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    “Hey, what’re you doing way over there?” The grinning man waved Yvonne over. 

“We’re gonna play cards. C’mon,” he suggested, offering up a corner of blanket close to 

the campfire. 

    Yvonne dried the last plate and tucked it back onto the cart with its fellows.  

    “Um, you sure?” 

    “Of course,” the tattooed girl said.  

    “You’re traveling with us, you might as well join us,” the blue-tinged woman agreed, 

beginning to shuffle a deck of cards.  

     Yvonne gave the tethered mare a final pat, and took a step towards the campfire 

where her three companions sat. Since meeting them at her mother’s inn yesterday, 

she hadn’t really gotten a chance to casually socialize like this; as much as she wanted 

it, the spot on the blanket seemed an uncrossable distance away. Really, they were 

probably just inviting her to be polite. The three of them had been traveling together for 

a long time, after all, and she was just joining them for the two-day journey from Orskay 

to Chelifar...  

    The Frostling looked up from her shuffling to offer Yvonne a short smile. Yvonne 

sighed. In the face of such deliberate encouragement, there was nothing to it but to 

stamp down her doubts and close the distance. She kicked off her dusty shoes, and 

settled in across from the frosty woman, crossing her legs. 

     “Okay. What’s the game?”  

     “It’s called Palaver,” the Frostling said. 

    Yvonne leaned on her hand. “I’ve never heard of it,” she admitted.  

     “Oh, but we always play that,” the tattooed girl spoke up, pausing at the apex of a 

long, dignified stretch. “Can’t we play Naeva’s Nap, or something?” 

     The man glanced at her. “Ah, Margrit,” he shook his head. “You don’t want to 

interfere with tradition, do you?”  

    Margrit shrugged, and the man responded with a cutting smile.  

    “Well,” the dealer chimed in, “I have the cards, and I say Palaver.” 

    “And that’s that,” the man said, making himself comfortable. “C’mon, Shard, deal me 

some good ones.” 

    Yvonne glanced at the girl with the tattoos, and then back at the dealer. “How do you 

play?” 



 

 

    “We’ll teach you as we go along,” Shard said, meting out the cards face-down before 

each player. 

     “Basically, the aim of the game’s to get rid of all your cards,” the man said, picking up 

his hand. “But you can only discard something higher than what the last player put.” 

     “Unless you have a one,” added the girl with the tattoos. Her thick black braids 

glistened in the flickering light. “Ones restart everything, and you can place them down 

at any time.” 

    “Well, now I know what you got in your hand, Megs.” He chuckled. 

    She raised an aloof eyebrow, and he smirked, pulling a bottle of wine from his bag. 

    “Of course,” the Frostling noted over the crack of the fire, dealing out the fifth and final 

cards, “the true aim of the game is storytelling. If you cannot place a card, you must pick 

one up - and also tell us a tale.”  

    Her pale eyes turned to Yvonne, who nodded quickly. 

    “It’s cool, I love stories,” she said.  

    “Good. Then you’re good to go.” The man picked up the rest of his cards, and 

frowned, sorting and resorting them in his hand.  

    Yvonne peered at hers, keeping them close. The nine stars was pretty high. The rest 

looked average: a two, a six, a five, and a three. She didn’t really expect to win at a 

game she didn’t know, but they were inviting her in their game as a peer and everything, 

so she should at least try to play well. She didn’t want to seem like a waste of time. 

    “Are you deliberately forgetting the most important part?” The tattooed girl said, 

attentively placing her sorted cards into a neat pile in front of her.  

    “Which is?” The man bared his teeth in something approximating a smile.  

    “The rules, Roland,” she looked up at him.  

    “Me? Am I forgetting the rules.” 

    The Frostling gave him a quick glance before returning her attention to Yvonne. “I 

would have mentioned it when we started, Margrit. The game begins with one rule,” she 

explained. “Every time that someone cannot play and tells a story instead, they get to 

add a rule.” 

    “The rules apply to each story we tell thereafter,” the other woman added. 

    “So it gets harder as we go along,” Roland said. “Anyway. You’ll see. Shard’s the 

dealer, so first rule’s hers. What’ll it be, boss?”   

    Shard smiled a faint lavender smile, bony fingers picking through her cards one last 

time.  

    “The first rule is…” Her narrow eyes surveyed the audience, the fire, the placid mare 

grazing sleepily beside the cart. “The first rule is, every story must be true.” 



 

 

    The tattooed girl groaned. “But all the best stories are made up.” 

    “Your life is just dull, Margrit.” White teeth flashed in the man’s face.  

    “Maybe I’m not a former pirate like some--” 

    “Save it for the game, you two.” Shard chuckled. “Look, you’re spooking the new girl.” 

    Yvonne blinked. “I’m not spooked,” she said. “I think I got it. We can start. I’m good to 

go.” 

    Her companions of fortune looked between themselves, and seemed to come to a 

shrugged consensus. The woman with the frosty skin turned over one card from the top 

of the deck, and laid it face up in the center of the woolen blanket. 

   “Five moons,” she said. Everyone but Yvonne sighed. 

   “Now, Margrit can put down anything higher than a five,” the dealer explained.  

    The tattooed girl put down six stars, then looked to Yvonne. Yvonne looked down at 

her hand. Her options were blow her best card in the first turn, or tell a story right out of 

the gate. Damn. Things weren’t looking great for her beginner’s luck.  

    She laid down nine stars. 

    Roland grunted. “Putting me on the spot, huh?”  

    Yvonne smiled shyly, but before she could comment, he slapped down a card. 

