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One

It was all Juniper O’Reilly’s fault, really, no matter who you asked. The good citizens of every village within a dozen leagues thought so. The king certainly agreed. All of it was Juniper’s fault: the fire ale cocktail explosion, the trousers mishap, and, worst of all, the great loss of specialty hand-crafted cheeses.

Oh, and the decimated village and the incident with the prince’s missing toe.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

The end of the harvest season, just as it was about to tilt into the cooler autumn months, was so gloriously perfect: The reaping was very nearly done, the shelves were brimming with newly preserved delights and dried plums to last the winter, and the nights came with just an apple-sweet bite of cold that made Juniper’s blankets feel so deliciously warm in the morning. Sunflower heads were hung upside down, still vibrantly yellow, garlic was braided into ropes across the kitchen ceiling with an array of drying herbs, and the potato barrels were full to the brim.

Soups and mashes all winter, Juniper predicted.

And, most important, this year Juniper hadn’t accidentally called his roommate, Mo, Daddy in front of the farmer who supplied their cheese.

It was a reasonably common mishap that occurred between two cordial roommates who shared a deep bond of friendship and brotherhood, they had both agreed, and Juniper was just ruminating on whether Farmer Abernathy remembered the incident when Mo poked his head into their small kitchen from outside. It was nearing the end of the afternoon, the early-autumn sun leaning lazily through the windows and filling their cottage with a particularly soft golden glow.

Mumford, the sleek orange cat who had been hanging around since early spring—and had recently moved into Juniper’s bedroom—bounded toward Mo, rubbing against the leg of Mo’s trousers.

“Juniper,” Mo said with a little grin that was almost hidden in his beard (he always had just the smallest smile on his face when he was talking to Juniper). “The bruggane family down the road brought up a basket of apples to share with us.”

The bruggane, of course, rarely ate anything but meat as a rule, so apples were of little use to them, but it was a thoughtful gesture regardless.

“We’ve got extra duck we could share with them,” Juniper suggested.

Not his ducks, of course; they’d traded pears for duck meat from another farmer who’d had an abundance. If anybody touched Juniper’s ducks, Matilda, H. Harumpus, or Big Jack, Juniper would have lost his mind.

“Maybe their family would like that?”

Juniper could make Mo a pie with the apples, maybe a few. He made Mo his favorite pie every autumn, sometime in the weeks leading up to Samhain—a spiced apple with cardamom and sage and a flaky golden crust made with copious amounts of the rich yellow butter from the fuzzy brown cow they kept.

“We can bring them some herbs, too.” Mo ducked under the doorframe, carrying the basket of apples. He was strikingly handsome—all the local villagers agreed with Juniper on this—and the calm to Juniper’s storm.

Juniper was a head shorter than Mo—not that this ever stopped him from picking fights with people quite a bit bigger than Mo—and his fair, freckled skin always seemed to be a little splotchy from the sun, no matter how much tallow he applied. Mo’s warm brown skin, on the other hand, was always perfectly smooth, except for that little freckle he had just to the left of his nose.

Not that Juniper paid particular, extended attention to Mo’s face, of course. He cleared his throat rapidly, reaching for Mumford, who wound between Mo’s legs when Juniper tried to pick him up.

“Shall I make you a pie tonight?” Juniper asked, putting aside thoughts of freckles and shoving some stray curls out of his face.

Juniper’s hair was a wheat field speckled with strawberries, if you asked Mo, or “wildfire disaster,” if you asked Juniper’s deceased father, gods curse his departed soul.

“Ah, Mumfy.” Mo shook his head down at their cat—he was their cat now, even if they hadn’t meant to let him stay. “He insists on standing exactly where I’m trying to walk.”

Juniper returned to his work (sorting through a basket of herbs that had yet to be hung with the ropes of garlic and cut sunflowers, while thinking in detail about apple pies and sitting on the front porch to eat them with his best friend). “I had to be very firm with him this morning,” Juniper said, “when he tried to steal that lovely Burren cheese I made, right off the table.”

