían calls up a dim little magelight so they can see to settle Tulip into a stall.

"Chores don't start until after morning service," he reminds her, pouring a pail of oats into Tulip's trough. "By the time anyone sees her, we'll have done what we came here for." Glory nods and digs in a saddlebag, pulling out the knapsack of evidence Lucían insisted they bring along and slinging it across her back. He dismisses the magelight with a flick of his fingers and leads her out of the stable the back way, the one that leads into the gardens. The door into the monastery from the gardens has a loose latch, one that the head gardener constantly complained about, and Lucían's counting on no one ever having taken the initiative to repair it. The monastery clearly hasn't changed much in his absence, because he jimmies the door open easily. He allows himself a satisfied smile as they slip into the silent, dark corridors that were his home for decades. This place is familiar, the layout stored irreplaceably in his mind, and he glides off down the hallway without hesitation. The only thing they have to worry about is running into one of the older monks patrolling for young novices out making trouble, and it's such a deep part of the night that even the chaperones are probably asleep.

They see no one in the quarter hour it takes them to prowl through the shadows to their destination, the only excitement coming from Lucían nearly stepping on one of the monastery cats and catching sight of the gray tabby just in time to detour around it. They stop outside the Abbot's office and nervousness boils up in his stomach, a sense-memory he can't quite suppress. Getting called to the Abbot's office was never a good thing, and the back of his throat tastes sour, the distraught faces of his Brothers playing through his mind as he stares, unseeing, at the wood. What penance lies in store for him today?

"Lucían?" Glory whispers, setting her hand on his shoulder and pulling him out of his own head. He shakes himself, banishing the memories, and pulls up a magelight, huddling closer to the door so his body blocks it from any nearby prying eyes. Glory pulls a slim blade out of her boot and works it in between the double doors. She feels around with it for a moment, frowning in concentration. She nods, once, face shading over to satisfaction, and moves the knife in a quick, sharp jab. With a quiet little click she pulls the door open, and Lucían slips inside.

"Right," he says, pushing a little more power into his magelight as he scans the room. "I'll start with the bookshelf, you search the desk?"

"Got it," Glory says, pushing the door shut behind her again. "Light me a lamp?"

Lucían touches the wick of a candle on the Abbot's desk and a little flame pops up. The candle is fine beeswax, he notes, while the Brothers always made do with tallow. What other luxuries did the Abbot allow himself while prohibiting for others? His jaw tightens as he crosses to the bookcase and pulls down the first leather-bound volume, because he's certainly going to find out tonight.

Most of the books on the shelf are useless for their purposes, just copies of holy texts or apothecarial volumes. Lucían eventually finds several handwritten bookkeeping journals, but his excitement passes when they turn out to be the costs of illumination and printing supplies. He sets them aside anyway and pulls out yet another book of absolutely no consequence whatsoever, through the botanical illustrations are nice. As he replaces it on the shelf Glory says, "Lucían, I think I've found something."

What she's found is a false bottom to one of the drawers, and she lifts it away to reveal an absolute trove of journals. Lucían grabs one at random and scans the first page, heart racing, because yes, this is what he was looking for. Neat sums line the pages, listing illumination contracts, deposits paid, and final profits, which is all well and good except for the column where the Abbot boldly lists his cut, out there for all the world to see now that they've found the records. The Abbot's cut is well above the amount allocated to the monastery, and Lucían's jaw drops at the number listed for the last month alone.

"This one's full of indenture contracts," Glory says, looking up from the page where she’s pressed her little reading tool. "These numbers don't add up, there's no way it would take this long to pay off the original debt."

"Not if the point is to make sure we can't pay them off," Lucían says darkly, comparing similar dates listed in each book. His hand clenches involuntarily into a fist, rage seething up between his teeth, and he takes a few slow breaths in an attempt to settle himself. “Take everything. We can review them in more detail once we’re in place.” Glory nods and together they pack the knapsack with the secret journals. Lucían tosses in the public expense records as well, wanting to cross-reference them with the private ones. They extinguish their lights, plunging back into darkness as they slip out into the corridor. It takes another quarter-hour for them to reach the chapel, and Lucían checks the sky through the courtyard before they head inside. It’s still dark immediately above, but the far edges are a bit lighter in the way that shows the inevitability of sunrise. He estimates they still have an hour, perhaps two, before anyone will be awake.

“What do you need?” Glory asks as he comes in and shuts the door behind him. She’s unpacked the knapsack, laid out journals and books in neat rows on one of the pews, and has a sheaf of parchment and some graphite set aside for note-taking. She fiddles with her reading tool for a moment and glances warily at the books, and he’d tried to reassure her about this, but now that they’re in the moment he senses her hesitation.

"I need time," Lucían says, glancing through the books to find the one he'd started on back in the Abbot's office. "You focus on the figures and shove them under my nose if it’s something particularly damning. Shake me if you hear anyone coming, or if it gets close to dawn and I'm still reading. I'm likely to get lost in this."

"You got it," Glory says, her shoulders dropping in minute relief as she picks up a volume from her end of the pew. Lucían summons a magelight for each of them, just bright enough to read by, and dives in. Very quickly he learns he has to set his emotions aside, locking them up in a little box in his heart to address later, because otherwise he gets so angry he can't see straight. It's easier if he shuts that all off and concentrates on the rational facts, cross-references figures and sums against each other as Glory points them out, and allows the truth to reveal itself with every note and number. He cuts slips of parchment and marks particular pages, writes the occasional damning quote down to commit to memory, and sorts the piles as he goes so he can find them again easily. As predicted, he goes so hard into his studies that when Glory taps him on the shoulder he startles, almost dropping the book in his hands.

“I heard bells,” she says, and when Lucían glances at the window the sky is pink with dawn. He nods, dismisses both magelights, and they silently pack the books into Glory’s knapsack. There’s no sign of their presence in the chapel when they duck into the confessional and pull the curtains shut. Now it’s just a matter of waiting.

“So what’s this thing for, actually?” Glory asks, barely audible through the screen. They’re still alone in the chapel, the smell of beeswax and old wood mixing with the rosemary pine smell of her, tugging him into his past and his future at the same time. He blinks at her. He can barely see the shape of her shadowed against the thin fabric, and he realizes she really doesn’t know.

“It’s for hearing confessions,” Lucían tells her, “you tell the priest your sins and he tells you how to atone.”

“Ah,” she says, thoughtfully. “I suppose one would think there aren’t a lot of ways to sin in a monastery, but I imagine the reality was otherwise.” Lucían shivers as a current of icy memory trickles down his back.

“You imagine correctly,” he says, and he hears the edge in his tone. Anything the Abbot didn’t like was a sin, anything that challenged the man’s stranglehold on power was a sin, and being away has brought so many things into focus. Confessions ought to make a person feel better afterward, give them a chance to do good in the world to make up for their past mistakes, but the Abbot had used it as just another avenue for control and abuse. Lucían remembers being on the other side of the screen, the Abbot’s quiet, measured voice telling him all the things he’d done wrong, and the unspoken, underlying threat of Shunning or Banishment making his hands shake and his guts cramp. Well, he thinks sharply, turns out leaving the monastery was the best thing I ever did, old man, so that threat has no teeth, does it? 

“Mmm,” she says quietly, breaking him out of his contemplation. “Would this be the appropriate time and place to confess that I’ve been having lustful thoughts about a monk?” He glances at the screen, senses more than sees the shape of her grin, and it makes him smile even in the face of the memories.

“Place? Yes,” he breathes, “Time? No. Shh.” Outside he can hear the sounds of the monastery waking up, the creak of doors and quiet footfalls on stone. The distant footsteps come closer, and they both settle themselves deeper into the confessional, pressing against the back wall as the doors swing open and monks stream into the chapel. There’s enough of a gap in Lucían’s curtain to allow him to see out, the view a narrow slice across a row of pews, and he freezes as he recognizes some of his Brothers lining up. Brother Carnahan looks well, and Brother Lee tries and fails to stifle a yawn as they wait for the Abbot to start the dawn service For a brief moment it’s like he never left, surrounded by familiar smells and sights and sounds. It feels simple, so simple, to pull back the curtain, leave this confessional, and take his place among the pews again, to fall back into the old routines and never, ever have to worry about fighting the undead or picking out his own clothes or having people look at him for answers to questions he doesn’t know. For a long, painful moment he’s tempted, which is the horrible thing. He doesn’t want that life, exactly, but it was easy. He knew what was expected of him and what each day would bring, and maybe he wasn’t happy here but in a way he was safe.

