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Praise for Our Rogue Fates

“I know a little something about finding treasure and maps of consequence … who knew that when Sam and Frodo came together, the skill would come in handy? We Could Be Antiheroes is such a treasure for you.”

—Sean Astin, Samwise Gamgee

“An unusual take on Tolkien.”

—John Rhys-Davies, Gimli

“Morally gray romance has a new queen! Sarah Glenn Marsh weaves a sweeping adventure set in a fantastic world with characters you won’t know whether to root for or hide your gold from.”

—Sara Raasch, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of The Nightmare Before Kissmas

“A delicious second-chance epic romantasy, Our Rogue Fates is filled with loveable queer characters, a haunted swamp, and a quest for treasure that will keep you glued to the pages.”

—Elayna R. Gallea, bestselling author of Tethered

“Sarah Glenn Marsh whisks you away to a new romantasy world with an immersive, enemies-to-lovers quest that’ll have you holding your breath at every twist and turn, cheering for second chances, and fanning yourself from the heat—an epic story of love worth treasuring that’ll stay in your heart long after the last page!”

—Matthew Hubbard, critically acclaimed author of The Last Boyfriends Rules for Revenge

“A heart-pounding adventure through the messy mire of family, friendship, and love. Sarah Glenn Marsh weaves a tale at once new and hauntingly familiar, where it’s not the ghosts in the wood to fear, but the ones living in our hearts.”

—Fiona Fenn, author of The Crack at the Heart of Everything

“Absolutely enchanting! Our Rogue Fates is a lush, romantic story with a diverse cast of characters, exquisite world-building, and a heart-pounding adventure that meant I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough. I was hooked from the very first page.”

—Jenna Wolfhart, author of Forged by Magic

“This enchanting, cunning, gorgeously romantic trek through the mire is equal parts addictive and dangerous. Guard your treasure and your heart.”

—Amber Hart, author of Wicked Charm

“Monsters, a diverse cast of flawed but lovable characters, and a romance not even a swamp could dull the shine on. Sarah Glenn Marsh delivers an epic adventure along with a beautiful romance that left me finishing the book and wishing for another few hundred pages. I’m not sure I have the skills needed to survive in this world, but I would sure love the opportunity to try.”

—J.J. Mulder, author of the Offsides and SCU Hockey Series

“Our Rogue Fates is a delightful read! The fantasy, the romance, the nods to Tolkien, this book has it all.”

—Don Marshall, the Obscure Lord of the Rings Facts Guy and author of J.R.R. Tolkien: The Father of Modern Fantasy

“A sizzling queer romantasy that will send your heart on the quest of a lifetime. Sarah Glenn Marsh weaves atmospheric danger, morally gray characters, and achingly tender longing into an unforgettable tale. Griff and Mal’s journey is messy, beautiful, and utterly unputdownable.

—TJ Rose, author of the Killigrew Street Case Files

“Our Rogue Fates is the book I’ve been waiting my whole life for. Epic, unapologetically queer and filled with characters I’ll never forget – this book is both a sweeping adventure in a totally new world and a dangerously addictive romance. Fans of The Lord of the Rings and M/M Romance - get ready for your new obsession.”

—Cale Dietrich, internationally bestselling author of My Roommate from Hell and co-author of If This Gets Out

“Sarah Glenn Marsh’s romantic fantasy debut can be summed up in one word: fun! Her cast of flawed, funny characters made me want to round up my friends for a chaotic game of D&D… and then those same characters made me wince when their insecurities hit a little too close to home. Bursting with humor and heart, Our Rogue Fates is cozy, funny, spicy, and So Damn Real.”

—S. M. Hallow, author of The Halls of the Dead
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Chapter One
A Knife in the Dark



Griff Sayer had always known his family was going to be the death of him, though he didn’t imagine it would happen quite so violently.

An early heart attack, perhaps, from the stress of his seemingly inseverable ties with thieves and extortionists and worse. An accident at work due to a distraction, maybe, like when he hammered his fingers last week upon hearing that his ex–best friend Mal was back in town again. A self-inflicted wound as he relived his worst, most painful moments, a slip of a knife that turned out to be too dull—well, he’d already been there. Even a covert poisoning wasn’t out of the question, something untraceable slipped into a drink handed to him by a fan after a performance at the Maiden’s Arms to silence him for knowing any number of things he shouldn’t.

Being stabbed was, all things considered, fairly low on Griff’s list of ways he’d thought he’d go out.

It also hurt a hell of a lot more than his adoptive mother had led him to believe over the years when she’d shown off her many grisly battle scars and lectured him on the most effective ways to survive torture.

But Wynnie wasn’t there with him in the Wyrmwood on this brisk spring night among the trolls and orcs and other things that worshiped the shadows. She wasn’t there to frown at the way he whimpered, so undignified, as he clutched the gushing wound off to the side of his abdomen with both hands and sank to his knees in a bed of leaves and bracken while the stars watched from on high. She might as soon have shouted at him to get up and chase after his masked assailants as smoothed his waves of dark hair back from his sweaty face with a tender hand and reassured him all would soon be well.

Lady Wraith, people called her in the city and far beyond. Famed for her obsidian eyes, her predator’s stare, her mess of scars … and, most notably, her frequent victories against death. So many she didn’t seem to belong to this world or to the shadow realm. It had always seemed to Griff like a fine line to walk, having one foot in each world; somehow, she made it look easy.

Dying outright was, he had to admit, surprisingly difficult; his stubborn heart was still pumping fast and strong, though that was spilling more of his innards into his shaking hands. He fell back against the forest floor as his head spun, still having enough presence of mind to keep holding pressure to the wound the way he’d been taught.

Wynnie would want details later, he knew, so she could take matters into her own hands. And he would give them to her, all except the part where the bandits had gotten the jump on him because, while he was supposed to be on watch, he had been drinking. About Mal.

Again.

Griff could have sworn he had seen him at the market the other day, a tall and slim figure just the same height, with hair a certain dark shade of gold—only it had turned out to be his own boyfriend, Liam, the one who was a dead ringer for Mal in the right light.

He raised his head a fraction and tried to count his assailants.

Three, four, five—oh, not five. Four. The fifth person clad in black was smaller than the rest. Her pale, angular face was unmasked, a gash welling on her cheek, strands of black hair ripped from the two neat knots on either side of her head where she usually kept it bound. She was fighting all four masked figures at once with her sword and staff, a whirlwind of devastation to anyone who found themselves within her reach as she stabbed and slashed and threw elbows.