“Were you firm?” Mo set the apples down at their kitchen table, a roughly hewn square slab of wood they’d cut themselves from the fallen oak at the edge of their property. He looked up at Juniper with a grin on his face. “Or did you look into his soft little face and just sigh a bit?”

“I sighed firmly,” Juniper told Mo with a shake of his head.

Of course he hadn’t scolded Mumford. But he had called him Dumbford when the cat had jumped into a water pail willingly and then hissed at Juniper about it.

Mo ran a hand through his dark brown hair, ruffling it up, and then sat down with a deep sigh that cut Juniper a bit too sharply.

The sound made Juniper’s hands still.

Mo’s eyes were distant, their deep brown far from Juniper and the cottage they had called home since they were barely out of school.

Nearly ten winters of living with his best friend, and Juniper could read this mood: The Winter Wandering Woes were about to capture Mo. Juniper, for his part, was going to grow old in this little cottage, with their two bedrooms and two hooks for their cloaks, and a kitchen they’d built just for them. He was going to cozy up by the fire every winter, sleep in on cold, dark winter mornings, and just generally be warm and wellfed and content with nothing ever changing. But each year, once the harvest was up, Mo . . . well, he grew restless.

As soon as the last pepper was pickled and the last parsnip stowed in a bin and the pumpkins lined up cheerfully along the windowsill like tiny orange and gray-green guardians, Mo settled into a chair, heaved that sigh, and began dreaming of other worlds and adventures to be had.

“Mo?” Juniper asked carefully.

“Mmm,” Mo said.

Mmm could mean almost anything, depending on the tone: It could mean Tell me more when Juniper was telling a fantastical story, or it could mean I hear your frustration when Juniper was complaining about Farmer Abernathy’s grain stand outcompeting theirs at the local fair, or even It’ll be all right, Junebug, when the fire had died down low and Juniper had drank all his mead and was talking about things like fathers or how cold sleeping on floorboards was or even about places that couldn’t really be called home.

But this time, this mmm meant that Mo was tired and restless and, Juniper thought, considering leaving the way he talked about every winter. The way Mo had left that very first year, when Juniper had been young enough and stupid enough to think that Mo would be the one person who would never leave.

“Let’s go into town,” Juniper said hopefully. “We can walk down to the brugganes’ home together—what did they say their name was again? The—” He tried, hopelessly, to imitate the unique grunting noise that constituted family names for bruggane families.

Mo grunted in response, though whether that was just a Mo noise or he was repeating the name of the bruggane neighbors, Juniper could not tell.

“Anyway, we’ll bring them the duck and tell them thank you and then stop by the pub and see the newest quest list for the fall.”

Mo’s gaze snapped to Juniper’s, sharper than Juniper had expected, the distance in his look evaporating into a careful, focused expression. “You want to see the quest list?”

Juniper always wanted to see the quest lists.

Whether any of them were worth leaving his very cozy bed behind? Another story altogether.

“Of course I want to see the quest list,” Juniper said breezily, plucking a bright little sprig of basil from the basket. “Do the bruggane like thyme? Is it offensive to ask if they season the meat they eat?”

Not all species used the same foods—the bruggane, like Juniper’s ancestors, had mostly lived in the mountains in the north of their island country, while Mo’s people had lived on the coast to the south. So Juniper had been raised to cook with wild thyme and mountain garlic and crow sorrel, and Mo lived for sea spice and prairie onion and the salt marsh burdock that grew at the very edge of the land.

Mo didn’t answer Juniper now. Just looked at him with that steady, too-knowing look that made Juniper want to take his herbs and retreat to his bedroom, where the heavy oaken door meant he could have any unpleasant emotions or too-obvious thoughts in private, where no perceptive roommates could see them.

Best to do that sort of thing in private, his father had always told him.

It was the one thing the old bastard had been right about. That, and the benefits of mead over light beer.

“Anyway,” Juniper said when it became clear that Mo was waiting for more about the quests, and Juniper’s newfound interest in knowing about them, and that the thyme question was one that he alone must answer. “We can stop at the tavern and have a pint or two, celebrate the harvest. And talk to those silly little recruiters about what the king’s newest projects are.”