The Abbot crosses his field of vision, walking to the altar, and the yearning in his heart sours like milk on a hot day. Lucían pulls in a quick breath, feeling the collar around his neck shift with it, and exhales, slow and silent, reminding himself that he’s not the person he was, and he’s here for a reason, and he’s not alone. He glances at Glory’s silhouette through the screen and she shifts to silently press a hand against the thin fabric. Lucían presses his hand against hers, the sheer cloth not enough to dampen her warmth even a little, and lets the contact fill him up and steady him.

The pews fill, the room silent except for the gentle surrusus of footfalls and shifting fabric, and Lucían feels like his heart will give them away, hammering as it is in his chest. The monks still, the quiet going even heavier, and then the Abbot says, “Good morning, Brothers. May the Light and the Love of the Lord go with you.” His voice is as gentle and placid as ever, but now Lucían can hear the lie behind the kindness, the false love hidden in the sweet tones. He knows where these teachings lead, and it’s to hate and death and monsters.

Anger bubbles up inside of him, claws its way up his throat, and before he can think better of it he snaps, “You have no right to talk about love, old man.” That same anger propels him out of the confessional, shoving back the curtain hard enough that he hears it rip, and he strides to the aisle between the pews and locks eyes with the fucking Abbot.

A ripple of muttering rolls out through the room, like water rings in a pond, but he ignores it and stares down the liar at the pulpit. He senses Glory’s presence at his back, and the muttering increases in volume, because what is a woman doing in the chapel? The Abbot’s shocked expression twists into something uglier, and his cold gaze goes from Lucían’s face to above Lucían’s shoulder, his mouth curling into a sneer. “You are not allowed here!” he practically shouts, drawing up his shoulders to his full height, like that makes a difference to Glory. “Your blasphemous presence taints our holy purity!”

“That’s odd,” Lucían says, cutting him off before the Abbot can work up much momentum, “because I’d say that your blasphemous teachings taint the holy purity of the Lord. Or are we not called to love all His children?” He tilts his head to the side and bares his teeth in something like a smile as the old man splutters.

“Brother Lucían?” he hears from somewhere to the left, and glances that way to find Brother Lee staring at him in startled recognition. “You came back?” Lee sends in mindspeech, clearly reeling. He’s not the only one—row upon row of monks turn toward him, faces shocked and confused.

What had the Abbot told them, he wonders suddenly. Had it been like when Evelyn left? Did they all assume he was dead? “Of course I came back,” Lucían tells Lee silently. “You’re my friends. I couldn’t just leave you here with him.”

“My son, Brother Lucían,” the him in question says, voice kind and gentle, like he’s trying to calm a spooked horse. “I’m so glad you’ve returned to us in good health, though your time outside the monastery has clearly left you confused. It’s only to be expected, with the company you’ve kept.” Lucían catches the moment the mask slips and the Abbot’s naked contempt of Glory shows through before he schools his features back into the lie of friendliness. “Come, join the service with your Brothers and we can speak afterward about the lies she’s told you.”

“I’m not your fucking son,” Lucían says, voice threaded through with ice. “And I’m not Brother Lucían anymore. They call me the Flame, these days.” He pauses a moment, letting the implications of that statement sink in before he continues, “I’m not confused, either, and the only liar here is you.” He turns to Brother Lee, ignoring the Abbot pointedly, and asks, “Did you know our vows have nothing to do with whether or not we can use the Lord’s Blessing?”

“What?” Brother Lee blurts, looking terrified to be suddenly singled out audibly like this. Brother Carnahan frowns from the next space down on the pew, clearly thinking that statement over.

“Blasphemy!” the Abbot shouts. “The Lord requires—”

“The Lord requires,” Lucían snaps, spinning on his heel and stalking down the aisle toward the pulpit, “that we help others and spread His love as He would. He doesn’t require any of the shit you said he does. His love is unconditional, unlike yours.”

“What evidence do you have, child, that you know more of the Lord’s wishes than I do?” the Abbot demands, face flushing red with anger.

Lucían stops a few yards away and shrugs, a lazy movement of one shoulder. “For one thing,” he drawls, “the She-Wolf fucks me to within an inch of my life most nights and I still have His Blessing.”

Hot spots of color burn high on Lucían’s cheekbones after saying that out loud, but it is entirely worth it for this moment, where the assembled monks gasp (he swears he hears a few hastily stifled laughs) and the Abbot goes silent with shock, mouth working like a carp as he tries to find words. “That—that witch has seduced you!” he manages eventually. “Your carnal sins have damned you, just as I warned you they would! The Lord will forsake you for what you have done with that har—”

Before Lucían even realizes what he’s done, he’s kneeling on the altar, fire burning in a crown around his head and glowing in one hand, the other hand fisted in the collar of the old man’s robes as he drags him onto his toes. The room falls dead silent except for the merry crackle of flames around his fingers as he stares the Abbot straight in his bloodshot, terrified eyes. “Insult her again,” he says, cold as steel and twice as deadly, “and you’ll never get another chance.” For a moment he wants him to, wants the Abbot to give him an excuse to use the fire in his hands and the rage in his heart. It passes, though, the Abbot slumping in his grasp, and Lucían releases him roughly, slides back off the altar and backs away to the center of the chapel again.

“As you can see, Brother Lee” he says conversationally to his old friend, his hand still engulfed in flames, “celibacy isn’t actually a requirement to be able to use His Blessing.”

Brother Lee glances between Lucían and Glory a few times, sizing them both up, and then when his gaze returns to Lucían he says, “With her? You always were an overachiever.” Lucían stifles a grin because, yeah, he was surprised, too.

“It’s a trick!” the Abbot says, regaining some composure. “You’re consorting with a demon! You don’t have the Lord’s power, you have the power of devils! Don’t be fooled, my sons! Lucían no longer carries the Lord’s light! All the goodness he was once capable of is gone!”

Metal strikes the stone floor, the sound of it ringing through the chapel and echoing off the walls. When Lucían turns, Glory has one forearm bare, the bracer discarded on the ground. She draws a dagger, casts her gaze out across the rapt audience of monks, and pulls the blade across the meaty part of her forearm near the elbow. The cut is deep, but not deadly, carefully chosen for visibility over damage. It bleeds immediately and freely, crimson flowing over her pale skin to drip down to the floor. Every drop hits the ground with a sound that might as well be a drum beat in the tense silence of the room. Glory raises her gaze to fix it on the Abbot as she walks slowly up one side of the aisle and down the other, making sure that every monk gets a good look at the wound, heedless of the trail of blood she leaves behind her on the cold stone of the chapel. When she’s finished her circuit she stops in front of Lucían and holds her arm out to him, green eyes glittering with poison as she stares down the Abbot.

Lucían takes her arm in both hands, closes his eyes, and pushes his magic into her. The cut knits itself shut from the inside, and when it’s healed he summons water to wash her arm clean off the blood. Glory steps away from him and turns slowly in place so everyone in the room has a chance to see her arm, the cut gone as though it was never there. She stalks to the Abbot, shining in the dawn light coming through the stained glass windows, and holds out her arm for him to examine, as well. The old man can’t help but lean forward to look, and like a snake striking, she grabs his robes in her hand, holding him in place with that arm and her angry, deadly eye contact. She still has the dagger in her other hand, a flash of red blood on the silver blade, and she wipes it clean on the shoulder of his robes with slow, deliberate strokes. Then she drops the Abbot, turns neatly on her heel, and sheaths the dagger as she strides confidently to stand behind Lucían and wait there again, a silent bulk shoring him up, like a buttress on a cathedral.