    “Ten suns, baby.” He turned a radiant smile to the Frostling. “Tell me a story, Shard.” 

     The woman gave him a wry smirk. “And so it comes back to me. Very well, Roland, I 

will.”  

    She picked a card from the deck to add to her hand, looked at it for a moment, then 

placed her cards face-down on the rug and straightened her spine, taking a deep 

breath.  

    “In the far north,” she began, “where my people tame the winter and clash against the 

cave-born raiders you call Shadelings, there is a cloven stone we call the Stone of 

Truth.” Her lips curved into a dusky smile. 

    “Is that the whole story?” 

    “Hush, Roland, no.” She smacked his knee with her fingertips. “You’ll want to listen 

well, because I tell you the story of Kaila the traitor.” 

    Yvonne leaned her elbows on her knees, and listened. 

 

    “Humans often think of my people as unanimous,” the blue-rimed woman spoke, “as 

uniform. But we are not. There are many families of Ikyet, living under many kings, and 

we do not always get along. But long ago, when the glacier was young, there was only 

one family of Ikyet, and we lived under only one queen. Our queen’s name was Iyka.  



 

 

    “Iyka had many children. Lean and cold and brave. Kaila was her youngest daughter. 

One day, when she was hunting snow fox at the edges of her realm, Kaila saw a 

glittering gem in the dark of a cave. Thoughtlessly, she approached, and there, of 

course, she met a small clutch of Shadelings, who guarded the gem fiercely. She 

approached them without fear, and told them that the gem was beautiful beyond 

compare, and that she wanted it for herself. One Shadeling, who was more clever than 

the rest, told her that if she brought him Iyka’s crown, he would give her the gem. Kaila 

agreed immediately.  

    “She went into her mother’s temple while her mother slept, and took the crown, and 

brought it to the cave people. They were true to their word, and the gem was hers. Then 

they vanished into the darkness of the earth with Iyka’s crown. 

   “Now, the next day, the queen noticed her crown was missing. She immediately called 

all her children to her, to stand on the Stone of Truth, which was whole, not cloven, in 

the early days. Each in turn, Iyka asked her children if they had any knowledge of who 

had taken the crown. Pelo, her eldest son, said he had seen nothing. Inyis, her eldest 

daughter, said she had seen nothing. One after another, they said they had seen 

nothing. Soon there was only Kaila left, and her twin brother Ahi. And Ahi spoke: 

    “‘Last night, I could not sleep, and I went to see the stars from the temple steps. And I 

heard someone enter and leave again. But I did not see who it was.’ 

    “Now, Kaila had trouble ahead of her. Only she remained who had not spoken, and 

her guilt felt thick and foreign in her heart. Everyone looked at her, and she knew she 

had to confess. But if she confessed, then she would be cast away, and never again see 

the gem she had so coveted. 

    “‘Last night, I too could not sleep,’ she heard herself say. ‘And, on the tracks of my 

twin, I too approached the temple. Oh, Ahi, why did you not confess? I saw you take our 

mother’s crown from the altar, you who always envied Pelo his destiny of kingship, I saw 

you take it for yourself and throw it far into the darkness!’ 

    “And as Kaila spoke her false testimony, the children of Iyka heard a great rumbling. 

The stone they stood on cracked, but only beneath Kaila’s feet did it open up. She fell 

into the depths of the earth with lies on her lips, and the magma swallowed up both her 

lies and the mouth that had spoken them. From that time onwards, the Frostlings had no 

more crown, and were divided under many kings. And the earth still rumbles hungrily to 

this day, when false testimony is spoken.” 

 

    Two fireflies gleamed in the high grasses, and a breeze blew in from the woods. 

Yvonne closed her eyes, and thought about glittering gems and bone-searing magma.  



 

 

    “I never knew Frostlings - uh, Ikyet,” she said, trying out the word on her tongue, “had 

such beautiful old legends.” 

    The woman tilted her head with a mild expression, and in spite of her tint and her 

unsettling features, she seemed more like a person than any Frostling Yvonne had met 

before. 

    “Yeah, beautiful old legends,” Roland drawled. “No offense, but that sounds like a 

children’s story to me, Shard. Forgot your own rule?” 

    “Of course not!” She glared at him. “Every word of it is true. Iyka was the mother of 

my race. To call the tale a falsehood is to put my very being into doubt.” 

    “All right, all right.” Roland poured her a cup of dark wine. “Peace, Shard. Let’s move 

on.” 

    The pale woman reached behind her to bring her twin knives to her sides, but then 

the man laughed an easy, familiar laugh, and Yvonne decided not to worry. He handed 

Shard her cup, and she accepted it, taking a contented sip. 

    “So,” he said, “what rule do you want to add?” 

    The Frostling seemed thoughtful. 

    “I think it should be a story about yourself,” Margrit chimed in. “You know, rather than 

an ancient legend.” 

    “I actually agree this time,” Roland said. 

    “Ai, the spheres align and comets cross in heaven. Fine, to commemorate your 

agreement, and show good faith, I’ll make that the rule.” 

    “Excellent.” 

    “Thank you,” Margrit nodded. “And, I’d like some too, Roland.” 

    Obediently, Roland measured out some wine for her, and then he offered a cup to 

Yvonne, too.  

    She didn’t like to say no.  

    The wine tasted like blackberries and leather and companionship. As tempted as she 

was to clutch the little metal goblet in both hands like a child, she let it dangle in one 

hand, striving for nonchalance. One did not grow up an innkeeper’s daughter without 

learning a few tricks. 