Every month or so, but especially around harvest time or near the old solstice and equinoxes people still celebrated, the king of their land sent recruiters all around the kingdom, to cities big and small, with a list of quests he needed done: ridding a land of silver sea wolves that were eating the crops or the locals or— Juniper didn’t actually know what they were eating; or ousting a particularly gnarly bridge troll who was fond of gobbling sheep that were due to be imported to the capital city; or even, once, a quest to drive out an abnormally large spider.

Juniper, of course, would stay right here in the nice cozy village he and Mo had chosen, thank you very much. But a trip into town would get Mo out of the house and put that spark back into his eyes, and if Mo got too drunk and staggered up to sign up for a quest—well, Juniper could just take him home before things got out of hand.

Mo cleared his throat, eyes cutting away from Juniper’s again. “There’s more to do here,” he said finally. “To prepare for winter.”

“Not much. We’ve got the harvest up, and enough cheese to last from Samhain until Yule. Maybe even Imbolc if I don’t have too many cheese-and-mead evenings.” Juniper dropped an apple directly on his toe in his effort to grab one without looking at Mo. If he looked at Mo, he would see it all there right in Morn Elmthorn’s eyes, the same thing he saw every time they sat by the fire and told stories:

While Juniper’s stories were cozy little adventures, sparks that had barely escaped the hearth fire, Mo’s stories were full of faraway places that left home burning in their wake.

It was the way of things with adventures and quests and heroes, really. There was a gorgeous and heroic person—broad-shouldered and bright-eyed and beautiful like Mo—and there were often many Junipers. Roommates, friends, people better at making a spiced plum pie than saving the realm. People who would, if Mo ever went out and lived those faraway stories, be left behind entirely.




Two

Mo shrugged on his heavy wool jacket and offered Juniper his cloak—one Mo had made for him, with just the right material that wasn’t too scratchy around Juniper’s throat. He had a strict skin care regimen, with locally sourced lard for moisturization, and ever since they’d bought some horrible non-wool clothes in the capital city a few years back and caused the Great Blemish Event of Imbolc, Juniper had been much pickier. Linen and wool only from here on out.

“You warm enough?” Mo asked.

Like most things Mo said, it sounded a bit more like a grunt, but a kindly grunt.

Juniper preferred that to just about any other sound in the world—it was as warm as the crackle of fire in their hearth, and as welcome a sound as mead being poured into his favorite cup.

“Quite warm,” Juniper answered. He packed the thyme into the basket just in case. If the bruggane neighbors didn’t like it, well … Hopefully they had responsible composting practices. “You?”

Mo squeezed his shoulder.

It wasn’t quite an answer, but Juniper leaned into his friend’s touch all the same.

“Sun goes down early,” Mo commented as they stepped out into the fading sun.

The words sounded terribly sad, which was unbearable, so Juniper launched into a story of the past winter and all the good times they’d had, right here on their very own farm and not off in some faraway country where the sun never set and the women were viciously beautiful and the adventures and danger never stopped. Mo would fit into those sorts of stories—he would look right at home standing beside a viciously beautiful woman, after all, and he loved the sun, so those faraway countries where the sun never set? He was practically made for them.

Juniper, of course, would just get sunburned.

And they really did have adventures here. Sure, mostly in the local tavern.

But still.

What was autumn for, if not steaming mugs of cider, a cellar full of preserves and root vegetables, and all the time in the world to drink in the tavern with his very best friend?

This particular evening brought an almost unseasonable chill, though.

Juniper spent the entire walk, first to their neighbors’ house, and then into the village, telling stories that made Mo laugh. When Mo responded by reminding Juniper of a time Juniper, as an adult, had been mistaken for a child by a local bruggane family, Juniper jabbed him in the ribs.

It was one of Mo’s secrets: For as big and tough as he was, he was the most ticklish man in the kingdom.

Not that Juniper had tickled many men.

But still.

By the time they reached town, the sun had dipped below the horizon, the light at the edges still faintly tinged purple. Light and music and the sounds of revelry were spilling out of every window and door of the tavern like beer sloshing from a carelessly held mug.