He’d come here with Vic, his other childhood guardian. Wynnie’s wife. She was soft where Wynnie was hard—which, growing up, had made one of them far easier to love, and was the reason he had agreed to this trip to help her check her hunting traps in the first place—but she was almost as fierce in battle. Even four to one, he knew in his bones that she wasn’t outmatched.

The bandits quickly fled before her swift and silent rage, melting back into the shadows of the Wood. They must have gotten whatever they’d come for, perhaps not solely Griff’s life after all—one of his packs was dangling from the hand of a fleeing figure.

The moment they turned and vanished, Vic dropped her sword and staff and bolted toward Griff, fear flashing in her gray eyes as she fell to the ground and pressed a small, warm hand to the side of his face.

Up close, he saw her tears.

Vic never cried, not that Griff had seen. Mostly, she was quiet, or else she teased and laughed in her soft, private way, only around those she trusted.

“Griff, stay with me,” she pleaded, smoothing sweat-slicked curls back from his forehead. “No, no, no, no …”

The fear in her wide, whitish eyes was turning to outright panic, and Griff wondered if their masked attackers had done something to her that he hadn’t witnessed on account of bleeding out and all.

Orcs had hurt her more than once before she fled her homeland, and she still flinched in proximity to most men, even human ones. Even now, unless she had a weapon in hand.

He tried to ask what had happened to her, but all that came from his throat was a wet gurgle. More blood.

Then darkness.

“It’s all gone,” Vic breathed. She had, in the brief moment Griff had apparently flirted with unconsciousness, dumped out what looked to be the contents of all the bags they had brought with them, most carefully packed by Griff himself. “Bastards took everything—all our bandages and salves. Our rations too.”

That was inconvenient. He would have appreciated a bandage about now.

Seeming to have pushed through the worst of her shock, Vic gathered herself enough to start reaching for the things they still had at hand, like somebody’s change of clothes. “We need to pack the wound, slow the bleeding,” she muttered to herself, clearly thinking Griff was too far gone to hear.

He managed to slur a protest. “Fine.”

Vic’s gray eyes darted back to his; he knew she had heard that line from him often enough to be weary of it, and she had never once believed him. She shook her head. “This isn’t fine. You’re not fine. Nothing will ever be fine again if we don’t get you some help …”

Griff didn’t see what all the fuss was about; he could hardly feel the wound anymore. That had to be a good sign; perhaps the bleeding was slowing. Besides, they were deep in the Wyrmwood, at least a few days’ march from Linden, their boot-scrape of a village on the outskirts of Mayfair. There was no way to reach help in the case of a near-fatal event, which was why Griff had so thoughtfully packed a full healer’s kit.

“Not my son,” Vic sobbed, tears and blood streaking her face. She rarely called him that.

Her finger pushed into Griff’s neck, seeking a pulse, but while he felt the weight and chill of her touch, he didn’t see her anymore.

He was in another part of the Wood altogether now, closer to home, and it was a riot of summer’s green overgrowth. The air was like honey, thick with humidity and sweet. Birds were singing. The muddy ground was a confusion of centaur tracks and dogs’ paw prints. Nearby, in the bracken just out of sight, one was barking.

“Griff, please.” Someone interrupted the dog’s fuss, perhaps somewhere behind him, their voice breaking.

He almost turned to see who it was.

But now, standing before him was Mal—not the twenty-six-year-old surly asshole he’d spent the last several years avoiding but the closest friend he’d ever had, a skinny boy of twelve or thirteen with tawny skin, messy blond hair, and an imp’s wide grin—and Griff had missed him more than he could put into words.

“Are you two coming or what?” Alys called from just up ahead, out of sight. She was the third in their trio, the keeper of their secrets and the only other person who knew what it was like growing up in the immense and often unwelcoming shadow of heroes.

Mal reached out a beckoning hand, and that was all the invitation Griff needed to step off into a warm, sunlit afternoon with his best friends at his side, heading to their favorite swimming hole and making plans to race their little wooden boats. Just like old times.
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Chapter Two
Too Bad



It was fine, really, that the Widow Isabel’s house never smelled particularly good. Sometimes you couldn’t wait for the stars to align—you just got on with it. Blood, sweat, tears, and momentum.

Mal Pryce knew that lesson like he knew the weight of his favorite knife in his hand; he was always doing what was necessary, though it rarely felt heroic. If he didn’t, who would?

Leaning back in his chair at the widow’s small kitchen table away from his mug of untouched tea, he tried his best not to breathe in that slightly floral, nauseating cocktail of soaps and faint decay that always seemed to permeate the dwelling of anyone very old and ill. The scent of looming death caught in his shoulder-length tangles of dark-gold hair would haunt him for the rest of the night.

It was nature. It was fated.

Life was short, fast, and brutal, and no one knew it better than he did.

One day, he was seventeen and thought he had the world: the loving two-parent household (even if Vic and Wynnie weren’t his real mothers and Wynnie had a tendency to fight first and ask questions later). He had a promising line on a job (with people who had been his dead parents’ enemies, but wasn’t that just the way of things? Money was money, no matter whose pocket it came from). He had two loyal best friends—until Griff told him that he was nothing to him and left Mal breathless and shaking on the living room floor when he stormed out, the beginning of years of silence and bitterness between them, something too broken to mend.

And the next day, Alys was leaving too, their once-unshakable trio fully dissolved. She was off to carve out her own reputation and make her mother proud, and she said she needed to do it alone.

She had vowed to him that she would never leave Mayfair, but people said things all the time and rarely meant them. Griff and Alys had both promised him long ago that the three of them would always be together. That they would always keep Mal safe from the wider world.

Empty words.

They had been his world. Nothing was safe.

Blink again, and he was down in the lawless, ruined city of Thrallkeld, far south of Mayfair, attempting to make a name for himself that had nothing to do with his dead parents, his adoptive ones, or the best friends he had only thought he had.

Leaving home for a place where he trusted no one and no one trusted him made perfect sense. Down there, he was a half-starved, gold-sick boy in a thief’s den, someone’s hand always in his pocket while he was busy cutting their purse. He weathered betrayal after betrayal, because something about it had become warm and familiar after a while.

Blink, and he was under a thief-lord’s knife, screaming with the worst pain he had ever known as the gangster carved up his chest for challenging him—no, that had been the second-worst pain. Worst of all was the certainty that no one was coming for him; the death of the tiny hope he’d been holding all along that Griff would come for him. He was utterly alone.