    “Yvonne,” Shard said, startling her from her attentive cup-holding. “I have heard 

comments like yours from humans before. It is strange, to me, but I thank you for your 

kind words nonetheless. Although the stories have always been there, it seems that few 

are willing to listen.” 

    Yvonne struggled for a response that would make her sound both cool and 

considerate.  



 

 

    “Two moons,” Margrit proclaimed, setting down a card, and the moment was gone.     

 

    They went around once, and nearly twice, before Roland was caught with nothing 

higher than an eight in his hand.  

    “All right, fine. I got this.” He crossed his arms. “I spent three years on a pirate ship…” 

    Margrit scoffed. “Oh come on, we’ve heard that one a hundred times.” 

    Yvonne put down her cup. “So it can’t be a story you’ve heard before?” 

     “No, but don’t worry,” Roland winked at her. “It’s not like we could’ve heard any of 

yours before, right?” He rubbed a hand over his short twists of hair. “Anyway, none of 

you have heard this part, even if you do know about the pirate thing.” 

    “You do tend to go on about it,” Shard teased. 

    “I’m actually amazed there’s a part of it we haven’t heard before,” the tattooed girl 

added. 

    “Well, if you’ll all shut up already and listen, you will hear something new. This is the 

story of how I ended up on that ship in the first place.” 

    Roland served them all more wine, and began his tale.  

 

    “I was born and raised in Ambrevair, the finest, filthiest city you’ll ever know. My best 

friend growing up on the streets of the Portside district was this Northern kid called 

Charlie. Charlie had the craziest green eyes, and all the girls were wild over him. Got his 

first kiss at six years old, and realized by the time he was thirteen that he could make a 

good amount of money selling it. Course, there’s only so long a kid can work the 

business before something goes wrong. That’s where I came in. Me, I was always 

bigger and meaner than Charlie, I brought the muscle where he brought the charm. I 

kept trouble off his back, and I got my cut of the profits. Me and him had a good 

business going, for a while. And then, when we were sixteen, Charlie fucked up.” He 

looked between the rapt faces of his listeners. “Charlie fell in love.”  

    Roland took a sip of wine.  

    “Ammie was a sweet and sultry young thing of twenty, with black eyes and soft lips 

and perfect oiled hair, it’s no wonder my friend lost it over her. Hell, even I couldn’t keep 

my eyes off her. He met her in a pub, where she was drinking a whole lot, all alone. 

Charlie knew a potential customer when he saw one, and it didn’t take much before they 

were sitting really close. Kid had a soft heart, though, and he found himself taken in by 

what she had to tell.  

    “Now, I didn’t hear most of this until he came barging into my room later, but what 

Charlie learned at her table, and at her pillow, was this. The girl’s grandmother, of all 



 

 

people, had lost a fortune gambling, and it turned out she didn’t really have a fortune to 

lose. So now she owed a debt to the bloodthirsty pirate captain Siandra Redblades. 

Redblades wouldn’t have hesitated to kill the old lady, of course, but Ammie, bless her 

ringleted little soul, volunteered herself to a year’s service on the open seas to pay off 

granny’s debt. The captain thought that sounded fair, and so it was agreed. Ammie was 

shipping out the next morning, and turns out she didn’t want to leave at all. Hence the 

drinking. 

    “So she pours this sob story out to Charlie, and the poor kid’s completely won over. 

He suggests they run off together; she says she gave her word, and if she doesn’t show 

up at dawn, then the pirates’ll slit her granny’s throat and feed her to the sharks. He 

offers her money; she whispers the needed amount into his ear, and Charlie goes even 

paler than usual. So Charlie does what any dumb lovestruck colt would do - he tells the 

girl that he’s gonna go in her stead. In a year, when he comes back, the debt will have 

been paid, and they can go live happily ever after or whatever. And Ammie agrees.   

     “Now, couple hours after all this went down, Charlie comes barging, as I mentioned, 

into my room, looking like hell. Says Ammie’d gone to her grandmother with the good 

news. Granny’d said it was a good thing her beau was heading out to sea, because she 

kept forgetting to mention it, but she’d gone and found Ammie a husband just last week, 

arranged a good future for her with some hatmaker or something, and now that she 

wasn’t going to be a pirate after all, the wedding was back on the table. Charlie was in a 

state, I can tell you. That future together after a year of pirating? Yeah, not looking so 

likely anymore. He tells me that Ammie would be willing to elope with him, right now, to 

avoid a life of hatmaking or whatever, but if they ran off together - you guessed it, 

granny would be a shark’s dinner. And as much of a pain in the ass the old lady seemed 

to be, Ammie didn’t want to just let her croak. 

    “Well. What was a pal to do? Charlie was my best friend in all the world, and seeing 

him like this got me upset. A couple of late-night meetings later, everybody was happy. 

Turned out Captain Redblades didn’t care who she got to swab the decks. Charlie got 

the girl, and I got the high seas. I think I came out on top in that deal,” he chuckled. 

“Liked it so much I stayed for three years instead of one.” 

 

    “So I guess the girl took advantage of him and then dropped him like a hot coal?” 

Margrit asked. 

    “Nah, last I heard, Charlie was cleaning up after five kids,” he grinned. “Most of 

those’re probably hers. Still.” 



 

 

    Shard took a sip of wine. “Mm. As I recall, you told me you ended up on Captain 

Redblades’ ship because you owed money to the mob, and you were running away to 

try to fake your own death.” 