“Do you think it’s true?” Juniper asked, grinning and nudging Mo with his elbow as they approached the tavern. “That the old creatures aren’t really gone?”

Beyond the edge of the town there was a ring of farms, circling the village like sentries. Some had sheep, or grain, or root vegetables. But beyond that, there was a forest and a rambunctious river, and in the distance, great towering peaks that cast long shadows over the village. They had once been full of dragons and sea wolves and a species of elk with antlers as big as Juniper. Just as the mountains had once been full of bruggane and Juniper’s ancestors, too.

“Mmm,” Mo said. He paused there, the sharp cut of his jaw highlighted by the tavern light. “Well, there’s magic everywhere, ain’t there?”

“Is there?” Juniper snorted. He bumped his shoulder against Mo’s arm.

Mo had been Juniper’s best friend since they were both young boys living at the outskirts of the villages, Mo with his aging grandmam and Juniper with his very, very drunk father. Mo’s grandmam had practiced the old ways—the fires at Samhain, the great exchange of food at the turn of the sun on Imbolc, the harvest dances at Lúnasa, the old songs, the prayers left out with new hides and freshly picked berries.

Juniper’s father had clung to the old ways in one way: drunkenly singing sad songs in the old language, the only remnant he’d passed on to Juniper.

When Mo didn’t answer, Juniper plunged on.

“I mean, there are spells you can buy, of course,” Juniper said.

Many merchants sold packets of seeds that had been blessed by priests, or magicked by the sorceresses of the northern wilds, or prayed over by the king’s own sacred court of advisers, but Juniper thought that the little seeds they harvested from their own plants did much better than any they’d bought with supposed magic. There were, of course, spells of glamour that were easy to come by; people of marriageable age often used them to hide crooked teeth or strange smells or pockmarks or anything else that apparently made someone less weddable or beddable.

“You know my grandmam believed in the old magic,” Mo said. “She often had guests who were—well, not human like us. And not bruggane or sidhe, either.”

Like so many things with Mo, it wasn’t a no or a yes.

Juniper needed a drink before he went back to needling Mo, or he was going to have sit through a meandering tale about witches and moon phases and weary old gods while sober. Utterly unthinkable.

“I mean, don’t you think the reports are exaggerated, at least?” Juniper asked, shoving open the swinging oak door that he had once nearly torn off the hinges (that had actually gotten him a stern scolding from the usually unflappable Mo). “There hasn’t been a dragon sighting in generations. And werewolves, really? In this moon phase?”

The only successful quest anyone from Tús had completed involved werewolves, so it was something of a sore point—if, for instance, anyone was too loudly skeptical about said werewolves, it was a surefire way to get in a fight.

Mo grinned down at him. “Drinks first,” he said. “Before you bait anybody about werewolves.”

The hard work at the farm was, well, hard. But pushing the plows and digging holes for fence posts and hauling sheep up to the stand to be shorn—all of that gave Juniper something to do. And now that his hands weren’t busy? Well, it felt like a current running through his body, as if he’d been struck by lightning and couldn’t get unstruck.

“Sure,” Juniper said cheerfully. “We ought to be on even ground before we fight anybody.” Anyone in Tús could probably fight—maybe not the bankers, but anyone else who spent all days working with their hands. And, more important, most people in Tús enjoyed a good tussle. Juniper included.

Mo shook his head fondly. “Do we always have to brawl?”

“What, did you think we were going out for tea and biscuits and to cross our ankles and politely gossip about the queen’s new wigs?” Juniper asked. Was that what fancy folk did? He really didn’t have a clue himself. He’d been riffraff since before he could walk.

It was rather more fun.

“Does she have new wigs?” Mo asked, making his voice sound just as highpitched as it would go.

Because it was Mo, it was not very high.

Juniper cackled at the sound, though, tossing some of their recently earned coins down onto the bar and nodding to the bartender.

The bartender, Elaine, was part-bruggane, as most bar-tenders were—her girlfriend, Perry, who was full-bruggane and proud of it, was one of the only exceptions, and instead spent her time teaching cheese-making classes in their little kitchen near the edge of town.