Blink. He was half alive in a witch’s cottage, being spoon-fed bone broth while he tried not to inhale the pungent scent of the poultice packing the grisly wound on his chest and did his best to avoid looking at the shadowy figures skulking about on the lawn—the spirits he could now see after having brushed shoulders with death. A curse, as far as he was concerned: punishment from the gods for his unlikely survival.

Blink. He was back in Mayfair, a dog with its tail tucked between its legs, returning to the only home he had ever known because he couldn’t think where else to go. He had failed in Thrallkeld. Failed at his dream of becoming king of the thieves. He was lucky his former employers still had a job for him—that all the skills he had honed in that ruined city made him more of an asset than ever.

Blink. Alys was home, carrying with her the weight of a reputation she hadn’t truly earned and a highborn boyfriend who didn’t truly fit her, and somehow they found their way back to friendship. Soon after, Griff was back from living with the elves—like he was so much better than other mere mortals—and they had nothing to say to each other with missing years in the way. But sometimes they came to blows, until Mal could hardly remember all the hurt that lay underneath. Those old feelings, the trust and tenderness and something bigger, something more than he had ever felt for another living soul—he’d taken them and buried them deep, shoved them underwater where there was no light or air so he didn’t have to walk around in the worst pain he’d ever known every single day.

Blink again and he was in the Widow Isabel’s house on a chilly spring evening, dropping around for tea after dinner as he did once a week these days. The old woman had put him on the deed to all the land north of Mayfair she wouldn’t be using, and he wanted to keep it that way. He was a businessman, and that meant having leads on any number of potential sources of income at any time. His employers didn’t need to know about any hustling he did on the side.

The widow’s teacup rattled as she set it in her saucer, and Mal pretended to take a bite of a dusty lavender shortbread cookie as his keen gray eyes studied the crow’s-feet at the corners of her washed-out blue ones.

He had never much cared for crows or ravens, the gossipy birds who skulked in dark, hidden places and served as spies for the Shadow Queen. Even if she was, technically speaking, his boss’s boss. He had once had the fleeting and overly whimsical notion that the birds might keep him safe as long as he was working for her, but that illusion had shattered long ago. As far as he was concerned, he’d made it this far because he kept himself safe.

“You sure like my cookies, dear,” Isabel observed in her reed-thin voice, giving Mal a strained smile. “Why don’t I pack you a few for the road?”

Mal nodded, already growing restless. The moon was rising; it was nearly time for him to head in to work for the evening. His real job.

Accepting the cloth-wrapped bundle of dry cookies, he saw himself out and headed down the winding lane, a quiet shadow in the lamplit streets that led from Isabel’s place to the green-and-white-striped cloth awning of a storefront that was, like all the shops around it, dark and closed up for the night.

Slipping a small key from his belt, he unlocked the door.

Fetching a silver flask from the breast pocket of his cloak—just as he’d done at the Widow Isabel’s, where he’d poured a healthy splash into his tea in case he needed to take a sip for politeness’ sake—he drank a few greedy gulps of whiskey. Licking a drop from his lip, he checked that the street was more or less empty before darting inside.

Served With Love was technically a tea shop, selling brews by the cup as well as bags of blended herbs, but the real business went on in the cellar beneath the cozy café. The shop was a front for a network of the Shadow Queen’s agents, a place where they laundered their money and harbored stolen goods with the aim of helping the mysterious, power-hungry ruler secure a stronger foothold in the world. Mal didn’t give a damn about their cause and whether they succeeded or failed, only that they paid better than most other places, and that as long as he got their goods safely to where they were supposed to be, they didn’t ask him too many questions about his personal life. Such as it was.

Tonight, the shop was quieter than usual. Only Alanna—who preferred to go by her chosen name, Guts—was working down below, unpacking crates of contraband by the light of a single lantern. Her ruddy-blond hair fell over her shoulder in a tidy braid, and she was wearing a crisp blue dress with white embroidery on the sleeves, no doubt having worked a shift up front before the place officially “closed” for the day.

Mal had known her since his days in Thrallkeld. She had once run an underground club in the basement of a crumbling stone manor where people fought for prize money, though she seemed to prefer dressing up and playing shopkeeper these days, as if something about selling tea to Mayfair’s citizens appealed to a girlish dream she’d had for her life.

As Mal descended into the cool, dim room, he called by way of greeting, “Think they killed that poor bastard yet?”

“Given that you had a hand in the planning, Mister Dangerous, he’s probably feeding the worms as we speak,” Guts answered, a little laugh in her voice as she pulled something heavy from one of the crates.

With training, Mal had won every fight he’d entered at her club, and when Guts moved up to Mayfair, she’d brought his old nickname with her.

“Well then, tomorrow we’ll be celebrating over dinner,” Mal remarked, a smirk on his lips as he recalled past dinners with his employers, no different at all than any other society gathering despite their dirtier hands. “Maybe you’ll get to see how far I can throw a piece of Fern’s dry chicken down May Hill.” He snorted softly. “Bet it bounces.”

Several of the shop’s usual after-hours occupants were out on a mission tonight. They planned to take out someone who knew too much about what went on at the tea shop—probably a nosy Warden, one of those noble knights forever locked in a battle against the Shadow Queen’s forces of darkness.

Bunch of moon-eyed idiots.

It was better, Mal had found, to simply accept the darkness rather than try to fight it and likely die in the process, as whoever his less-than-esteemed colleagues were murdering in the Wyrmwood tonight was finding out. In the dark, one could still live.

Too bad being a hero meant certain death; just look at the parents he had never known. Look at Rhun, the most storied Warden of all. He had been Wynnie’s husband, the man who had helped raise him along with Griff and Alys until he disappeared.

Too bad nobody ever asked for Mal’s opinions on these things. He knew quite a lot for his twenty-six years.

Too bad for whoever was bleeding out right now; Mal had plotted out the attack himself. As usual, he hadn’t been given a name, but he didn’t need one. He had the intended victim’s dates of travel, their course (the Wyrmwood’s best trapping grounds), and their number of companions (one), which was all he needed to make it look like a petty theft. It was one of those neat lessons he had picked up in Thrallkeld that made him so useful here.