    “There can be many reasons for a thing,” Roland objected. “While I may or may not 

have made some enemies in Ambrevair and may or may not have benefited from 

disappearing, the Charlie thing is definitely also extremely true. Anyway,” he drained his 

cup. “Moral is, friends never let friends down.” 

    “These things need morals now?” Margrit huffed.  

    “Eh,” he put down his cup. His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Sometimes, these things 

do.” 

    The girl with the braids met his gaze coldly. “Is that going to be your new rule?” 

    Yvonne remembered her wine, and took a sip, looking between them. 

    “Hmm. Tempting, but no. New rule: your story’s gotta be about the first time you did 

something.” 

    “Something you did specifically, or is the first time something happened to you also 

acceptable?” the Frostling asked. 

    “Yeah, sure, whatever.” 

    Shard nodded. “All right. Yvonne, now there are two rules on the table.” 

    “I’m following,” she assured the dealer, taking another gulp of the rich wine.  

    Shard nodded again, and put down a one. Yvonne readied her five. 

    “Five stars,” Margrit said. 

    “Shit,” Yvonne said. 

    Roland laughed. “Now the real you comes out! Come on, tell us a tale.” He poured 

her more wine. “I take it you don’t have anything to beat a five?” 

    “You can’t tie, right?” 

    “Nope, and we’re all gonna pretend you didn’t just give that away.” 

    Yvonne grunted. Right.  

    “Go ahead,” Shard said. The metal goblet was dewy in her hand.  

    Yvonne watched a bead of condensation trickle down the side, then blinked to 

attention.  

    “Right. Okay, uh. Okay, I’ve got one. I can tell you about the first time I spent the night 

away from the inn.” 

    “You mean tonight’s not it?” Roland grinned. 

    Shard kicked him lightly. “Will you let her tell her story?” 

    “It’s not tonight, no. I was eleven,” she said, with a little glare at Roland for good 

measure.  



 

 

    “Go on,” Margrit folded her tattooed hands into her lap. “Tell us a tale, Yvonne.” 

    Yvonne took a slow breath, swallowed, and began. 

 

     “If I’m gonna tell you about me, I guess I have to start with my mother. The inn has 

always been hers. You met her, you saw what she’s like. Her presence just… fills the 

place up. Keeps it going. It’s good for business, but… It’s been a long time since I felt 

happy there.” 

    “Running away from home, kid?” 

    “Roland, I swear, you interrupt the story again and I will stab you,” Shard said, hefting 

a knife for emphasis.  

    “No, it’s okay,” Yvonne assured. “I’m not running away, really. I really am going to 

Chelifar on an errand. I have an appointment with a clockmaker tomorrow, and then, 

assuming all goes well, the next day I travel back towards the inn with him and his 

apprentice.” Yvonne looked at her wine, and then put it down. “I am going to run away 

someday, though. I’ve known that for years. But it won’t really be running. I’m going to 

just spread my wings and fly, like Orskay can’t hold me. I’m gonna become something 

greater than even my mom.”  

    She sighed, and looked between them for signs of harsh judgment, signs of ridicule 

for her childish words. Surprised at seeing none, she went on. 

    “Sometimes I feel like my mother and the inn are two parts of a same thing, that, like, 

made me, and keeps me close. It hasn’t always been just her and me, though. When I 

was three, my dad came to stay with us for a while.” It was going to be forever, she 

didn’t say. He nailed his snowshoes to the wall, grinning, with a bead of sweat just 

forming on his brow. “I think he couldn’t stay for good in a place that kept him confined. I 

don’t blame him for not staying with her longer. And although he left us, sometimes he 

comes back and brings me things. Sometimes it’s a ribbon and sometimes it’s a knife, 

but my favourite gifts are always the books.  

    “The books take me away from the inn and my life there, and, I guess, make me 

imagine what else I could be doing. I mean, I wasn’t always allowed to go on an errand 

to another city, like this. For most of my life, the only traveling I did was through reading. 

Through stories,” she smiled.  

    Her three listeners nodded.   

    “My mother… Now I’ve learned to look obedient. When I was a kid, I wasn’t so smart. 

When mom saw me reading A Voyage by Sea to Sarafis, by Leona Angevine, she got 

furious. She demanded to know where I’d gotten it; I told her dad had left it for me. I 

think maybe this just made it worse… I remember that she accused him of trying to lead 



 

 

me away, at some point during that horrible evening. Just one of the many things she 

said. She tore the book from me, and before I knew what was happening, she’d thrown 

it in the fireplace.” 

    Yvonne shifted on the rug.  

    “I hadn’t even finished reading it. I think that was the worst thing; I never would know 

if Leona and her friend made it to Sarafis. The leather buckled and the pages curled and 

turned black and red and white, and I screamed. She slapped me, and told me in this 

horrible white-hot voice, all quiet with rage, not to disturb the customers in the common 

room.  

    “I couldn’t handle it. I wanted to hit her back, I wanted to run into the common room 

and shout what a horrible person she was. But, no. Man, I’ve lived with her my whole life. 

Already at eleven, I knew better. Good and quiet, with the tears streaming down, I went 

to my room, and I sat there. I sat there, and I waited, and I didn’t eat supper. It got full 

dark. I heard my mom go to bed.” Yvonne sighed, and took a deep draught of the wine.  

    “My dad had left two other books for me that mom didn’t know about. Yet. I put them 

in a pillowcase, tied the other end to my belt, grabbed my favourite dagger, and climbed 

out of my window, onto the waiting tree outside.  