But here, having bruggane bartenders helped to quell the inevitable scuffle, though usually those who were full-blooded bruggane (who were broad of shoulder and square of head and occasionally sported a horn here or there) stuck to carrying out unruly patrons by the scruffs of their necks, and the part-bruggane made the drinks.

Elaine recognized Juniper, and she slid two brimming pints across the counter with a grin that showed an uneven set of teeth.

“No trouble tonight, lads,” she said. “My sister’s on, and last week she accidentally knocked two fellows together so hard they forgot their quarrel and also their own mams.”

“No trouble,” Mo agreed, patting Juniper on the shoulder.

“No promises,” Juniper said. “The night is young, and so are we.”

“Moderately,” Mo said. “The night is moderately young, and so am I.”

He had been calling himself old all summer, just because he was nearing thirty winters. Juniper was younger by several moons, and of course was not old, worried about turning thirty winters, afraid to die, worried about whether his careful regime could keep up with the inevitable side effects of aging, et cetera, et cetera. His own father had died at only thirty-two winters, may he rest in piss.

Best not to think about that, ever, but certainly not now. Juniper was here to drink.

Mo didn’t need to bring the party down with talk of dying and being old.

“Moderately young, eh?” Elaine asked from behind the bar. “Do you need water with the beer, then, old man? I can grab the bucket we use to wake the drunk at the end of the night.”

“Yes, actually,” Mo said. “Juniper could use some water, too. He survives on mead and beer in the evenings and chaga caife in the mornings, would you believe?”

“Hey,” Juniper said, beer dribbling down over his stubbled jaw as he protested through a long draught of the hearty beverage. “I drink plenty of water. There’s water in caife and mead.” Probably beer, too, but Juniper’s knowledge of beer-making was not as in-depth as his mead-making knowledge.

Mo launched into an explanation of grain and brewing and all sorts of things that Juniper would usually be very interested in.

But look! Across yon glowing tavern, with the walls moving and waving gently in the evening breeze, and the lights glowing ever so brightly. There was his enemy. His one great nemesis. The evil that had haunted his steps these many years.

“Bill,” Juniper said, with as much poison as he could infuse into his voice. He stood, the ground rushing up a bit faster than he had expected. He got his legs steady, raised his empty mug, and took a step forward. “Bill Bronson.”

Bill, stupid old Bill, had put his name on the quest list last autumn and left to hunt werewolves. It was a dumb endeavor, especially because there were people—not people from sleepy little villages like Tús, mind you—who trained for this sort of thing, who treated the path of a successful mercenary as a stepping stone to becoming a kingsman. In fact, these better-equipped groups of mercenaries left the capital city every day on kingsquests, and returned for their prize money sooner, too.

When Bill had left last year, Juniper had thought this would dissuade Mo from ever wanting to go: Bill was going to make a fool of himself, maybe get an embarrassing injury if they were lucky, and it was going to prove, once and for all, that a little farm village had no business being involved in a king’s stupid quests.

But somehow Bill had been the first successful mercenary from their village of farmers and tavern-lovers, and he had returned with dead werewolves to glory, fame, and more coins than Juniper had earned in a year of farming the land. And Mo had watched the ensuing fanfare with a lost look in his dark brown eyes that made Juniper want to start fighting.

Which, as he understood it, was a normal and healthy response to witnessing human emotion.

Now, Bill staggered to his full height (only about three marks taller than Juniper, even if Bill claimed it was four and a half ).

“You,” Bill said.

Mo leaned an elbow on the bar and watched them with a look of amusement. “Bill,” he said. “Had any dog encounters recently?”

It was Bill’s one sore spot: He was terrified of dogs these days. Every time one barked, he flinched.

Maybe it was the werewolf quest, or maybe Bill was just a coward now.

Juniper suggested that, just then. Or tried to. “Fake!” he proclaimed loudly, pointing a finger at Bill.

Oh, that wasn’t quite it. Bless the mead and damn the mead, as the saying went.

“You’re a fraud,” Juniper managed finally. He slammed his mug down.

“You’re a coward,” Bill said.

He was drunk, too, his face flushed red and his blue eyes sparkling with fight and vigor.