“Demons can’t do that.” Lucían says into the silence, voice even, blood and water at his feet. “I should know, I fought and killed one.” The monks murmur again, and the tone is different now, laced through with curiosity. “I know a lot more about goodness and about the Lord’s light than you, and I came back with proof.” He half-turns to Glory, and she swings the knapsack off her shoulder and opens it, holding it out to him. “Did you know,” Lucían says conversationally to Storemaster Tobias as he rifles through the bag, “that the translation of The Words of Our Lord the Abbot uses was created by a xenophobic, reactionary sect of priests only about eighty years ago? They translated it to serve their aims, to the point that it barely resembles the versions they use in the rest of the world.”

“Lies!” the Abbot shouts from the head of the chapel, and Lucían ignores him to continue speaking, his eyes on the storemaster but his voice pitched for the rest of the room.

“The demon I killed, incidentally, was summoned by a man who styled himself a necromancer. You recall that grimoire I spent three weeks copying, alone in a windowless room? The one that gave me nightmares?” The storemaster nods, his face frozen in a rictus of mild horror. “Well, he stole it, and he used its power to raise the dead, and then he sold himself to a demon.”

“Why?” Tobias asks, his voice barely a whisper, and leather and parchment greet Lucían’s fingertips. He pulls the necromancer’s holy book out of the bag and runs his hand over the cover.

“He wanted,” Lucían says, his voice very cold and calm, “to cleanse the land of sin and rebuild it as he thought it should be. The same way the Abbot thinks it should be. The way it’s described in this translation.” After another quick moment of digging he finds the copy of the Words of Our Lord that changed his world when he read it in Knightsrest, and drops it on top of the necromancer’s journal.

“Are you accusing me of— of aiding and abetting a necromancer?” the Abbot snarls, his face flushed, and Lucían turns to him coolly.

“No,” he says flatly. “In order to do so you would have had to put in actual effort, by leaving your comfortable seat here at the monastery or keeping up a correspondence that didn’t benefit you directly. I am accusing you of sharing and spreading the same beliefs that led the man to become a necromancer. Do try to keep up, sir.” He turns sharply back to Storemaster Tobias, dismissing the Abbot without a thought, and smiles pleasantly at the monk.

“I didn’t realize,” he continues, as if there had been no interruption, “there was more than one translation until I met Father Hernandez, who was kind enough to give me a new copy. You can read it, if you like. I’ve marked some comparative passages. This also has the necromancer’s interpretations in it, but I warn you, they’re a bit disturbing.” Lucían hands the two volumes to the older man, politely ignoring the way the storemaster’s hands shake a bit, and turns to the other side of the aisle. “I brought a few extra copies of the standard translation, as well,” he says cheerfully, pushing them into the startled hands of his Brothers. “I marked certain notable pages with copies of what our translation says for the same passages, for easy contrast.” He turns back to face the Abbot, crossing his arms across his chest, and stares at the man with a serenity he doesn’t quite feel. Around him, groups of monks huddle together so they can get a glimpse of the books he brought. “You’ll note,” he says to the room at large, “that there are no requirements of celibacy, no commandments to live shivering in poverty, and absolutely nothing that says we must obey the will of a miserable, greedy old man in order to keep the love of the Lord.” His eyes travel over the Abbot’s finely woven robes, picking out the brown-on-brown embroidery around the collar and cuffs with a newly practiced eye. “Not that he ever joined us in our holy self-deprivation, of course. Only the finest for our fearless leader.” 

“This is hardly even the same book!” bursts out of Brother Lee, like a sneeze he was trying to stifle. The monk turns to glare at the Abbot, half-standing out of the knot of bodies trying to read the same page, his voice carrying over the increasing volume of whispers. “You said—you—” he sputters, trying to sum up two decades of lies and failing. “Was any of it true?”

“I took you in!” the Abbot says, sidestepping the question. “I gave you a home, Brother Lee! Were you not raised here by my word, when your mother didn’t want you? Did I not nurture and protect you against the outside world when you were abandoned?”

“About that,” Glory says, speaking for the first time and startling the room back into silence with the thunder of her alto voice. “Brother Lee, was it?” she asks, consulting a leatherbound journal in her hand. He nods, startled into silence at being addressed by the living mountain of the She-Wolf. “Hm, how long ago were you taken in by the monastery? Twenty-three years?”

“Twenty-one in August,” Brother Lee says, very quietly, eyes on Glory as she flips through the pages, squinting here and there at the parchment. Lucían watches her brow furrow and she glances up to meet his gaze. He asks her a question with a quirk of his eyebrows, and she shakes her head minutely. Her eyes flick up to the Abbot and, after an initial moment of trepidation, harden into glinting ice. She rolls her shoulders back like she’s going into battle and pulls her reading tool out of her pocket, flicking it open with a practiced movement and setting it on the page.

“Ah,” she says with a nod after another moment of careful study. “Here we go. ‘Hua Lee, twenty months old. Weaned. Mother: Xiao Dingxiang, approx. twenty-five years old. Widowed, unable to support baby and older daughter. Daughter useless to me. Son seems healthy. Mother reluctant to part with Lee, had to be quite firm but eventually child surrendered. The boy will be a good addition to the flock.’” She closes the book and tilts her head at Lucían. “Flame, my dear, how much money did the monastery make in the year the Abbot took in Brother Lee?”

“We had none to spare!” the Abbot shouts, desperately, as Lucían finds the ledger for that year and flips through it until he finds the right page.

“At least forty-five thousand,” he says over the Abbot’s continued protests. “She-Wolf, how much would it cost to feed a family of three for a year?”

“Five hundred,” she says promptly. “How much would it cost for contraceptive potions to allow people the ability to control when they wanted to have children, so they didn’t end up in desperate circumstances in the first place?” The new Words of Our Lord pass from one set of hands to another, a new huddle of monks learning the truth, and the whispering is louder now, edging into actual speech. Lucían hears quiet arguments, disbelief, and under it a low, simmering anger that matches the one in his ribcage.

“Technically,” Lucían says, turning his gaze back to the Abbot, “it could be free, if they were taught what herbs to grow and how to brew and administer the potions themselves, but the Abbot would never allow that, would he?”

“Those potions are unnatural! They subvert the will of the Lord!” the Abbot insists, but he’s sweating now, eyes darting nervously around the room. He’s trapped at the pulpit with nowhere to run, and Lucían enjoys watching the moment the Abbot realizes that.

“They’re not any more unnatural than a healing potion, and the Lord has nothing to say about contraception,” Lucían says. “You can look in the correct translation yourself, but you might need to wait until the Brothers are done with a copy.”

“You—” the Abbot sputters “—I raised you, boy! And this is the thanks I get? I took you in when no one else would have you—”

“You stole me from my mother!” Lucían practically screams, his voice cutting through the Abbot’s lies, a blade of hot, righteous fury. “Like you stole all of us. You could have helped, you could have done something, but instead you let all our mothers suffer for your own profits! You lied to keep us under your thumb, because if we spoke to anyone outside we’d learn the truth, wouldn’t we? Well, you sold me to the She-Wolf without so much as a second thought, and I learned the truth, and I came back to say no more stolen children.”

His words ring off the stone, and he hears Brother Lee say, “My mother wanted me?” to another monk, his voice small and broken. Lucían’s fists clench, shaking with the effort of keeping his temper under some degree of control.

“Everything I did was for your own good! Your indentures are perfectly legal!” The Abbot sounds nervous now, bluster substituting for confidence, and in response he gets twin glares of disgust from Lucían and Glory.

“It’s never a good sign,” Glory says, the corner of her mouth curling in dismissal, “when one is reduced to legality as a defense.”

“Also, we should look at that,” Lucían says, digging in the knapsack again and pulling out another bookkeeping journal. He’s marked a few relevant pages with bits of parchment, and he opens to the first one, scanning the sums to find the one he wants. “Brother Jan, do you recall that botanical volume about flowers you illuminated two years ago?”

Brother Jan jumps in his pew, fumbling the copy of the Words of Our Lord in his hands and barely managing to catch it. “Um, yes?” he says, voice squeaky, and Lucían turns to him, consulting the volume in his hands.

“According to this, it sold for two hundred and fifty. Two hundred and thirty seven of that was profit. She-Wolf? How much does Brother Jan’s indenture contract cost?”