Too bad they hadn’t asked him to do the stabbing. Years into his service, yet he wasn’t high enough in the ranks to carry out the job. And they had bigger, tougher thugs for that. Still, he was quick and efficient with his hunting knife and never hesitated. Just like Wynnie. Sure, she wasn’t his real mother, but he had listened to her all these years as if she were—listened and taken her lessons to heart, even when he knew Griff and Alys weren’t paying attention—and he had honed in himself a ruthlessness that made her proud.

Too bad for those on the mission, Mal and Guts would get first pick of everything in these crates. Even if it was all supposed to be loaded onto a caravan headed south toward the Shadow Queen’s hidden stronghold once the contents were inventoried.

“Find anything good yet?” Mal asked Guts, bumping his shoulder against hers with comfortable familiarity before he took a seat on one of the unopened crates and sipped deeply from his flask. The whiskey stung his throat like irony.

“Couple nice bits of crockery. Assorted poisons. Coffee. Some crystal flowers,” Guts listed off as she inspected some small packets of a shimmering, pale-blue powder. Her frown made it clear that she didn’t consider the coffee or flowers much good at all, that she found them about as appealing as the packets of poison she now held in her hands. “They’re dwarven make, though, the flowers. Probably fetch a small fortune from the right buyer. You going to help with any of this or just sit there looking pretty all night?”

Mal shrugged, pulling out one of Isabel’s cookies and taking a stale bite. He laid the rest on the crate so Guts could help herself. “Where are the flowers? I’ll take them if you don’t,” he said, starting to search around for them.

Guts flipped her braid over her shoulder, cut him a knowing look, and set the packets of poison aside. Then she pulled out a bundle wrapped in heavy muslin cloth from the crate and started to unwrap it with the air of presenting Mal with the spoils from another winning fight. A few of the amethyst petals had small chips and scratches, but most of the flowers were in excellent shape to his trained eye.

The part of him that loved shiny things wanted to tuck them into his tattered green jerkin alongside his flask, take them home to his shelf of other such glittering trophies nicked by his quick fingers here and there over the years. Amongst the flowers, there were even a few carved animals, the detailed grooves of their fur as realistic as only dwarven craft could be.

“How ’bout that,” Guts said softly, plucking one of the small animals from the meadow of muslin and petals and holding it aloft. It was a griffin. “Just like the mark tonight: Griffin. Must be a sign you did something right.”

She pressed the smooth crystal carving into Mal’s hand, but his fingers didn’t wrap around it like he meant them to. He couldn’t make out what Guts was saying either—something about how he ought to take this home. How he’d earned it.

The statue slid from his slick palm and shattered on the floor, but rather than curse and grab a dustpan, Mal grabbed his flask and drained it, willing the whiskey to burn every last feeling out of him. “Kage told you his name, did he? The boss sharing insider secrets with you now?” Griffin wasn’t exactly a common name, but still, he had to be sure before the nauseating wave of agony rising up inside him could completely devour him. “Griffin … Sayer, was it?”

It had been so long since he had spoken that name out loud to anyone.

“Dunno,” Guts said, uncertainty slithering across her face as she took in the crumbs of glass on the floor in combination with Mal’s shaking hands. “Some hero’s son, he said. I was eavesdropping from inside the tea cupboard when they were gearing up to leave, so I didn’t catch everything. Anyway, what’s it matter? It’s done. You don’t have to fight him. I’m more worried about you damaging the merchandise.”

He wasn’t sure how much time passed before Guts prompted again, “Mal?” No nickname, which was unusual. He wondered if she could sense it in him, the crack that had just opened to let a little of the pain he’d been drowning in for so long scream into the world again.

She was right. He was Mister Dangerous, and there wasn’t a damn thing to admire about it. He didn’t want any of this, this sudden, crushing guilt that made it a battle just to breathe. He’d had no idea that Griff was the target of the attack, or he would have insisted on going with them. Insisted just so he could slit every single one of their throats before they had a chance to raise a blade against the man who had once been his best friend, who still mattered to him even though Mal had done everything he could to strip Griff’s existence of any meaning in his life.

Griff and Alys were his world.

He couldn’t just unmake his whole world.

He was seventeen and shaking on the living room floor again. Griff was ranting about how Mal had betrayed him. Let his dead parents down, disgraced them all by working for the Shadow Queen, some dark sorcerer who hid her decaying features behind a gilded mask. He did care that Griff was looking at him like he didn’t know him. That he was telling Mal they were nothing to each other from now on, calling Mal a traitor, his eyes red and his voice full of a hurt Mal didn’t recognize.

Griff’s eyes had been red since the day before, when he’d walked in on Mal kissing some girl in his room at the cottage for the first time, trying new things.

But Mal didn’t have time to wonder what that meant, or even time to defend himself more than by shouting a few curses and petty insults back at Griff before the person he trusted most in this life was gone. It had seemed so easy for Griff to leave him behind, like Mal had never really mattered to him at all, like he was worth nothing in the end. Like he was just a stain on Griff’s boot.

Griff was so sure, even back then, that the Wardens were right to fight the Queen, that his purpose—and Alys’s, and Mal’s—should be to join the battle the way their parents had. Give up their precious life for it, like there couldn’t be anything else worth living for.

When they made their way back to Mayfair six years ago, Griff had been quick to judge his new scars, his new swagger, his new sneer. Mal had wanted to fight him, had grown so used to fighting in Thrallkeld that he had found everything to insult about the other man. His clothes, his boyfriend of the week, the elves he cared more about than he ever had Mal. Over the site of their parents’ graves, he had mocked and goaded Griff into breaking his nose, and he had given Griff his first black eye in return.

Every time his fist landed, every time his scathing words pierced Griff’s armor like barbs, Mal somehow felt worse, until the whiskey helped him to feel nothing at all.

He had come to rely on Griff to let him down. But the whiskey wasn’t helping this time.

Maybe because this time, he was the one who had let Griff down.

“Wait, are you seriously leaving me with this mess? Where are you going?” Guts called, her voice ringing with alarm and confusion as Mal raced back up the stairs to the main shop.

“Ate something bad for dinner,” he lied without remorse. “Just gonna get some air.”

With that, he took a seat on the long counter that faced the front door, skinny legs dangling, knife in hand and not enough whiskey in the world, to wait for his boss’s return no matter how long it took. The Shadow Queen’s agents had numbers on their side; he’d made sure of that. Which meant that Griff was already dead. And as far as Mal was concerned, that made Kage a walking corpse too, because Mal was going to avenge his fallen friend or die trying. He wouldn’t hesitate. He owed Griff that much.