    “I walked into the forest behind the stables, and I think it was almost winter, but I 

didn’t even feel the cold. I walked just past the boulder next to the old dry well, that as a 

kid I didn’t think anyone knew about but me, and I lifted the planks off the well, making 

enough noise to wake the dead. No one bothered me, though, and I hoisted up the 

bucket and put the books inside, then closed the well up again. Then, I walked back 

towards the inn, but my feet kept going. I visited the village like a ghost, in the hours 

before dawn. I pet some stray cats; I ate a sweet, lingering persimmon from someone’s 

tree. And when the sky was the colour of porridge, I went home.”  

 

    Roland nodded, slowly.  

    “Good story,” he said.  

    “Did she ever find your books?” Margrit asked. 

    Yvonne smiled. “Yeah. But I got better at hiding them, over time.” Her smile grew. 

    “All right,” Roland matched her expression. “So, now, you add a rule for all of us.” 

    “Hmm.” Yvonne took a sip of wine. Telling that story had felt really good. Like, finally, 

all of what that meant was out there in the world, instead of inside her. Just like she was 

out in the world instead of in the inn. At least, for a little while.  

    “Travel,” she said. “Your stories are gonna have to mention going places.” She 

looked at them for approval. 



 

 

    “That’s fair,” the braided girl said. “I can do travel.” 

    “Travel is what all of us do,” Shard pointed out. 

    Yvonne nodded. “Okay.” 

 

    The moon had risen, creamy and heavy, and Roland got up to add a few branches to 

the fire. Yvonne noticed that Shard never went close to it. She wondered if she really 

was made of ice, and would melt if she got too close, like the stories said. Frostlings 

made of frost, and Shadelings made of shadow.  

    The play didn’t even go a full turn before it stopped again, this time on the tattooed 

girl. She thinned her lips, and the others looked at her. 

    “Look who’s up,” Roland said, voice low and somehow strange. “I wonder if you’ll 

have a good story for us, Megs?” 

    Margrit’s hands stroked down her braids absently, and Yvonne found herself 

wondering again about the tattoos she wore. They reached from her elbows down to her 

fingers, abstract designs in blue-black pigment, and seemed to be slightly different on 

both arms. There was also a darker band on her bottom lip that looked inked. Except for 

the lip, Margrit seemed to prefer keeping the tattoos covered in public; it was only after 

setting up camp for the night that Yvonne had gotten a good look at them. They weren’t 

like anything she’d seen before, and she surprised herself by kind of wanting some. 

     Slowly, deliberately, Margrit looked between Roland and Shard, with barely a glance 

to Yvonne. Her dark eyes seemed black in the firelight, her braids like liquid pitch. 

Yvonne looked around the group, at the gazes that were being exchanged and seemed 

to pass right through her, and for the first time she found herself feeling not only like a 

newcomer, but a bystander. There was something more going on than she understood.  

    She wasn’t sure she liked it. 

    Yvonne carefully put her wine beside her, and touched the reassuring weight of her 

dagger at her side. She liked these three well enough, but likeable people could surprise 

you. You could never be too safe. 

    Margrit rested her fingertips on the cards before her. When she began to speak, her 

tone was unexpectedly casual. 

    “I know you’re all dying to know about how I learned to be what I am. A practitioner, 

that is,” she added, suddenly glancing directly at Yvonne.  

    Yvonne gripped the hilt of her concealed dagger reflexively. But she made herself 

breathe normally, and let go. Practitioners were fables, legends that probably existed 

somewhere but didn’t cross your path. She’d read some books that spoke in a 



 

 

roundabout way about the praxis of magic, but she’d never met anyone who claimed to 

know how to do it.  

    “I’m sorry that I can’t tell you much,” Margrit smiled, and the fire hazed her skin with 

gold. “But I can tell you that in Sarafis, near my family home, there is a tower, and in the 

tower, there is a man, and in that man, there is a legacy that reaches back thousands of 

years.” She closed her eyes for the duration of one slow breath. “There is much that I 

can’t tell. The Tower has many rules, and I swore to every one. But I can tell you that I 

studied with that man since I was ten years old. I wasn’t his only student, but I was his 

student, and he taught me everything I know.” 

    Magrit steepled her tattooed fingers. “When I was twelve, my master’s students all 

went out to hunt silverlark by moonlight. It was a night much like this - warm, dry, with a 

bright moon and just a few stars. Five of us went, with nothing but our training in hand. 

No weapons, I mean. Nothing but our wits - and our praxis.” She brushed a thumb 

against her tattooed lip, and her two companions tensed.   

    A real practitioner. It was a troubling thought, but not for any good reason, Yvonne 

decided. No one said magic made you evil. Strange, sure - strange, devout, and 

possibly dangerous - but there was no reason to really feel afraid.  

    And yet, she did. And for some reason, she thought the other two might, too. When 

Yvonne thought back to her first meeting with the three adventurers - two nights ago, in 

the common room, as they came in from a long journey, hungry and thirsty and jubilant - 

there had been something different about them than there was now. This tension, the 

edge to the way they spoke and looked at each other, this was new.  

    For the first time since they’d lost sight of the inn, Yvonne felt a sharp stab of worry in 

her gut. Something very unsettling was happening around her. Maybe taking off with 

strangers hadn’t been the best idea. But after all the convincing it had taken her mother 

to let her go...   

    “I was the youngest of the five,” Margrit continued. Her hands returned to her lap.  