“One moment,” Glory says, trying to dig through the knapsack one-handed and finally turning to a nearby monk. “Would you be so kind as to hold this?” she asks, holding it out, and the monk (Brother Timothy) takes it automatically, eyes wide, and stares at it like he doesn’t know why he did that. “Thank you,” Glory tells him, and with both hands free manages to extricate the book of indenture records. “Jan, Jan,” she says under her breath, flipping through the pages, and she runs her reading tool along the parchment. “It says here that Brother Jan’s indenture costs one hundred fifty,” she says finally, glancing up at him. “How much of the profit from the sale of that book was allocated to his debt?”

“Five,” Lucían says, “with two debited because of the amount of tea he drank while he worked on it.” He snaps the journal shut and tosses it to Storemaster Tobias. “Feel free to look up any other works in there, but every single one of you should have bought yourselves free by now if the Abbot hadn’t been specifically working to keep you here.” He stands up straight, scanning the room, and asks, “Are any of you free? Has anyone here paid off their indenture?”

The head gardener's hand goes up, along with a few of the very senior monks, and Lucían turns to him. “How old were you, sir, when you completed your contract?” he asks gently, and Elder Brother Caradoc scrubs his gnarled hands over his face and sighs.

“I was fifty three,” the old man says quietly, voice shaky with emotion.

“And why didn’t you leave?” Lucían asks, knowing the answer in his heart.

Brother Caradoc looks up at him, face hard, and says, “And go where? I have no money, no possessions of my own, no family I know of. I lived my whole life here, I don’t know anywhere else. How could I leave?” There’s anger in his voice, but also sadness and guilt, and Lucían drops to one knee so he can clasp one of the head gardener’s shaking hands between both of his.

“It’s not your fault, honored Elder Brother,” he says quietly, squeezing the man’s hand. “You couldn’t have known, because you weren’t supposed to know. The only one to blame is the Abbot.” Brother Caradoc looks at him, his eyes that light shade of brown that tips toward amber, his dark face lined with age and his time in the sun, and one dry, warm hand comes up to cradle Lucían’s cheek.

“You were always such a good boy, Lucían,” he says, tears glittering in his eyes. “Are you happy out there? Is she kind to you?”

Lucían grins and ducks his head, because for all the Abbot’s machinations these Brothers are still his family, and he still loves them. “I am,” he says quietly, letting the joy in his heart bleed into his voice. “She’s the best thing that ever happened to me. We’re going to be married.”

“That’s wonderful, my boy,” the head gardener says, and pulls him into a hug. “Thank you for coming back for us,” he whispers into Lucían’s ear, patting him between the shoulder blades, and Lucían squeezes his eyes shut against the prickle of tears.

“I had to. I had to come back and help,” he says, squeezing his arms around the older man’s ribcage, a deep, binding sort of hug that crushes the anxiety out. They both breathe there for a moment, and Elder Brother Caradoc releases his arms, pats Lucían on the cheek one more time, and then he stands and turns to the Abbot, hands clenched in fists at his sides.

“I’ve heard enough,” he says, and the voice that used to boom out over the younger brothers in the garden is now directed at one old man. “You’re a liar and a thief and you are unfit to lead this monastery!”

Several other voices speak up in agreement, and across the chapel Lucían hears the potionmaster yelp, “He charges how much for a basic cough remedy?”

“The Abbot,” Lucían says, turning to Potionmaster Andrin, “is happy to let people die for want of potions that we learn to make as children, because he’d rather keep his profits high. Fortunately, I learned that I can pass on the Blessing to others, and now the nuns at Our Lady of Love and Service know what I know and they’ll be able to help those who need it.” Brother Andrin gives Lucían a satisfied nod at that, pride in his eyes, and Lucían nods back.

“You? Pass on the Blessing?” the Abbot tries, lashing out in a desperate attempt to regain control of the situation. “Impossible! I am the only one the Lord entrusted with that knowledge! You have his Blessing because of my will!” His hands clench on the edges of the pulpit, knuckles white with tension, the sweat on his face and the tremble in his shoulders putting lie to the confidence of his words. For a brief moment Lucían almost feels sorry for the Abbot as he watches his life’s work crumble around him, but the feeling passes.

“Now, see, I think that’s a lie as well,” Lucían says, because he’s thought a lot about this particular issue and he wants to see it through. “You ordered the Blessing passed on, that’s true enough, but you never enacted the ritual yourself. In fact,” he continues, as the Abbot’s face goes pale and the room goes quiet, the monks listening intently, “I’ve never seen you perform even the smallest hint of magic. You never enchanted a potion or cast a magelight or even snuffed out your own lamps. I think—” and Lucían smiles here, gleeful and vindictive “—that you don’t even have His Blessing. I think you’re not capable of holding His love in your heart. I think you kept us trod down under your boot because that was the only power you had, to hurt us and lie to us and make us think the Lord’s love was conditional on us doing what you told us to do.” The muttering that runs through the room at that is louder, angrier, and Lucían knows his Brothers are seeing those pieces click together in their own memories.

“How dare you—” the Abbot starts, and Lucían waves a hand and cuts him off with, “I dare quite easily, old man. Prove me wrong. Light a candle, summon the smallest magelight, fill a cup with water. Cast one spell, and I’ll leave here and never come back and I won’t even tell the town magistrate what you’ve been doing.” He shrugs, spreads his hands, and tilts his head to the side, eyes on the Abbot, the picture of relaxed boredom. “That’s all it will take. One little spell, and I’ll never bother you again.”

“Yeah, Abbot,” says Brother Lee as he shoots to his feet, fingers flexing in agitation. “Cast a spell. Maybe a magelight, you always have opinions about the way I do mine.”

“Perhaps,” says Potionsmaster Andrin, blue eyes hard in his pale face, “you could enchant a potion, since you like to tell me the best way to do that any time you deign to enter the workshop.”

“I could cut him,” Glory offers cheerfully, “just a little, perhaps across the pad of one thumb, and we could see if he’s capable of casting a healing spell. It should be simple enough to heal a wound that small, right?” She directs the question at Brother Timothy, who’s still holding the knapsack in his lap and looks utterly bowled over at the direction this morning has taken.

He jumps at being directly addressed again. “Um, yes, it’s—ah—it’s a very simple spell,” he says eyes darting between Glory and the Abbot. “Any novice healer could do it in less than a minute.”

“What’s it to be, Abbot?” Lucían asks cheerfully, sauntering toward the pulpit. “We’re not asking much, only what you expect a novice monk to be able to do in the first week. One spell and you’ll never see me again. Oh, but before I go...” Lucían reaches into his satchel, pulls out the heavy, official letter with the seal of the Knightsrest University on it, and tosses it onto the altar. “We successfully retrieved and delivered the seven books you requested. I believe we’re owed our fifty percent payment plus bonus upon completion.”

“I—” the Abbot starts, and then he throws the sacramental wine at Lucían and tries to make a break for it. Lucían dodges the bottle, hears it shatter on the floor somewhere behind him, and turns to pursue the Abbot just in time to see Brother Lee shove his way out of the pew, plant his feet, and swing a wild fist that connects with the old man’s jaw.

The Abbot crumples to the ground, blood dribbling from his split lip, and Brother Lee snarls, “My mother wanted me,” cradling his bruised knuckles as tears stream down his face. Glory walks up behind him and sets a steadying hand on his trembling shoulder, and Brother Lee turns around and sobs into her torso, heedless of his vows and the fact that this is likely the first time he’s touched a woman in decades. Lucían blinks, glances up at Glory, and she shrugs one shoulder at him as she strokes Lee’s close-cropped hair. She must just have that effect on people, Lucían figures, and he crosses to Brother Timothy, still holding the knapsack in shock, and pulls out a short length of rope. The Abbot is still too dazed to struggle as Lucían binds his hands behind his back, and with the help of Brother Caradoc they get him on his feet and, not having a better place for him at the moment, shove him into the confessional.