This was how Juniper liked ’em. Spoiling for a fight and ready to swing at a moment’s notice. Mo would like that kind of challenge, too, wouldn’t he? Juniper would feel the heat of Mo’s body right next to his, and Mo would have that spark in his eyes as if he’d finally forgotten the cold, and it would all be blurry warmth and light, and at the end, Mo would be roughly tipping Juniper’s face up to look at, to see if he was bruised or bleeding.

“I’m no coward,” Juniper told Bill, and also Mo, and Elaine, and everyone else in the tavern, because his voice was as loud as a goat being led into the barn after a lovely day at pasture.

“You wouldn’t sign up for a quest if the king himself asked you,” Bill said. “And did you know? I’ve actually met the king. And one of the princes.”

“ ‘I’ve actually met the king,’ ” Juniper repeated in a high-pitched voice. “And I’m the bloody queen.”

“You’re not the queen,” Bill shouted. He was next to Juniper now, so close to Juniper’s face that Juniper could smell Bill’s breath, enhanced a moment later by a resounding burp. “You’re just a bitch.”

Ah, there it was.

Juniper raised his fist and swung.

And there it was, that glorious, immediate blur of light and motion and impact of knuckles on skin and skin on knuckles. A beautiful, brilliant haze in which Juniper knew he would never be stopped and would never die. He was unstoppable. He was fully alive. He was a king among men.

He was being lifted out of a tangle of bodies by two large, familiar hands, and that was the very best part.

“There, now,” Mo said easily. He had that little grin on his face, the one that was just for Juniper. It was like having his own constellation of stars, that only he got to see.

Juniper grinned blearily at him, tasting iron from the lip Bill had split.

“You’ve had enough hits, and landed enough, too. They’re about to send in one of Elaine’s sisters. The one with the horns? And you’ve taken enough knocks to your head.”

Juniper lunged at Bill again, but Mo’s grip was steady, even though Mo was a few drinks in, too.

“Mo-o,” Juniper complained, stretching his friend’s name into at least six syllables. “Don’t you want to fight, too?”

Mo clapped a hand on Juniper’s shoulder. “Cheer up,” he said. “Look, you were right. The recruiters came today, and there are new quests. One close to Pointe Gan Filleadh.”

A shiver chased a path down Juniper’s spine, something that had nothing to do with the cool in the air. It felt like dread.

Or maybe Juniper just had to pee.

He couldn’t decide.

Juniper stared up, straight into Mo’s vibrant brown eyes.

Mo had left when he was nineteen winters. He had looked just like this, his eyes bright as a moonlit forest, something hopeful sparking there. Juniper had been so, so selfish, and asked him to stay. And Mo hadn’t.

Juniper didn’t care to gallivant off into the forest and sleep on tree roots and drink dew from little leaves and cry under a full moon, or whatever those outdoorsmen did.

“I’m brave,” Juniper announced. “Not like Bill. He wouldn’t be able to handle a winter alone.”

Bill would hate if his best friend left for an entire winter, and he had to decorate the Yule log alone, and get frustrated threading the cranberry garlands all by himself, and—and the point was that Bill was stupid, and Juniper would be fine.

Mo’s brow furrowed, as if he wasn’t quite understanding. “Of course you’re brave,” he said. “But—the quest? Pointe Gan Filleadh isn’t that far. What if we—”

“They’re saying it’s dragons.” A blue-eyed man, so beautiful he must have been part-sidhe, announced this spectacular bit of news from where he was sprawled drunkenly upon the floor.

He was looking at Mo now, the way people of many species always looked at Mo. Starry-eyed and rapturous, as if they were just waiting for the moment when Mo would toss them over his broad shoulder and carry them off to his bed.

Everybody’s storybook hero.

“Dragons aren’t here anymore,” Juniper told him flatly. “That can’t be real.”

“You’re not real,” the man shot back, before vomiting between Mo’s boots.

Mo sighed, nudging the man away with his knee. “You know I think the king mostly wants to keep people busy. And distracted. But the kingsmen swear to have seen a dragon clear a swath of forest near the Coulaith River. Nearly decimated an entire town, too.”