    Yvonne tried to focus on the story. After all, if she really was a practitioner, this might 

be a once-in-a-lifetime chance. Margrit seemed calm and casual again, which didn’t 

quite manage to be reassuring. It was as if she hadn’t noticed the tension she caused in 

the others, but surely she must have. There had been some kind of display of power 

there, of defiance. Yvonne had recognized it: if there was anything Yvonne knew, it was 

defiance.  

    “They did not want me with them. They said I was a child. But the First Apprentice 

argued in my favour. He’d seen what I could do. He believed in me.” Her eyes blazed. 



 

 

“And he was right to. An hour out of Sarafis, deep into the dry forest, the hunter became 

the hunted. 

    “We had not been the only ones hunting silverlark. But we had been the least stealthy. 

A pack of wild cats was on our trail, and as we entered a clearing, it seems they 

changed their minds about their prey.  

    “Two young practitioners fell, rent limb from limb in the jaws of the beasts, before the 

rest of us even reacted. The First Apprentice was a sight to behold - he snapped their 

thick, muscular necks with a phenomenal show of praxis, taking on three at a time. I 

wanted to help him, to prove myself worthy. His gaze met mine through the haze of his 

power, and I waited for his command. Then he shouted to me to run, and so, I ran. 

     “I made it to the edge of the forest before one of the cats came upon me. I turned, 

and I saw it leap high up in the air… I reached out my hands in front of me, wanting to 

shield myself from the blow, using the praxis I had learned. You two have seen it,” 

Margrit nodded towards the man and the Frostling. “So I’m sure you can picture it. I was 

young, I hardly knew what I was doing, but I was a practitioner, and I remembered 

enough to save my life. The creature impaled itself on the power I cast forth, raining its 

life’s blood down on me. When the First Apprentice found me, I was, apparently, 

crimson from head to toe, and unable to speak. But I was alive, and the thing was lying 

dead at my feet.” Margrit looked between them for a beat. “And that was the first time I 

killed with magic.” 

     

    Yvonne felt her body untense. “Wow,” she said, almost in spite of herself.  

    Roland grunted. “Showoff.” 

    “On the contrary,” Margrit took a dainty sip of wine. “Showing off is expressly 

forbidden. I was just sharing a true story about myself. I hope there was enough 

traveling in it to please you, Miss Yvonne.” 

    Yvonne smiled slightly at the humour in her voice. If that story was really true, then… 

Man, it was almost impossible to picture. How could magic impale a rampaging wild 

cat? Snap necks? She’d heard visitors to the inn talk about the healing properties of 

willpower and faith, or about wishing on a star, or about the kinds of things people were 

capable of in extreme situations. That, surely, was what magic meant - the real stuff, the 

stuff the storybooks exaggerated. But Margrit looked dead serious, and, Yvonne was 

shocked to realized, the expressions on her companions’ faces were even more so.  

    “You sure know how to play your cards even when you ain’t got any,” Roland said. 

    Margrit shrugged infinitesimally, and drank wine. 

    “My new rule is: no hidden morals.” 



 

 

    Roland snorted. “That would be your rule, wouldn’t it.” 

    “Roland,” Shard warned. 

    “Fine, let’s play this damned game.” 

    Margrit stroked a braid. “If there’s something…” 

    “Play a damned card, Yvonne,” Roland snapped. 

    Hesitantly, Yvonne put down her five moons. 

    Shard looked to her, and then to Roland.  

    “Two cards left, ladies,” he lifted his hand. “Stakes are high. And look at that, ain’t got 

anything higher than a five. But that’s fine,” he grinned darkly, “‘cause I’ve got a hell of a 

story for you.” 

    Yvonne shifted slightly back, thinking about the tethered horse. She wasn’t bad with 

horses. If push came to shove, there was no reason to stay caught in the middle of 

these three. 

    “So,” Roland leaned into a deceptively relaxed posture, contemplating his cup. “Let’s 

talk themes. Betrayal is a good theme, huh? Good, strong theme for stories. And there’s 

more than enough of it going around.” 

    He downed his wine. 

 

    “Once upon a time, there were three travelers.” He put the cup down. “They traveled 

for a long time together, all through the North Country, saving lives, stealing treasures, 

killing monsters, drinking wine. For months, they watched each other’s back. And they 

collected a good amount of gold, too. Oh yes. Gold and loot. They had big plans, for that 

gold and loot. One of them was gonna buy a boat, one of them wanted to start a 

business, and the third one, well, the third one had some special investments she was 

working towards, right? Special secret investments.” Roland reached for the wine bottle, 

but didn’t pour any. “One day, after all that chummy traveling, they decided to head back 

down to civilization and reap the benefits of their hard work. Split the gold three ways, 

even steven, once they got to Chelifar. On the way, they stopped one night at an inn in 

the frontier town of Orskay, and turned in for a good night’s sleep.” 

    Yvonne looked at him. She looked at Shard, who was smiling at Margrit, and at 

Margrit, who was scowling at Shard. 

    “I don’t know what you want from me,” Margrit said.  

    “Let the man finish his story, Margrit,” the Frostling said, voice smooth like ice.  

    “I’m not sure I want to.” 

    “Oh, but it’s just getting good,” Roland objected. “Because, that night, one of the three 

had to get up to take a piss. One of the three had had way too much of the good 



 

 

innkeeper’s ale.” He smiled at Yvonne, making her jump, uncomfortable to suddenly find 

herself included in this conversation. I could just leave, she considered. Chelifar isn’t 

really that far. I could probably make it there by dawn. I can always just leave if this gets 

bad. 