“Right,” Lucían says, dusting off his hands as he turns back to the rest of the chapel. “The She-Wolf and I will take him to the magistrate later. I doubt he’ll have a chance to manipulate anyone again.” The muttering in the room takes on a pleased tone, and Lucían lets the tension leech out of his shoulders, the warmth of accomplishment curling into his belly. It worked, it fucking worked, and his Brothers are free now to make their own decisions. Freedom can be terrifying, though, which he realizes afresh when Brother Carnahan blurts, “But what are we supposed to do now?” worry and uncertainty evident in every word.

“That’s up to you,” Glory says, handing the now-calmer Brother Lee a handkerchief as the young monk sits back down. “We can offer some suggestions, but we’re not here to take the Abbot’s place.”

“We won’t just leave you,” Lucían says, “not until you know what you want to do, but we’re not going to make those decisions for you.” He leans against the end of a pew, exhaustion suddenly washing over him as his stomach growls. “I will, however, strongly suggest that we all go eat breakfast and then you let me have a quick nap, because I woke up at something like two this morning and the floor here in this chapel is starting to look like a tempting space to go horizontal for a bit.”

“I think,” the head gardener says, patting him on the back, “we can at least manage that much.”

“Good,” Lucían says with a grin. “We can get to the rest of it later.”
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They do. Eventually. Glory and Lucían take the Abbot in to the local magistrate, along with all the evidence of his embezzlement and the coercion he used to acquire foundlings to fill the monastery’s ranks. The magistrate takes only a few moments to look over the journals before she orders the old man taken into custody. He’ll stand trial, eventually, but Lucían doesn’t much care because there’s a lot of other work to do.

The monks get together and vote for Potionsmaster Andrin, Storemaster Tobias, and Head Gardener Caradoc to collectively replace the Abbot’s leadership. None of the three senior monks particularly want the power that goes along with their new positions, which Lucían thinks is a good sign that they won’t end up abusing it. Between the three of them they spend a week straightening out the bookkeeping and figuring out how they want to run the place now that the Abbot’s gone. The money that comes in from the illuminations alone is enough to keep the monastery financially solvent for years, so Brother Andrin does some serious re-organizing of the potion sales. People who need medicine will be able to have it regardless of their ability to pay, and Lucían carries that information to Miriam, trusting that with her communication channels that half the countryside will know within a week.

Glory splits her time between the magistrate’s office and the monastery, painstakingly using her reading tool to cross-reference the tax records of the surrounding area with the Abbot’s notes from the book of foundling records. After the first day she starts bringing Brother Lee with her to get a second set of eyes on the parchment when someone’s handwriting was especially bad, and between the two of them they work their way backward through the list of little brothers. She carries her carefully written notes back to the monastery and the new leadership sends letters to parents who thought their children forever beyond their reach. Lucían gets to watch the first reunion, between little four year old Carlos and his parents. It turns out they’d brought the boy to the monastery for medical treatment and were told his illness meant he couldn’t survive in the outside world. It was another of the Abbot’s lies, the child only ill with a grippe easily treated, and when Carlos sees his parents he rips his hand out of Brother Carnahan’s and sprints across the courtyard to throw himself into their arms. Everyone cries, even the monks standing on the sidelines, and when the family leaves it’s with enough money to keep them afloat for a year, with a promise that if they find themselves in need again, the monastery will provide.

Lucían crawls into bed, Glory already curled up against the headboard, and he presses against her side with a sigh. Riding between the monastery and Miriam’s inn every day is preferable to staying overnight out there, but it’s exhausting, and Lucían thinks within another week the Brothers will have their feet under them enough to no longer need outside support. Brother Tobias wants to get a printing press so the monastery can start more easily publishing reference books for the general public, and Brother Caradoc is talking about setting up a hutch for messenger pigeons so they can more easily stay in touch with the larger world. Both ideas are excellent, in his opinion, but he knows very little about either and he’s getting tired of telling people all the things he’s not an expert in. Lord, but he’s looking forward to being back home in Knightsrest, and then (he grins to himself, a little shiver rolling up the back of his spine) getting married. He drops a kiss on Glory’s deltoid and she shifts to wrap her arm around him, letting him settle his head in his favorite place just on top of her breast where it meets her shoulder.

“My love,” she says, her voice reverberating under his ear, “I—um. I didn’t want to keep this from you, but I didn’t want to distract you, either.” That’s a strange enough start to the conversation that Lucían sits back up so he can see her face clearly. Is she nervous? She’s so rarely nervous that his brain immediately starts to swirl with possibilities. What would distract him? And what could she be keeping from him, with how much time they spend together most days? Normally when she gets this nervous it’s either a relationship doubt thing or a new sex thing, and he’s pretty sure she wouldn’t bring up a new sex thing in Miriam’s inn so he dismisses that option.

“What is it?” Lucían asks, tilting his head as one answer occurs to him, which would definitely fit the category of a relationship doubt thing. No potion is foolproof, after all, and they’ve been so busy lately that maybe she forgot... “Are you—” he starts to ask, dropping one hand to the roll of softness at the base of her belly. A weird little flare of hope lights up inside of him, shocking him with its intensity, because maybe he wouldn’t have wanted this so soon, but he does want it, very much.

“It’s not that, Lucían,” Glory says, settling her hand on top of his and giving it a squeeze. “I’m not ready to be a mother just yet, and the pills you made me are very effective.” Some of his disappointment must show on his face, because she slides her other hand up into his hair and pulls him in for a gentle kiss. “We don’t have to rush, my sweet Lucían,” she says against his lips. “We have the rest of our lives to make dozens of adorable children together.”

“I was thinking three dozen, at least,” he jokes, and Glory laughs and kisses him again, slow and sweet.

“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind,” she teases, and settles against the headboard. “No, I wanted to tell you, I’ve been doing a lot of research at the magistrate, and I know you haven’t asked about it, but I thought you deserved to know so you could have the option if you wanted.” She leans over to the nightstand and picks up a few pieces of parchment folded together. He takes the little bundle automatically and opens the first page.

He recognizes Glory’s handwriting immediately, careful and too-even in the way that means she wrote it using her reading tool to keep the lines straight, and reads, Lucían Diaz Auguilar, twenty-six months old. Weaned. Mother: —Lucían blinks back moisture, tries to focus as the page blurs under his vision— Isidora Diaz Auguilar, approx. thirty-one years old. Father: Jiminez Rojas Auguilar, similar age to mother. Three older children, all useless girls. The boy is healthy if underfed—famine in surrounding countryside means many foundlings to choose from. Hardly had to argue that he’d be better off here, with steady meals, than risk starvation with parents and sisters. Very easy acquisition.

“I have sisters,” Lucían says, setting the parchment down so he can wipe the tears from his face. “Oh Lord, I have sisters, Glory.”

She settles a hand on his shaking shoulder and says, “Look at the next page.” It takes him a moment to focus enough to actually read it, and it takes a longer moment for him to parse what it says, because it looks like... directions? He reads it again and it suddenly clicks, the parchment shaking in his hands.

“Where?” he manages, voice raw with emotion, and Glory says, “Two hour’s ride. We could go tomorrow, if you want.”

That does it, that simple option breaks him entirely, and he drops the parchment to the blankets as he curls up to sob into the shoulder of Glory’s sleeping tunic. She’s given him so much, his freedom, her love, and now she’s offering him his family back, carefully researching and looking up records in the dusty shelves of the magistrate’s archives as a gift for him when she has to fight to read every word. He can’t name all the emotions boiling up in him but threaded through all of it is a deep, burning gratitude. He prays furiously to the Lord as Glory strokes his back, thanks Him deeply and intensely for putting him on this path, for sending him to her, because he still doesn’t feel like he deserves it but dammit, he’s going to try to be worthy.

“Do you want to go?” Glory asks later, when his eyes are mostly dry, and Lucían nods, swallows down a last sob, and says, “Please. Tomorrow?” She nods immediately, promises, “Tomorrow.” He kisses her, climbs out of bed to wash his face again in the ewer on the vanity, and flicks his fingers to extinguish the lamps as he slips back under the blankets. Lucían curls up against her side in the velvet darkness and falls asleep with a shiver of anticipation in his heart. Tomorrow.