Too bad for his boss that unlike Griff, he was no one’s hero. He didn’t fight fair, whatever that meant. And he had figured out how to survive in the dark a long time ago. Alone.
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Chapter Three
Rabbit Blood



Griff was unraveling, coming undone just like the threads of Mal’s sweaters that had gotten stretched too thin at the shoulders from him secretly pulling them on over his own broader frame, back in the days of long ago when he still had hope that they might one day be something more.

He was a collection of songs, images, and feelings, twenty-eight years of them spilling out from between the fingers of those trying their best to hold him together, to prevent his fading away—but it was inevitable, wasn’t it?

He could feel little pieces of himself steadily falling like husks of leaves from a dead tree as he sat on a golden shore in the Wood, racing boats with Mal while Alys perched in a tree above them and cheered, fully aware now that he shouldn’t be there at all. He let the small boat in his much-larger hand go adrift in the current, whatever phantom Mal was saying to him blending with the rush of water as he tried to focus, to hold tighter to all the things he was before he lost them forever:

A foreman by trade, good with his hands.

A bard by hobby only, because talented musicians were a dime a dozen in Mayfair.

A Warden-in-training, hoping to fight the darkness like his parents before him.

Dog person.

Good cook.

Better lover.

Two years sober—well, until the bender that had landed him here, in the after. He’d never quite decided what he believed would happen beyond death, but then there was hardly a point in guessing when he was clearly about to find out.

Everything went white, quiet, and still.

There was no more phantom Mal. No golden shore.

Then came a babble of distant voices, all familiar, though he couldn’t see anyone in the empty, almost-blinding brightness around him.

“Is he going to die?” Alys demanded tearfully, not laughing as she had been in the otherworldly Wood. “I should get Mal. He has to know too. I need to—”

“No!” This voice was deeper, firmer, leaving no room for argument: Liam. “Leave him out of this. He’ll only be in the way.”

“Infection … packed with something filthy … his fever …” A softer, smoother voice cut in and out, one Griff hadn’t heard for a few years now. He couldn’t quite place it, though he knew he should be able to.

“I did the best I could with what I had,” an older woman relayed wearily. Vic. Where was Wynnie? “Those bandits took everything useful.”

“Can you bring him back from the dead?” There was Alys again, sounding much clearer and nearer now, dancing on the edge of hysteria.

The panic in her voice touched some reluctant part of Griff. If he could have felt his fingers, if he could have reached for her, he would have done so for the first time in the achingly long years since their friendship abruptly ended with him fleeing their shared home for good. He would have rubbed her shoulder and pulled her against him like a best friend should, done his best to shield her from the hurt no matter what hurting had happened between them. He wished he could see her face again.

“Nobody’s dead yet, so I wish you’d stop fucking saying that,” Liam snapped, his voice rough with tears.

Griff could hear him coming undone too, and wanted to sing him one of their songs, something they’d written together on a late giddy night by the hearth shortly after he’d moved into the narrow little house with several locks on the front door. But from wherever he was, he could only listen to Liam’s muffled sobs. He would miss Liam’s face too, the sandy-blond hair that fell into eyes of light gray flecked with a blue so deep it was almost violet, the proud grin he wore whenever he solved any kind of puzzle, the way he was too humble to realize he was usually the smartest person in the room (except, maybe, when it came to Griff).

He would miss walking beside Vic in the Wood, making birdcalls to delight her, watching her point out flowers and herbs that caught her eye, marveling at the way one who had been raised in such tumult and violence as she had now took such genuine pleasure in simple things, regarding meadows and brooks and flocks of starlings with a childlike wonder.

He would even miss Wynnie. Much as he’d run from her when he was older, they were still connected, bound by years and memory and love for the same people. Chosen family, like his and Mal’s and Alys’s parents had been to each other—all Wardens but Wynnie, and the best of friends.

But if everyone around him was losing control, there wasn’t any hope left for him.

“Griff, my dearest friend … come back to us. You’re still needed here.” The soft, smooth voice he’d heard earlier was now whispering louder inside his mind, and he was ashamed he hadn’t been able to place it right away as her features flashed vividly to mind: ruby lips, soft brown skin, and leaf-shaped ears peeking through hair as white as snowdrop petals. It was Princess Rosemaris: only royal daughter of the elves’ last stronghold and the person who had saved his life more than once.

Her words somehow dampened the sounds of the others, letting him better focus on finding his way out of this strange bright place and back to himself.

Yet it wasn’t her voice but a scent that tugged him finally, unexpectedly, back into his body—that of lavender and lemon balm tea, a brew he’d sipped so many times when ill that he could already taste the floral mixture coating his tongue. And there was something else too, beneath the fragrant herbs: a certain musk mixed with leather, crushed grass, muddy boots, and the gut punch of cheap whiskey.

He’d know that combination anywhere, dead or alive.

“Mal?” Griff asked thickly, not yet opening his eyes in case this was some cruel trick of after-death.

“He’s not here,” Alys said, sounding less tearful and more exhausted now than when she’d been begging for someone to practice necromancy on his still-warm body.

It made sense, even to his drowsy mind, that he would smell Mal if she was near. Recently, he knew from the town gossip, she had moved back into Wynnie’s cottage with her three children after Alys banished their father back to his hometown once she was through with him. And these days she often borrowed Mal’s more practical clothes. As if Griff needed any more reminders that she had taken Mal’s side in that stupid fight long ago, signaling the end of their friendship too.

Still, his earlier urge to embrace her hadn’t fully gone away, and at last he opened his eyes to find he was in bed, propped up on pillows and thoroughly bandaged below the waist in the small one-story row house he shared with Liam Blackthorn, Linden’s busiest locksmith and his boyfriend going on four years now.

The light streaming through the curtains had the hazy quality of late afternoon.

It painted Alys’s ivory complexion and her lily-pale hair in shades of muted gold as her summer-blue eyes gazed into his, her head resting half on his pillow, so close their breathing was in sync. “Welcome back. How do you feel?” she asked, touching a few fingers to the side of his face like they hadn’t just gone years without speaking. Like he’d been there for birthdays and Yules and to offer congratulations on the birth of her newest daughter—what would it have been, a year ago? Maybe two? And condolences (or perhaps more congratulations) on sending the children’s father packing when she realized she wanted something else from life.