There was awe in his voice, like he would give anything to see something like that with his own eyes.

“Good for her,” Juniper said.

He imagined a dragon swooping over their very own village, melting the horrible little building where the businessmen worked and talked of economies and inflations, and in which they did a great deal of circling back to one another on raising the price of grain for their customers and lowering the price they offered to farmers like Juniper. Let’s align, they were always saying. And they couldn’t say stupid things like that if they were on fire, now, could they?

Maybe a dragon could take a bite out of Bill Bronson while they were at it.

There was a wistful look on Mo’s perfect face. His friend had the kind of features maidens swooned over and poets wrote about. It was sometimes hard to look at him, if Juniper were being honest. And right now, he was staring across the tavern at the list of new quests and the men gathered around it.

“Mo,” Juniper said.

He didn’t say, Please stay.

He didn’t say, I’m scared you’re about to leave.

He didn’t say, I’ve been scared since I was nineteen winters old.

This night hadn’t gone the way it was meant to. Juniper was supposed to make Mo laugh and make him happy and make him want to stay, not make him sadder and quieter and—

“It’s all right, Juniper,” Mo said quietly. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”

Mo’s smile was a little sad this time. That smile was just for Juniper, too.





Bill Bronson left soon after with some stupid friends of his, and the night got louder, rowdier, and drunker (or maybe that was just Juniper).

The weekly náiriú poiblí began, which meant there was a stage set up at one end of the tavern and a hollowed-out gourd to amplify your voice if you wished to sing. Below the stage, there were some signs with the words to popular ballads—like “The Dancing Fairie,” or “The Brugganian Rhapsody,” and other drunken patrons could hold them up so you could see what you were meant to sing.

Often, someone played the lute along with it, though whether they played the same melody as the singer was a different story.

Currently, a young human man was midway through a slow rendition of “The Lay of the Village Roads” in a melan-choly register. “ ‘Take me hoooome,’ ” the man continued into the gourd even as he fell. “ ‘Village rooooads.’ ”

As Juniper meandered past him, the man landed in a graceful heap and went to sleep.

“Let’s sing,” Juniper told Mo breathlessly. He was just drunk and they were enjoying themselves, that was all. That was why Mo was looking at him with those burning eyes.

“Get a room,” a mocking voice cut in between them.

Juniper jerked away from Mo. “Bill?” he asked wildly.

It was not Bill, but Juniper was drunk enough, and the man looked just enough like Bill, for none of it to matter.

Juniper didn’t wait a moment longer. He lunged at the man, fist raised, Mo’s warning shout echoing behind him.




Three

Juniper rolled over on his pillow, which was much firmer than he remembered. He lifted one hand groggily to pummel the offending pillow into a softer shape and—

Mo’s hand closed around his wrist.

Mo?

In his bedroom?

Juniper jolted upright, the room immediately spinning around him. Except it wasn’t his cozy farmhouse bedroom, after all. He had been lying on the hard, cold floor of the local jail, his head pillowed on Mo’s firm thigh.

That was why it had been an uncomfortable pillow. Mo’s legs were simply too strong.

“Um,” Juniper said, looking at Mo, who was leaning serenely against the wall of the cell. “What in Divona’s name is going on?”

“You,” Mo said.

“Me?”

The night was coming back in flashes now. There was Mo’s sadness, and there was Bill, and drinking, and fighting, and distracting Mo but doing it badly, and listening while some poor sap sang during náiriú poiblí, and—

Oh.

A muscle in Mo’s jaw twitched, as if he were trying not to laugh. “We got in quite the brawl,” he said. “With an entire band of mercenaries. I think you mistook one of them for Bill.”

Juniper groaned and sank down on the grimy stone floor of the jail cell. “And why are you here?”

“Well, I wasn’t about to let you fight them all alone,” Mo said. He did grin this time, just a little. He had a split lip and a scratch down his arm, but he looked altogether better than Juniper felt.

“And why are we in jail, and not them?” Juniper asked.