***
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“THIS WAS A MISTAKE,” Lucían says, staring down the gravel path leading him to certain doom. There are flowers planted along it, which definitely softens the impression of doom, but the way his heart hammers in his chest has nothing to do with the flowers and everything to do with what’s at the end of that path. The fact that it’s a modest house with brightly colored scrollwork painted around the doors and windows does nothing to calm him. Doom.

“We can leave if you want,” Glory says, one hand on his shoulder, which does calm him a little. “I’m not going to force you to go through with this, but I think you’ll regret it if you don’t.” She’s right, of course she’s right, but his excitement at this idea in the safety of their bed the night before has, in the cold light of day, turned into absolute terror. What if they don’t live here anymore? What if they don’t remember him? What if they never actually wanted him, and were glad to be rid of him? A dozen scenarios whirl through his head, each crueler than the last, and walking down that path to knock on that cheerful orange door is the hardest thing he’s ever tried to do.

You killed a necromancer, Lucían reminds himself, forcing one foot forward onto the gravel, and then the other. You’ve fought the undead and survived. You threw off the Abbot’s chains and you’re going to marry Glory. You can do this. Stubborn, willful determination propels him the rest of the way up to the house, Glory just behind him, and he reaches out a hand and knocks on the door before he can second-guess himself any further. This is fine, he can do this, it will be fine.

Lucían hears movement in the house and panic arcs through him like lightning. Shit shit shit, someone’s home. He nearly turns tail to run, but Glory’s still right there and she squeezes his shoulder, and fuck that’s the latch on the door being pulled and fleeing would be rude, so he faces the door again, heart in his throat, and tries not to vomit from nerves. The door swings open and Lucían’s breath catches because those are his eyes looking back at him from the brown, lined face, those are his curls escaping from a black braid shot through with silver. The woman who opened the door smiles at them, a question in the tilt of her eyebrows, and says, “Hola? May I help you?”

“I’m—” Lucían starts, has to pause and swallow around a dry throat “—I’m looking for Isidora Diaz Auguilar. I was told she lives here?”

“I’m Isidora,” the woman (his mother) says, looking at Lucían like he’s a puzzle she hasn’t quite solved. She speaks with an accent, one that’s deeply familiar to him in a disorienting way, like stepping into a room you’ve never seen before but already knowing where all the furniture is. “Are you looking for weaving?” she asks when he doesn’t respond, waving a hand over her shoulder at the loom just visible through the door.

“No, I, um,” Lucían starts, trying and failing to keep his hands from shaking. “I—I don’t know if you remember, but—some time ago—there was a famine?” His words won’t come smoothly, this isn’t how he wanted this conversation to go at all, and Isidora (his mother) squints at him, old grief washing over her face for a moment, so he forces himself to keep talking. “You had a son, but the famine—there was a monastery?”

“Did something happen?” she asks, hands clenching and unclenching in her brightly embroidered apron. “I thought—they said he’d be safe. Did something happen to my boy?” The desperate tone of her voice cuts him, sharper than any knife, and he almost laughs in relief because she had wanted him, he can see it in the worried set of her face and the question in her eyes.

“I’m Lucían,” he chokes out, barely a whisper. “I left, and I found you. It’s me.”

“Lucíanito?” she says, blinking hard, reaching out one shaking hand to touch his cheek. The endearment cuts straight to the deepest part of him. It used to hurt when the little brothers called him that and now he knows why, knows exactly why it carried such a deep sense of loss when they said it. “Is it really you, mi hijo?” she says in Lengua, her hazel eyes flicking between his, taking in his face, the line of his brow, the shape of his nose. She touches one curl, twisted exactly like hers, and then cups his jaw, brushing her thumb across his cheekbone, recognition blooming slowly in her eyes.

“It’s me, Mamá,” he says in the same language, setting his hand over hers. “I came back.” He knows he’s crying now, doesn’t really care about it, because his mother is crying too, tears spilling down her cheeks even as she smiles at him.

“Oh! My son... mi corazón,” she says, cradling his face in both her hands now, voice trembling with happiness, “You look just like your Padre.” She pulls him into a hug then, a surprising amount of strength in her wiry frame, and Lucían curls into her, buries his face in her neck and cries.

“Mamá,” says a woman’s voice in Lengua from inside the house, “Who is it? Do you need a hand?” When Lucían looks up through his tear-blurred eyes he has the startling experience of seeing his own face looking back at him, give and take a few years, some cosmetics, and the occasional small difference in the curve of an eyebrow or the shape of her mouth. It must be one of his sisters, he realizes as his mother pulls out of their embrace just far enough to look over her shoulder.

“Juanita, it’s your hermano Lucían! He found us and he’s come home! Quick, go find your Padre! Tell him Lucían’s come home!” Juanita’s eyes snap to Lucían in shock even as she turns to hurry further into the house. Isidora turns back to Lucían, clasping his hands in hers and says, “You’ll stay for lunch, won’t you? You and your amiga?”

“Of course, Mamá,” Lucían says, giddy with joy and nerves. He releases his grasp on one of his mother’s hands and reaches it out to Glory, drawing her forward into the reunion. “Ella es Glory of the Snow,” he tells his mother, “she’s the one who freed me from the monastery and found you.” He ducks his head and blushes, a little, as he admits, “We’re to be married.”

Glory smiles brightly, glancing between them, and very carefully says, “Hola, como estas? Mucho gusto. Um.” She frowns, clearly thinking very hard, and offers, “Tu casa es muy bonita.” She struggles for a moment longer and then finally laughs, tossing her head back sheepishly. “I’m sorry, lo siento, I only speak very basic marketplace Lengua.”

“Oh! We didn’t mean to be rude,” Isidora says in the common pidgen, reaching out her free hand to take Glory’s, the three of them linked together in a circle. “You are my son’s betrothed and you brought him back to me, you will always be welcome in my house. Come in!” She tugs them both inside and toward the table. The air smells like rice and beans and chilies and it’s deeply, beautifully familiar. “Sit!” she says, pushing them toward the chairs and filing three mugs from a pitcher on the sideboard. She sets one in front of each of them and settles herself at the head of the table. “Tell me everything.”

Before Lucían can even open his mouth the back door bursts open and an older man skids into the kitchen, trailing straw and breathing hard. Lucían locks eyes with him in the startled silence and realizes with a jolt that his mother was right; he might have her hair and eyes but he looks almost exactly like a younger version of his father, which he knows now because here he is, this must be Jiminez. Yes, his padre’s face is lined with weather and age, but he’d know that nose, those cheekbones, and that jawline anywhere because he sees them every day in his shaving mirror. He must get his inability to grow a beard from him, too, because the most his father has managed to scrape together is a short mustache and a goatee. Maybe in thirty more years he’ll be able to do the same.

“Lucían?” his father breathes, eyes wide like he’s afraid to blink. “Is it really you?”

“It’s me, Papa,” Lucían replies in Lengua. Between one breath and the next his father’s arms wrap around him, and he breathes in the smell of hay and sunshine and a warm, human scent that throws him blundering into buried memories.

“Dios mío,” his father says into his hair. “We’re so sorry. We tried to come see you but they wouldn’t let us in.”

“It’s not your fault,” Lucían says. “You did your best, the Abbot—” His mother hisses like a cat and Glory laughs.

“I assume you’re speaking about the Abbot now,” she says cheerfully in pidgin, and Jiminez startles and releases Lucían from his embrace.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he says, switching back into the pidgin as well. “I... Honestly, I didn’t even notice anyone else was here.”

Lucían barks out a laugh at that, his ribs cracking open under the weight of his emotions. “I’m pretty sure that’s the only time in her entire life that anyone has failed to notice Glory,” he says as his father takes a seat at the table. “This is Glory of the Snow, Papa. We’re betrothed.”

His father blinks and looks between Lucían and Glory several times. “How did you manage that?” he asks after a moment, his accent similar to Isidora’s but rounder around the edges somehow. It’s deeply familiar again, and Lucían shakes his head to try and clear it from the disorienting rush of nostalgia.

“Well,” he says, “it started with a tomato...”