“I feel … numb, mostly, below the bandages,” he answered finally, his voice gravelly with disuse. “Maybe that’s a mercy.” He could feel the contours of Liam’s body pressed against his back but didn’t turn away from Alys to check on him yet, fully captivated by the strangeness of seeing her here. “How long have I been out? Where’s Vic?”

More than anything—more than lavender-lemon tea, a hug from Liam, or extra bandages—he needed to apologize to her for being a drunken fool when he was supposed to be the one on watch keeping them safe.

“Vic’s home resting—she’s not hurt, just worried. You’ve been out for just over a week,” Alys murmured, pushing a few ringlets of raven hair back from his slightly damp brow; his curls were getting long enough to brush the tops of his shoulders, longer than they had been the last time they were this close. “According to the calendar, anyway. Feels more like a year. Don’t move—Rosemaris said you’re not supposed to put any strain on your stitches yet, and you won’t be able to feel them with the numbing balm on there. I’ll get you some water.”

“Rosemaris?” Griff echoed roughly, reaching thoughtlessly to put a hand on Alys’s forearm before she could pick up the glass on the bedside table. “Rose is here? She’s actually here?”

For elven royalty to leave the sanctuary of Stormveil, it must have been a matter of life and death indeed.

“She was,” Alys said, going still under his touch, staring at his hand on her arm as if something as unexpected as a baby dragon had landed there. Not that there were any dragons anymore. “But she left as soon as she knew you were out of the woods—to hear her tell it, she isn’t exactly allowed to leave home.”

That was an understatement. He wasn’t sure she had ever left, or at least not in the time that he had known her. Few elves ever did.

When he was just nineteen, after fighting with Mal, he had gone to live with Rosemaris and the dwindling population of elves in their hidden sanctuary above the clouds. Stormveil. There were certain perks to having elven royalty for distant relatives—though having them in his bloodline hadn’t granted him their incredibly long life, heightened senses, or subtle magics, they had treated him as one of their own, educating him on everything from the arts of healing and speaking their ancient language to why their people had retreated from the world with what remained of their light.

On his other side, Liam began to stir. Griff withdrew his hand from Alys and turned to look at his boyfriend.

The locksmith was curled up with his back to Griff, one arm wrapped snugly around their little red hound dog, Badger, who was still snoring away. Griff rubbed his work-worn fingertips down Liam’s back just the way he liked, trying to gentle his rest.

“He hasn’t left your side, not once,” Alys confided quietly as Liam’s eyelids fluttered. “Rosemaris had to give him something to help him sleep a while … even though he’s not the one you’ve been asking for in any of your fever dreams.”

Him asking for Mal wouldn’t have surprised Liam, Griff thought with a guilty twist in his numbed gut. Mal was the reason they had started seeing each other casually in the first place. Liam looked just enough like his old friend that Griff could fuck him from behind in the dark while paying him a pretty price to call him by another name. Always Right there, Mal and Harder, Mal, I need to feel you. Always Mal.

Of course, Liam didn’t have Mal’s perpetual sneer curving his lip, and he was far kinder to Griff than Mal had been in many years. Somewhere along the way, Griff had started using Liam’s actual name when they tangled together in the dark, and then in the light. Liam stopped taking Griff’s money and emptied out a couple of drawers. Griff’s late-night visits turned into morning pancakes and tea and kisses that lingered and coming home to each other to write songs by the hearth or go out with their friends. They got a small red dog, called Badger because he was relentless in getting people’s attention. They shared their love of music and their histories. Behind the many locks on their front door—put there by Liam to keep out his father’s fists—they had been busy building a fine and cozy life.

Pulling Griff back to the present before he could begin to think of how he would make things up to Liam, Alys continued thoughtfully, “Mal hasn’t been here. He still doesn’t know anything about the attack. I … we, rather,” she amended, glancing at the restless Liam, “thought it best you decide for yourself what you want to tell him, once you could talk to us.”

“I don’t want him to know anything,” Griff said firmly. He didn’t even have to think about it. “He doesn’t deserve it.”

“Deserve is—” Alys started to argue, but after another look at Griff’s face, she quickly changed course. “Okay. I understand. But between you and me, there’s no denying that you think of him. Often. And he makes sure we hear your name plenty at home, even if perhaps not in ways you’d like. If you would just—”

“How did you know I was in trouble, anyway?” Griff interrupted, trying to get his pulse back under control before it could make him sick. “You, Liam, Rosemaris? Did Vic drag me all the way back here herself and come find you?”

“I dreamed it, actually,” Alys admitted, picking at a loose thread on the quilt that covered Griff’s legs. “I saw you in the Wood, in the dark, and you were drenched in blood. The shock woke me, and then I felt this pain here …” She touched a spot below her navel, just off to one side beneath the belt that held her sword and knives. “And I knew it was real. I found a horse, and Liam and I rode out to get you.”

“You just found a horse?” Griff asked, the most trivial of questions somehow standing out as important.

Alys smiled sweetly. “Well. I suppose I stole it, if you want to get technical.”

There was the Alys he knew. Always taking what she wanted from the world without apology and damn the consequences, just like her mother. She was Wynnie and Rhun’s daughter by blood, though they had taken in Griff and Mal when their parents were killed, allowing the three children to grow up under one roof and become the best of friends.

Alys had made quite a name for herself as a mercenary in the past several years, one Griff couldn’t escape even from a distance. The Warg of the West, he’d heard her called in every tavern from here to Mayfair proper, because rumor had it that if you happened to be unlucky enough to get closer than the end of her blade, she’d tear you up with her teeth and use her little knives like claws until you were begging for her to end it quickly.

Her mother must be so proud.

But however feral Alys was, however cunning and manipulative and selfish he’d known her to be over the years, she had apparently been certain that something was wrong with someone she loved and been determined to save him at any cost.

Griff was quiet for a moment, trying to let this all sink in. Then he started to protest: “But to come all that way when we haven’t—”

“You’d have done the same for me,” Alys insisted over him. “That’s what friends do.”

“Of course I would,” he agreed without hesitation. “Whether we’re friends or not. Because you’re you.”

Things grew quiet then, neither of them entirely sure what to do with that after so many years of silence.

Before Griff could figure out what to say that might get them talking again, the bedroom door swung open.

Badger woke at once and wriggled out from under Liam’s arm, scampering to the foot of the bed to stare at the newcomer. He didn’t bark, but he also didn’t wag his tail in its usual frantic pinwheel of welcome.