A clink, and the outer door opened before Mo could answer. Three men entered—one of them a short, eyebrowless man who looked very unhappy to be there. The other two flanked him, tall, pale human men with gaunt faces and swords on their hips.

“You’re awake,” the small man said. “I am Quest Recruiter Garreth. Gentlemen, please bring these two out.”

The two others opened the door, the first grabbing Juniper—likely because he didn’t want to have to grab Mo. Juniper didn’t blame him, because Mo looked as strong as he was, tall for a human and more broad-shouldered than most of the people of their land typically were.

Juniper bit, though. So he had that going for him.

“Are you aware of the penalty for harming the captain of a band of sworn mercenaries?” the recruiter asked.

“Oh, dear,” Juniper said.

“He thought the man was Bill,” Mo offered up, shrugging one shoulder when the recruiter leveled a cold stare at them.

“Do you go by Gary?” Juniper blurted. He seemed like the kind of man who would go by Gary.

Mo sighed softly.

Guilt threaded Juniper at the sound, riling his already upset stomach. It was no wonder Mo wanted to leave him behind—Juniper was exhausting.

“What is the penalty, exactly?” Juniper asked when the recruiter didn’t answer.

The men with the swords were standing very close to him, and that made him anxious—and when Juniper was anxious, it caused something Juniper and Mo had nicknamed “Irritable Bruggane Situation,” in which Juniper’s stomach sounded more like the grunting of an elderly bruggane grandmam than a human organ ought to.

“You have to take his place.” Garreth—probably Gary, Juniper really was sure about that one—stared down his nose at Juniper, as if Juniper ought to know the consequences of his actions. Far be it from Juniper to think ahead about such things.

“Or?” Juniper asked faintly.

Mo reached out his free hand, settled it on Juniper’s shoulder.

The guard yanked him back roughly. If it wouldn’t have made things immeasurably worse for Mo, Juniper would have turned around right there and landed his fist in the guard’s face, come what may. Nobody, nobody treated Morn Elmthorn that way, not on Juniper’s watch.

Gary wiped his nose on his sleeve before he answered Juniper’s question. “Public execution,” he said, his voice sounding more nasally than before. “Now, you’ll be signing to take the place of the man you injured last night.”

“If I’d known he was important,” Juniper muttered to Mo, “I would’ve only headbutted him once or twice.”

Mo’s lips tightened, but not angrily. “You kept calling him Bill as you were punching him,” he said. “And said something about ‘no, you get a room’ and about the werewolves being fake.”

Juniper squinted down at the scroll Gary was holding out. “The Bill Bronson, Esq. party?” he blurted. “That’s the one you want us to join?”

Mo sighed again, this time turning his gaze toward the low stone ceiling as if praying to the old gods for patience.

“The law requires that you join a mercenary party,” Gary said. “Unless, of course, you had a different party to join?”

A mercenary party, as defined by the king (may he stub his toe for this), contained at least two people of mature age, whatever that was for their species. Twenty winters, for Mo and Juniper’s. Thirty-four, for the bruggane. With the sidhe, of course, it was impossible to tell who was fifteen winters and who was fifty, so on that front, Juniper remained ignorant.

“A different party?” Juniper stammered. “I don’t have a party.”

How embarrassing, to be an adult with such a limited circle of friends. How did people make friends as an adult?

Juniper filed that question away for later.

And then Mo’s eyes snapped to Juniper, his gaze holding and burning. “He has me.”

Three words, heavy and soft, and they changed everything.

For a moment, Juniper could hardly stand. It felt as if he were a stray seam unraveling. As if he were standing and watching his beloved cottage crumbling in front of him.

Because Mo wanted to go.

“He does?” Juniper blurted.

Mo nodded, just once, and when Gary held out a new scroll, Mo took it wordlessly.

“A party of two is a foolish choice,” Gary said, but he shrugged one shoulder. “Usually, you would receive two payments—one, a small fee you collect just for joining, and the other a prize if your band completes the quest. Though, of course, in this case, you’ll forfeit the joining payment because of your lawless activity, and—”

The guard still hung on to one of Mo’s arms, but Mo held up a large, calloused hand, and Gary fell silent.

Juniper shivered at the sight.
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