He doesn’t get through the story, not really, not easily, because his sister Juanita comes back with his sister Reyna and her husband, and then his other sister Coletta and her wife, and then to his absolute shock and delight he finds out he has a younger sister, Rosario, who brings her husband as well. They overflow the house in short order and move to what proves to be a courtyard out back, with well-swept stone pavers and planters brimming with plants. Lucían watches helplessly as a party gathers around him, tables carried out from neighboring houses and food appearing with no apparent source. He manages to tell the basic shape of the past six months to his parents before someone starts playing music, and then word must have gotten to the village school because children pour in from the street and attach themselves to their parents. He has nieces and nephews and cousins and they’re all laughing and speaking with such joy in a riot of Lengua and it’s all so beautifully overwhelming that when Juanita sits down next to him and says, “We prayed for you every Sunday at chapel,” he bursts into tears.

“Oh, no,” she says, aghast, and very awkwardly pats his back as he digs out a handkerchief and wipes his face. “Still so delicate with your emotions, I guess.”

“I was two when I went in,” he says, muffled, into the linen. “I think I can be forgiven for being an easy crier at that age.” Lucían wipes his nose and tucks the fabric back away, knowing his eyes are still wet and giving up making any changes on that front.

Across the courtyard several of his nieces have discovered Glory’s lack of skill at Lengua, and she now has little girls tugging her around by the hand to point at various items and teach her the correct words. “Pollo,” he hears her say with great care and enunciation as one girl barely out of toddlerhood points at a chicken, and she grins at him across the yard when the girl pats her hand in triumph.

“Do you remember me?” Juanita asks, her hand still on his back between his shoulder blades, and Lucían tears his eyes away from Glory’s language lesson to look at his sister. She looks eager and sad at the same time, and he shakes his head.

“I don’t, not really. Not anything I could hold on to,” he says, worrying the hem of his tunic in his hands. “There are things that are so familiar now that I’m here, like the way Mama says something, or the way something smells, but it’s like remembering a dream. I’m sorry.”

“Well,” Juanita says, “like you said, you were two when you went in. I was ten. I remember that famine year.” Her hand tenses against his back for a moment, then relaxes. “I wish they hadn’t had to do it, but I’m glad you’re here now.”

“I am, too,” Lucían says, another tear slipping down his cheek. He dashes it impatiently off his face and leans a little closer to Juanita. “I’m glad you’re here, too, because I have already forgotten everyone’s name and they’re all going to want to talk to me. Please help.” His ploy works, because Juanita laughs a bright, sparkling laugh, and then she also very kindly points out everyone at the impromptu gathering and refreshes his memory as to their names. By the time his mother comes back to sit next to him again he’s pretty sure he won’t embarrass himself, and Juanita squeezes his shoulder as she joins the throng.

“So,” Isidora says, handing him a glass of horchata. “When’s the wedding?”

Lucían is saved from answering immediately as Glory goes lumbering past. The children have given up on teaching her Lengua and have now combined forces to try and weigh her down, so she has a child clinging to each leg, two hanging off each arm, one on her shoulders, and one trying to keep hold of her around the waist. “Raaaaawr!” she says as she trails squealing children in her wake, “Soy un gigante! You’ll never stop me!” The children shout their defiance as the entire ridiculous tableau makes its way around another table and into the distance, leaving Lucían and his mother blinking in bemusement.

“I don’t know,” he says eventually. “Soon, I hope.” He glances over at his mother and then away, because her eyes are soft and kind and incredibly knowing.

“You love her very much, don’t you?” she asks, reaching over to take his hand, and Lucían ducks his head and blushes ridiculously.

“She’s my whole world,” he admits. “I had nothing for so long and she came along and she gives me everything, Mama.” He takes a deep breath, and then a chance, and leans his head on her shoulder. His mother wraps her arm around him and tugs him a little closer.

“She gave us you,” she says, her voice shaky. “I’ve only just met her and I’d love her for that alone.” They watch Glory cross the courtyard again, somehow with even more children on her this time, and Lucían’s mother strokes his hair lightly. “Will you stay a little while?” she asks. “I know you must need to go back to your Guild and do your important work there, but do you have time to spend with us before you go back? Your sister Rosario has room.”

Lucían’s heart squeezes, and he takes a deep breath. “We can’t stay tonight,” he says regretfully, “we only packed for a day trip, and we still have some business to take care of with the monastery... But yes.” He sits up so he can look her in the eye and clasp her arms gently at the elbows. “I think we can stay for a bit. I’d like that.”

“I would too, mi corazón,” his mother says, her eyes glittering with unshed tears. “We have so much to catch up on.”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Epilogue
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The wedding, when it happens, is on a beautiful summer Friday, clouds dotting the endlessly blue sky, the air warm and heavy with the smell of honeysuckle and lavender. It’s two weddings, to be more accurate, and to be the most accurate it’s two weddings followed by a party. Father Hernandez performs the first one in the House of the Lord, where Lucían and Glory, in their matching wedding garments, flowers braided into their hair, promise to love and honor each other in front of their closest friends and family. The Hammer, Evelyn, Abigail and Mother Geraldine all made the trek from Granite Falls, the nuns’ formal habits crisply pressed, the warrior in a charcoal tunic cut to fit her broad shoulders, all of them grinning at him from the pews. His mother and father are there, and his oldest sister Juanita and youngest sister Rosario and her husband, but the others had to stay behind to keep an eye on things at home, which only pains him a little because he never expected to be here, with family to watch him take his marriage vows in front of the Lord and everyone. Kia, the Black Bear and his husband Apollo, the Wall, the Kestrel, and the Badger all managed to make it back from their various missions in time, all of them dressed in their finest non-armored tunics and dresses. Kia made good on her promise to commission a fancy outfit, wearing a cropped waistcoat and trousers in deep black shot through with silver embroidery. She joyfully sobs her way through the ceremony and smacks the hands of anyone who tries to give her a handkerchief until Lady Helena finally shoves one at her and tells her to stop being silly. Shannon rolls their eyes and smiles, and is one of the first to cheer when the Father pronounces them married.

Glory’s family came as well, her mother Dryas and her four sisters, all ridiculously tall, broad, and varyingly blonde. They come to the forefront for the second wedding, across the plaza at the temple of Freya, and her sisters shower them in flowers during the unfamiliar ceremony, her mother bringing them a goblet of mead to share to seal the marriage. He grins at Glory over the rim of it as he drinks, the white blossoms in her hair, the embroidered green linen gown falling to her ankles, his necklace at her throat, and he loves her so much it hurts. She takes the goblet from him and drains the rest of the mead, and then practically tosses it back to her mother as she grabs him by the shirt collar and drags him in for a kiss he loses himself in. When they finally part it’s to cheering and more happy crying, and Lucían rocks up onto his toes to drop one more kiss on her lips before they turn, giddy, to their friends and family.

Kia is, indeed, great at decorations, he finds when they return to the Guild Headquarters. She’s opened up all the doors between one of the training halls and the courtyard and filled it with tables and chairs, vases overflowing with flowers everywhere he looks and beautiful lengths of sheer fabric in every color draped from the rafters or hanging between the walls outside to shade the courtyard. She’s found an old arbor from somewhere and dragged it to the head table, woven over the whole thing with flowers and greenery and fabric, and practically shoves them into place under it, beaming the whole time.

“Do you like it?” she asks, perching on the edge of their table while the band she apparently hired plays something with a lot of hornpipe and fiddle.

Lucían grins at her and takes her hands in his, leaning in to kiss her cheek. “It’s beautiful, Kia,” he says, and his face already hurts from smiling but he can’t stop. “Thank you so much, you did a wonderful job.”

“You were worth it,” she says, patting him on the cheek. “Don’t tell anyone I said so.” She leans over to kiss Glory’s forehead and jumps down off the table to wander off somewhere, Lucían never quite finds out where because that’s when the food and the rest of the Guildmembers all start to arrive. Lucían spots a tray going past loaded down with fresh, ripe garden tomatoes, and before he fully understands his plan he chases down the server and snatches one off, mottled red and purple and firm under his fingertips. Glory watches him come back to their table with a bemused smile, and he bites his lip and holds the tomato out to her, the floral arbor over them almost a garden and the air smelling like summer. Her grin widens.