“Oh, Griff. Finally,” Liam’s sleep-roughened voice said near his ear. “I missed you so much.” Having awoken at last with the dog’s sudden movement, Liam buried his face in Griff’s hair without even glancing toward the door, and Griff’s arm came up around his back at once, pulling him in tighter—stitches be damned.

But before they could really start getting reacquainted, Morwyn Kindrick-Mordecai commanded from the doorway, “Everybody out. Now.” Her onyx eyes were unreadable as they settled on Griff’s. “I need to speak with my son.”

Kicking off her boots as the others departed, Wynnie settled on the bed in the spot Alys had vacated beside the tousled-haired, green-eyed, sharp-jawed man who didn’t look a thing like her, though she had known him from birth and been his guardian since he was five.

“You could do a lot worse than Liam Blackthorn,” she said, rather than asking how he was feeling. “Good lad. Keeps his nose out of other people’s business, and that can’t be easy, job like his. Oh, and that raspberry crumble cake he gets for breakfast from Bluebell’s? It could win Mayfair’s spring baking showdown if that woman was bright enough to fill out the entry form.”

Griff stared at her as he cradled his water glass between his hands. How the fuck would Wynnie know Liam’s breakfast preferences? It wasn’t her business to know that. Bad things tended to happen to people Wynnie decided to know too much about.

And yet here she was, smiling at Griff with some semblance of motherly affection over the rim of his glass as he lifted it to wet his throat again.

It wasn’t her small, calculated smile either, the one he had seen most often over the years. If he had to guess, he would have said this one was real. It softened the lines of her face in such a way that for a moment he could even imagine how on an evening long ago, her future husband Rhun had mistaken her for a goddess of mercy come to ease his suffering after a troll attack laid him out at an inn most often frequented by bandits and smugglers.

Of course, the warmth of that smile was utterly ruined when Griff noticed a fleck of crimson on her neck.

“Why are you here?” he asked bluntly, impatient to get back to Liam and apologize for calling out that other name in his fevered state.

“To check on you, love.” She pushed some of her thick blond hair over her scarred shoulder, revealing the familiar hilts of the long knives strapped to her back. “Just like I’ve been doing every day since they brought you home.”

“And whose blood is that on your neck?” he asked around another sip of water, as casually as if he were inquiring about the weather. “Have you dropped by to see how they’re healing too?”

After all—Griff knew the story by heart at this point—Wynnie had approached Rhun on the night of the troll attack with the intention of slitting his throat and stealing his gold, not carrying him up to the heavens, but she’d seen something in him as she reached for him. And for a time, the quick-fingered, murderous thief had become what Rhun believed her to be. She’d never stopped sleeping with a knife under her pillow, but she had stopped thieving and killing and become a wife, mother, and neighbor who baked the best peach pies.

At least, until the world took Rhun away from her, putting her right back where she had started: on no one’s side but her own, the most cutthroat of sell-swords. Having briefly worked for the Shadow Queen but somehow escaped her service, she was happiest serving only herself. But where Vic loathed the shadows and the Wardens in equal measure, Wynnie still counted a few among the knights as friends—or at least, not adversaries—dancing toward whatever allegiances suited her in the moment, or killing when that was more convenient.

“Oh, that’s from a rabbit. Last night’s supper wasn’t going to skin itself,” Wynnie answered smoothly, touching a few fingers to the spot she’d missed and blinking guilelessly. “Anyway, I wanted to see you so—”

“So my blood could end up on your neck too?” He had never made a secret of his disapproval of the way Wynnie handled her affairs. After all, Vic got by in life without hurting anyone, even if she was just as much on her own side in all things.

It required a practiced eye to note the way Wynnie flinched at the mere suggestion. Griff, having such well-trained vision, felt a small thrill of satisfaction at the damage he had just inflicted after all the times she had let him down over the years—times she had chosen murder and mayhem over being there for birthday parties. “Why were you researching what my boyfriend likes for breakfast, anyway?” he demanded while he had the advantage.

Wynnie took a breath, recovering herself with remarkable speed, true to the tales of all the blows she’d survived over the years. “Knowing who you’re in bed with is part of keeping you safe, which you’ve clearly demonstrated you aren’t capable of doing on your own.”

Griff’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t remember asking for you to be my personal guard. And I know that’s not rabbit blood on your neck, so cut the shit about my love life and tell me why you’re really here, or get out so I can spend some time with the people who actually care rather than pretending.”

“You want to talk pretend?” Wynnie invited, her nostrils flaring as she pressed a hand into the quilt between them. Little crescent moons from someone’s nails crossed all over the back of her hand—that rabbit had put up a hell of a fight. “You think you’ve walked around so free and easy all these years since you left—writing lines in your love songs that clearly aren’t about your precious boyfriend-of-the-moment, auditioning to join the ranks of those Wardens you call heroes when all they ever did was send your parents to their deaths—without a cost? You think you cut yourself off so thoroughly from the rest of us lowlifes that the gods deemed you Good and Righteous and gave you some special protection from ever having a target on your back?” Now her eyes narrowed, her voice growing dangerously soft. “You’re free and safe to follow your whims because I do what you won’t. I pay the price for you, and I’m here because it seems you’re still in danger.”

She paused for a moment, her eyes seeking his. “Maybe I am the monster you clearly believe me to be, but how can you be so sure when we don’t even know each other anymore? I miss you, Griff. I wish you’d come home.”

He stared into those dark and depthless eyes that asked so much of him, certain that without some kind of map, he was bound to get lost in them. Her gaze was a lightless, airless place, an ocean he could drown in. And wasn’t he supposed to find some comfort there rather than lose himself?

“You’re wrong,” Griff said softly when he found his voice again. “I do know you, and I have a pretty good understanding of what particular flavor of monster you are.”

Wynnie flashed a smile that was all teeth, not about to let him see her flinch again. “You’re so much like your father. Always so judgmental. So certain that you know just how to be good, but what is that, anyway? Good isn’t anything, darling. It doesn’t exist.”

She stood and started pulling on her boots. “Anyway. You might want to keep watching your back. And I’ll watch it too, no matter how much you disapprove, no matter what you think of me, no matter how much that hurts. I won’t ever stop trying to keep my family safe. It’s a big world out there, and it’s going more to the orcs with each passing day.”

She leaned in and gently smoothed his wayward hair back from his face, then drew away.

He didn’t speak again until her hand was on the door; something about her leaving so soon and the unsettled warmth of her fingers having passed through his hair made him say, “Wynnie.”