    “While he was emptying his bladder, this traveler decided that it might be a good idea 

to go and check on the fortune he and his friends had collected. Inns were dangerous 

places, after all, hotbeds of corruption, where anyone could come and go. So he went to 

the secret place where they kept all their valuables, the secret place that they’d been 

using for the whole trip, that only the three of them knew about. He opened up the 

secret compartment, and he peered inside.” 

    Roland suddenly reached behind him, and flung a limp coin purse and a handful of 

bangles into the middle of the rug, scattering the discard pile, knocking over Margrit’s 

cup. Dark red seeped into the wool.  

    “Fuck, Roland,” the practitioner yelped, rescuing her cards from the splatter.  

    “This is what he found,” Roland snarled. “Seventeen fucking gold and some 

piece-of-shit bracelets. Where did the rest of the treasure go, Margrit? It wasn’t me that 

took it. It wasn’t Shard.” 

    Margrit clutched her cards to her chest, looking offended. “You think I stole it? You 

said it yourself, inns are hotbeds of corruption. One of the other patrons must have 

taken it, or, hell, the innkeeper herself, or her little brat here!” She flung a hand towards 

Yvonne. “For all we know, maybe she came along to rob us of the last of it, while we 

slept.” 

    “I didn’t!” 

    “She didn’t, Margrit,” Shard agreed, coldly. “And neither did her mother. No one knew 

where that treasure was besides you, me, and Roland. And you’re the only one who 

vanished for a while last night. What did you do, spend it in town? Or had you planned to 

meet with someone beforehand, for your investments? How long has this been brewing, 

Margrit?” 

    The practitioner’s face was steel. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

    “You fucking do, Megs, and you’re gonna come clean and give us our fucking money. 

‘Cause this is the story of the first time someone I’d trusted stole our shit and stabbed 

me ‘n Shard in the back, and it’s not a story I like.” 

    All eyes were on the tattooed girl. 

 

    The fire snapped, sending up sparks. 

 



 

 

    “Damn,” Margrit released a sharp little breath. “And here I thought I’d gotten away 

with it.” 

 

    The campsite erupted into action. On their feet faster than Yvonne could blink, Shard 

and Roland reached for their weapons; Yvonne scrabbled back into the dirt, trying to 

keep an eye on everyone’s blades while getting out her own. All she could do, all she 

wanted, was to get out of the way. She’d been caught in the crossfire of enough bar 

brawls to know when a fight was none of her business. She rolled away from the rug, 

and out of the corner of her eye, saw the Frostling unsheathe her knives. The edges 

glinted cold and cruel, silvered with ice. Yvonne crawled on her hands and knees 

towards the cart, glancing back briefly. And then something impossible captured her 

attention, and rooted her to the ground. 

    Unhurried, Margrit was standing up, but something terribly wrong was happening with 

her arms. An oily blackness was wreathing her limbs, vague like smoke, glossy like a 

carapace, oozing out from her skin. As Yvonne stared, Shard launched herself at the 

practitioner without hesitation, but Margrit smiled, simply reaching up and spreading her 

fingers. A jagged shield of smoke deflected Shard’s blades with ease. She came back 

for a second pass, but Margrit was ready. With a jerk of her hand, the dark shield 

slivered and sharpened into talons, which glinted like obsidian before gashing deep 

across the Frostling’s shoulder. 

    “Bastard!” Roland cried, sword sweeping up to engage his former friend.  

    For a moment, Yvonne’s wits returned, and she didn’t stop to see whether his attack 

would connect. In six frantic heartbeats she had reached the cart, and in three more had 

ducked behind the nervous horse, placing a calming hand on its neck. In seconds, she 

could have it free and mount it. If it didn’t trample her first.  

    As her fingers worked at the knot, a scream from the campsite made her glance up - 

sword dropping from his hand, Roland was folded over in pain, Margrit’s sharp darkness 

goring him like a bull’s horns. 

    A wave of nausea overtook Yvonne, but she managed to free the horse, which was 

stamping dangerously close to her feet. Trying to calm it enough to climb on, she 

glanced back towards the campsite. Margrit’s eyes caught and pinned her, wide and 

black.  

    The horse reared wildly, panicked. Changing her plans, Yvonne turned her back, and 

ran into the forest. 

    The pine needles were thick and dry and muffled her passing. She ran as fast as her 

feet could carry her, moon just full enough to see by, sparse trees whisking by, whip-like 



 

 

branches striping her flesh. She ran until she heard nothing behind her, and her sides 

ached, and then she ran some more. Finally, she paused, with her hand clutching the 

rough bark of a tree and her lungs burning, and listened. 

    The silence of the forest failed to be reassuring. Not a crack, not a hoot. Gotta keep 

running, she told herself, but her body refused the command. 

 

  “I’m sorry,” came the practitioner's voice, horribly sudden, horribly close, “but I can’t let 

you leave. You see, the Tower forbids me from revealing my praxis in front of hostile 

witnesses. I may not need to kill you; I can try to alter your memory. It might not be 

painful, at least if I get it right.” 

    Crazy, Yvonne thought. Crazy, with horrible, horrible claws. 

    She grit her teeth, took a deep breath, and ran.  

    Childhood escapades guided her hands and feet, instinct driving her high into the 

trees.  

    “I can see you,” Margrit called. “I can hear you in that tree. I can cut you down,” she 

said, and the tree Yvonne was in shuddered with impact.  

    Yvonne hung on. It was an old tree; it would hold. It was all she had. 

    The tree shook again, old branches groaning with it.  

    “You will fall,” the tattooed girl said, from tattooed lips. “Wood will break, and you will 

Fall.”  