“For me?” she asks, and at his nod she takes it from him, their fingers just brushing. He watches, transfixed, as her white teeth snap through the red flesh, and this time when a little droplet of tomato juice runs down her chin, he leans in, catches it with the pad of his thumb, and licks it off neatly. “What a difference a year makes,” she observes, her eyes hungry on his mouth, and Lucían laughs at her and leans in to take a bite out of the tomato in her grasp.

“We should always grow tomatoes,” he tells her seriously, “in remembrance.”

The party all becomes a bit of a blur after that, feasting and toasting and dancing blending together into one happy, chaotic memory. He dances with his mother, and then Glory, and then Evelyn, and then Glory, and then Shannon, and then Glory, and then even Mother Geraldine and Glory’s mother Dryas at the same time, and he’s really not sure afterward how that last one happened. People keep trying to pour him drinks, and after the first couple he starts abandoning them on the nearest table because he can already feel the effects of the wine and the mead and doesn’t care to get more drunk than he already is. He stumbles back into their decorated arbor and Glory catches him with a laugh, which sets him off laughing, and when he finally stops he can’t explain what was so funny in the first place, so he kisses her, eats some more cheese and fruit, and drinks a glass of fruit tisane.

“They all want to toast me,” he half-complains to her as they watch one of Glory’s sisters pick up Kia into a very impressive lift as part of their dance. “It’s like just because I got married today they all forgot I have nowhere in my tiny body to put all the wine!”

“A lot of them are already in their cups, my love,” she says, running her finger down his nose and tapping it on the tip. “They’ve probably forgotten everyone else is also trying to toast you, and they think their toast is the most important. What a trial it is to be so loved.”

Lucían blushes, ducking his head and biting his lower lip, because yes, he is so loved, has friends and family and a wife beyond his wildest dreams, and he leans up to kiss her again, sweet and just a little hungry. “How much longer do weddings usually take?” he asks, pretending and probably failing at being casual, and Glory laughs at him because she knows exactly what he means.

“We have to stay through dessert,” she says, and he’d be disappointed about that except that he wants dessert, too, so he tugs her up by the hand and pulls her back out to dance in the courtyard, under the trailing fabric and the sunset sky.

Dessert is actually many desserts, pavlovas and cakes and little cheese tarts, and Lucían does his best to sample all of them but has to admit defeat before he gets to the pudding with the caramel sauce. “I’ll ask the Knife where she ordered from,” Glory assures him. “If there’s none left over tomorrow we’ll order more and have it all to ourselves.”

“I’d like to have you all to myself,” Lucían tells her, quite boldly he thinks, and Glory laughs, cheeks flushing a bit pink, and says, “I can arrange that.” She pulls him out for one last dance, a raucous jig that has nearly the whole party joining them, and when the song comes to a stop she claps her hands once to get everyone’s attention.

“Thank you so much,” she says, green eyes sparkling in the fading light, “for coming to celebrate our marriage. We love you all but we have to bid you goodnight, now.”

“They’re gonna go fuuuuuuck!” Kia yells from somewhere in the back. She sounds very drunk, and Lucían blushes furiously, half-turning his face into Glory’s shoulder because there should be such a thing as plausible deniability. Glory laughs, so everyone else laughs, and then she sweeps Lucían off his feet into her arms, like delicate royalty in a story, and strides away across the courtyard into the darkening evening. The partygoers cheer after them, loud and happy and definitely having had a bit too much wine, the sound eventually fading as she ducks into a hallway and carries him up to their room.

“You don’t have to carry me, you know,” he says, tracing her collar with his fingertips, and she smiles down at him as she climbs the stairs.

“I know I don’t have to,” she says, “but we both like it and it’s our wedding night, so why not?” Lucían doesn’t have an answer for that so he leans up and kisses her throat instead, working his lips up along her soft skin to under her ear, and flicks out his tongue to taste her there. She shivers, her steps faltering for a moment, and throws open their doors with one hand, kicking it shut behind her as she carries him to their bed.

“Lord, I love you,” he tells her, sliding his hands into her hair and wrapping one leg around her hip to urge her down on top of him. He demands her mouth, hot and urgent, rolling his cock up against her through their clothes so she can feel the effect she has on him. “I’m yours,” he swears, biting his way along her jaw, sliding one hand down so he can squeeze the curve of her ass through her dress, soft and hard under his fingers at the same time. “Forever and always, I belong to you.”

“Mine,” she says, green eyes glazing over a bit, looping one finger into his collar so she can tug at it. “You are my Lucían,” she tells him, fierce and beautiful, before she kisses him again, deep and hard, practically fucking his mouth with her tongue. She pulls back with a gasp, leaving Lucían lightheaded with it, and pushes herself off of him abruptly. “Clothes,” she orders without further clarification, and they undress without ceremony, Glory undoing just enough of his buttons to get his tunic off and Lucían definitely popping a few stitches on her underlinens in his rush to get her naked. Glory sprawls in their bed, pale skin and tattoos against the sheets, flowers still braided into her white-blonde hair, and Lucían buries his face between her thighs and doesn’t come up for air again until she’s come twice under his mouth, his fingers deep inside her and his tongue on her clit and her hand fisted in his hair as she shatters. She shakes flowers out of her fist, petals scattered across the bed, because they hadn’t bothered taking the blossoms out of his hair and she’s ruined them a bit now but neither of them really cares as he kisses his way up her body, along her ribs, over her breasts and collarbone, and up her throat to her mouth.

Glory works a hand between them, curling it around his cock, and Lucían exhales in a rush, whispers, “Let me,” against her lips, and climbs out of bed to dig in the wardrobe. He comes back with the harness and the crystal toy, buckles it around Glory’s hips with great ceremony, and coats it with the salve he made before he wipes his hand on a cloth and straddles her carefully.

He hasn’t warmed up at all, and so he reaches under him, finding the right angle to lower himself down, and then very, very slowly works the crystal cock into his ass. He can feel Glory’s gaze on him, her hands stroking his thighs as he braces himself on his arms, panting, letting his body adjust before he slides further down. The stretch is too much and it’s perfect and it’s overwhelming and he never wants it to end, and he finally sits all the way down, flush with Glory’s hips, and opens his eyes to look at her properly.

Her eyes are green and half-lidded and dark with enjoyment, her face flushed, and as he watches she licks her lips and drags her gaze over him, up and down and then back up to his face. Lucían smiles at her, arches his back just so, and slowly runs one hand from his chest down to his cock, taking hold of it at the base and giving it a squeeze. “Like what you see?” he teases, stroking himself once with a shiver, and Glory grins at him, sharp and hungry, and says, “Always.” His body begs him to move, to do something, so he releases his dick and braces his hand on the bed again, rolling his hips experimentally, and fuck, it’s amazing, fucking himself on her cock while she watches him with that heated, heavy gaze is amazing, every part of this is amazing. It takes him a moment to find a rhythm that works, once he’s found it he’s gasping and moaning and leaking on her stomach in short order, his thighs shaking and his cock hot and painfully hard.

“Glory,” he whines, driving himself back on the crystal again and again, desperate and dazed, “please—oh Lord—I need—” She doesn’t make him ask for it, maybe as a wedding present, just wraps her hand around his dick, her hand moving in time with his hips, and it takes maybe three more strokes before he cries out raggedly and comes over her hand and around her cock, breathing hard, his whole body shaking with it. He loses the rhythm and she takes over for him, driving her hips up into his as he drops onto his elbows, curling over her, his mind going wonderfully, blissfully blank as she draws out his orgasm with her hand and the crystal in his ass, leaving him drunk and dizzy with it when he finally resurfaces. He pushes himself up onto one elbow so he can make shaky eye contact, and Glory smiles at him, sweet and secret, and gives him a gentle, almost chaste kiss.

“I love you,” she says, running the fingers of her clean hand through his hair at the nape of his neck. “My sweet, kind, beautiful Lucían. Mine, forever and always.”

“I love you,” he says, shivering under her fingers and her gaze. “I’m yours, forever and always.”

“Good boy,” Glory says, dropping another kiss onto his lips, and Lucían cannot fucking believe his luck, that he has this wonderful, beautiful woman in his life, so he kisses her again, and again, is never going to stop kissing her, he thinks, because he’s hers.

Always.
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