She turned back at the sound of her name.

“What kind of blood was it, really?”

“Mix of things,” she said, leveling with him at last. “Human, mostly. Hunting your attacker.”

“Okay,” he said on a heavy breath.

“I’ll be back to check on you tomorrow,” she told him, opening the door to reveal Alys, Liam, and Badger waiting in a huddle just on the other side, clearly having heard every word. “Vic too.”

“See you then,” he agreed, and she vanished quickly like smoke.
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Chapter Four
Mister Dangerous



Mal gave the straps on his pack another once-over, decided he was as ready as he was going to get, and scratched the still-healing skin on his itchy right forearm. The first day of summer had come and gone, which meant it was officially time for him to leave town on his latest assignment—and he would, first thing in the morning. Right after he figured out how to tell Alys what he had to do. How he was going to right this very stupid wrong.

He had been trying to find the words for weeks now, ever since that spring night in the tea shop when he had waited until the pearly light of dawn for his boss’s return.

Kage—which wasn’t his real name, if Mal had to guess—hadn’t seemed particularly surprised to find him sitting there with his hunting knife out in welcome. Hadn’t, perhaps in a testament to what was until now a rather successful working relationship, even commented on the dried tracks of tears glistening on Mal’s dirty cheeks. He had, however, shown off all of his pointed teeth as he snarled and easily dodged Mal’s attack, his fingers closing painfully around the younger thief’s wrist until the knife clattered to the floor and Mal was worried he had broken something.

“What’s eating your insides?” Kage rumbled as he casually changed position to lock Mal in a proper chokehold with more strength than any man possessed. When he closed his mouth, he could mostly pass for human rather than the half-orc he was. The only other difference was his eyes, their pupils nearly serpentine, but one had to get as dangerously close as Mal was now to notice a thing like that.

“Griffin Sayer,” Mal spat with what little air he was being afforded. “You killed him. Murdered him, you fucking half-wit, inbred, sorry excuse for a—”

“We murdered him,” Kage interrupted calmly, the look he was giving Mal almost indulgent—as if he were doing him a favor by giving him more credit (and not letting him finish the insult). “Or rather, we should have. But my birds saw the wretched elf-princess calling at his home not an hour ago, and her guards all aflutter nearby in the wood with weapons the likes of which we couldn’t hope to counter with anything here. I suspect we failed, but next time, we’ll torch the body for added insurance.”

Mal had intended to kill Kage right there in his own shop, to feed him to the worms. He needed someone to answer for what had happened to Griff. But if there was a chance he was still out there, still breathing, somehow miraculously clinging to life …

“I want to make a deal,” Mal spluttered. Kage was crushing his windpipe, but if he knew one thing about his boss, it was that he couldn’t resist an exchange of wits and wagers. “For Griff’s life. For his safety. Whatever it takes to spare him—name your price.”

Kage had eased up on his throat sometime during the talking. Releasing Mal at long last in favor of straightening his rumpled black shirt, he trapped the fallen knife under his boot and leveled a calculating gaze at him.

“And I want to buy out my contract—I’m done with this place. There’s not enough money in the world that could make me want this anymore,” Mal added, feeling bolder now that he could draw a full breath.

Kage’s eyes narrowed. He studied Mal for an uncomfortably long moment, in which Mal resisted the urge to rub his throat. Finally, he commanded, “Wait here.”

He disappeared into the cellar, leaving Mal alone with a spinning head and no place to steady himself, returning just a few minutes later with a yellowed piece of parchment in hand. Mal frowned at that; he had never signed an actual contract with Kage, yet part of him expected to see his own blood staining the paper as he joined his boss at the counter to study it.

A little piece of the corner crumbled into dust as he tried to flatten it. Kage turned to look at him again, but Mal stared determinedly at the counter.

At the map being presented to him.

A rather detailed map at that, leading from Mayfair out to the Rotrose Mire, the beast-riddled and supposedly rather haunted swamp that Rhun had been exploring with two of his old friends when he vanished for the final time while the others were sleeping.

According to them, Mal’s childhood guardian had either killed himself or been dragged off, and the rest of the big, bad Wardens had come running home without their dear old friend. Some heroes.

They had, Mal recalled, been striking toward a lake when they last saw him. A lake that supposedly held ancient treasure that would aid in the fight against the Shadow Queen and finally turn the tide in the Wardens’ favor, helping them lay all her dead creatures to rest. He remembered huddling behind a door with Griff, neither daring to breathe too loudly as they listened to Rhun’s friends speculate on what the treasure might be before they left.

Swords to fight spirits. Impenetrable armor. Coffers of gold and silver. The crowns and bones of long-dead kings of elves and men, imbued with remnants of their power even after all this time.

They promised Rhun the Mire held resources, weapons, and aid to give them hope.

At the time, Mal had assumed it was all nothing more than legend, something to entertain men deep in their cups at the end of the day. But he spotted the glitter of gold in Kage’s eyes as his boss ordered, “Find the treasure on this map and bring it to me, and you can have Griffin Sayer and your freedom. You can have the whole fucking world, for all I care.”

Follow a set path, bring back a fabled treasure, and get everything that mattered most to him? Nothing was ever that simple. But before Mal could demand to know the catch, Kage continued, “You’re to leave the moment summer arrives, when the roads east are easily walkable. You’ll have four weeks to get the treasure and bring it to the shop. The riches on this map belong to the dark lady, and she’s been sorely missing them for far too long.”

“Four weeks?” Mal repeated incredulously, because that didn’t strike him as long enough at all to wade through a swamp filled with ghosts and monsters. A swamp that was apparently so deadly that neither the Shadow Queen nor any of her supposedly devoted servants were willing to brave it to reclaim this important treasure.

Kage nodded once, tersely. “Four weeks, Mister Dangerous. That’s when I’ll be heading south. I can deliver the goods to our Queen in person, and be rewarded handsomely for having put up with you and your mouth in the first place. Unless … you’re not up to the task.”

“I’m not saying that. Just—what if it takes me four weeks and a day?” Mal demanded, though he had already decided he was taking the deal. The dangers didn’t matter to a man who was already as cursed as he was; what mattered was knowing Griff would be safe, and that he never had to see the inside of this fucking shop again or smell a cup of Guts’s triple-berry brew once he returned triumphant.

Kage’s smile was never warm, but it was especially cold when his sharp teeth glistened with spit.
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