    The word reverberated in Yvonne’s bones, shuddering through her like a tremor. With 

a horrible creaking, the tree buckled under the stress. Yvonne suddenly felt certain that 

it had felt just as compelled as she had.  

     I’m going to die on my first trip out of town, Yvonne thought. Mom was right. 

    Leaves and branches crashed against her, and Yvonne clung to what she could, 

thinking frantically about what it would feel like to be crushed. She reached for the top 

side of the canopy like someone drowning in foliage. She could hear shouts and 

shrieking over the horrible noise of wood yielding to gravity. Wrapping her arms and 

legs around what she hoped was the top part of the trunk, she squeezed her eyes shut 

as the ground rushed up to meet her. 

 

    There was more noise, she heard the noise, and then she heard the silence.  

    And then she heard a voice. 

    “Kid! You okay?” 

    Yvonne pressed her cheek against the cool pine needles of the forest floor, feeling 

the breath draw into her lungs. She nodded, slightly. Roland’s voice.  



 

 

    “M.. Margrit…” She shifted, trying to sit up. 

    “Dead,” Shard said, stepping over a wide bough. She carefully wiped blood and 

rimefrost off her knives. “Roland, for Iyka’s sake, sit down, or you’re likely to join her.” 

    “M’not bleeding that much.” 

    “Roland.” 

 

    Yvonne sat up, feeling numb. She had no idea if anything was broken. Her hands 

were covered in scratches, and her ribs hurt, but she stood up with less difficulty than 

she expected. Then she looked towards the other two people.  

    Roland had a hand pressed to his side, and the Frostling’s arm was around his waist. 

Her shirt and jerkin were ripped open, thick slashes dark with blood on her pallid skin. 

Blood stained Roland’s shirt crimson, much too much of it. And there was that dark 

shape, motionless and half-collapsed against a tree, and that spreading lake of blood 

soaking into the ground. 

    Yvonne strained to look at anything else. 

    “You guys are… are you all right?” 

    “Eh, been worse,” Roland cracked a smile. His eyelids drooped. 

    “We’ve both been worse, but we’ve also been better. Come, we need to get him back 

to camp. Can you help me, Yvonne?” 

    The two of them carried the man to the fireside, and laid him down. Yvonne was 

troubled to realize that he’d lost consciousness during the journey back. She looked at 

Shard, but the Frostling was focused, cutting away Roland’s shirt to expose the smooth 

darkness of his torso, the sticky mess down his side. Yvonne looked away, as much 

from the gore as from the tenderness in the Frostling’s fingertips. 

    “Yvonne,” Shard’s voice found her. “I’m going to need some help from you. Can you 

help me?” 

    They stanched the wound and cleaned it, but Yvonne had to look away when Shard 

applied hot metal to the man’s flesh; she nearly retched at just the smell. Unguents and 

bandages completed the process, and then Yvonne finally sat down, at the same spot 

on the blanket she had occupied before. She realized she was shaking quite badly. She 

couldn’t quite remember why. There were cards scattered on the ground. Some of them 

had dark stains on them.  

 

    Then Shard was pressing a cup of wine into her hand, and she somehow managed to 

hold on to it. The Frostling sat down beside her, peeled off the rest of her ruined jerkin, 

and began smearing unguent on her own wounds.       



 

 

    Yvonne sat, drinking wine until her cup held no more wine. Shard poured them both 

another glass. 

    “Thank you,” Yvonne said, and held the cup in her hands. 

    “You’re welcome.” 

    “Is he going to be all right?” 

    The Frostling took a deep breath. “Probably. I hope so. We did what we could.” Her 

pale eyes looked vague for a moment, and then peered at Yvonne. “How about you?”  

    Yvonne nodded. “I think so. I’m… it was scary,” she admitted. “It was really scary.” 

    “Magic is terrifying,” Shard agreed, with a quiet sigh. “I was always in awe of Margrit, 

when we fought together. I never truly believed she would turn her powers against us.” 

    Yvonne nodded thoughtfully. She brought the cup to her lips, but didn’t drink. She 

breathed in the comfort of safety, of something to hold on to. 

    Shard threw another log onto the fire. 

    “So that was magic,” Yvonne said. 

    “That was magic,” Shard agreed.  

    “I wasn’t sure… I’d heard about it, but…” 

    “Among the Ikyet, most do not believe magic is real. Few have seen what humans do. 

It was difficult for me to accept the truth of my senses, when I first witnessed what 

Margrit could do. But my body will carry these scars,” she gingerly grazed the gashes 

with a fingertip. “And scars cannot lie.” 

    Yvonne looked down into her cup. “I always believed in magic. I mean, I think 

everyone does,” she said, quiet. “Humans, I mean. I never really imagined what it could 

do, though. What it would look like. There aren’t a lot of people who practice it, I think.” 

    “And there is one less practitioner in the world today, thanks to us.” Shard sighed. 

“Truly, I’m not sure that’s a good thing. But there was no other way of it.” 

    Yvonne nodded. “She wanted to kill me, too. Just because I saw what she could do.” 

    Shard nodded. Then she stood, with a barely noticeable wince, and went over to rest 

her fingers on Roland’s sweaty brow. 

    “You should sleep, if you can, Yvonne. I’ll keep watch. After all, we need to get you 

into Chelifar tomorrow.” 

    “But…” 

    “Roland may be better off resting with the healers there. There’s only so much you 

and I can do. Anyway,” a thread of humour crossed her weary features. “You have an 

appointment with a clockmaker. You wouldn’t want to be late.” 

    Yvonne smiled. 

 


