


 

 

 

  



 

Copyright © 2015 by Tricia Mingerink 

Triciamingerink.com 

 
Published by Sword & Cross Publishing 

Sword & Cross Publishing and the Sword & Cross Publishing logo are trademarks of Tricia Mingerink. Absence of ™ in 

connection with Sword & Cross Publishing does not indicate an absence of trademark protection of those marks.  

 

Cover by Tricia Mingerink 

Cover and interior images  

© Anton Maltsev 

© Philcold 

©webdesignhot.com 

©photoshopgraphics.com 

 

 

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in written reviews, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 

retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—

without prior written permission of the author. 

 

This book is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and settings are the product of the author's over-active imagination. Any 

resemblance to any person, living or dead, events, or settings is purely coincidental or used fictitiously.  

 

  



 

Nine-year-old Leith Torren crouched behind a stack of old barrels outside the back door of 

the butcher shop in Blathe. In front of him, three feral dogs prowled the doorstep, whining for the 

scraps the butcher threw out at the end of each day.  

Leith flexed his fingers on the stout stick he carried, the only movement he dared make. 

While the butcher had no problem feeding wild dogs, he drew the line at feeding riff-raff 

children. So Leith waited in the shadows where the butcher wouldn’t see him.  

The cold dirt stung his bare feet. He fought the shivers traveling down his arms and legs. He 

couldn’t let the cold give away his hiding place.  

The door creaked open. The dogs scrambled into a frenzy, yapping, growling, snapping.  

“Here you go, mutts.” The butcher chucked a handful of bones, guts, and gristle out the door 

and slammed it behind him.  

Before the door even clicked shut, Leith dove into the pack of dogs. He clubbed two of them 

away with his stick and snagged the large leg bone he’d picked as his target.  

The third dog growled and snapped at Leith’s hand. Leith whipped his hand away. Not fast 

enough. The dog’s front teeth tore across the back of his arm, but its jaws snapped on air. Leith 

whacked its head and stumbled backwards.  

The other two dogs circled him. The ruff on the backs of their necks fluffed until they 

appeared twice as big. Their throats vibrated with their growls.  

Leith’s heart hammered in his throat. Sweat slicked along his palms. If he dropped the bone, 

he could run before the dogs attacked him.  

He tightened his grip. His mother would be so happy for it. He couldn’t disappoint her. 

Swallowing, he dropped into a crouch, put on his fiercest expression, and snarled back at the 

dogs.  

The dogs sprang at him. He stumbled backwards, trying to beat them away with the stick and 

bone. One dog snapped at his throat, another bit his leg. He kicked and thrashed.  

One of the dogs yelped and flopped away from him. A moment later, a second one yipped 

and limped away. Leith whacked the third dog on the head, and it scurried away with its tail 

tucked so far between its hind legs it had to crouch.  

A tall man stood over Leith, black boots planted by Leith’s head. Leith scrambled to his feet. 

His knees shook as he spotted the man’s clean trousers and expensive blue shirt. Only one man 

in Blathe could afford clothes like that. Lord Respen Felix.  

Leith quivered. What would the lord do to him? Would he beat him for stealing the bone 

from the dogs? “I’m sorry, my lord. My mother is hungry. We need food. I didn’t steal it. 

Honest.” As poor as they got, his mother never let him steal. It’s better to starve than turn a 

thief. 

The lord’s dark eyes inspected him. Leith bowed his head. Blood dripped from the back of 

his hand and a bite on his leg. Both throbbed, but he didn’t dare move without the lord’s 



permission.  

“What’s your name, boy?” Lord Felix’s voice rumbled through the alley.  

“Leith Torren.” Leith hugged the bone to his chest. He needed to go home. His mother was 

waiting for food.  

“Who is your father?”  

Leith swallowed. He was tempted to claim he had no father. It was true enough. His father 

spent more time with his whiskey and cards than he did with Leith. But Leith didn’t dare lie to 

the lord of Blathe. “Orn Torren.”  

Lord Felix nodded and ran his fingers along the point of his slim, black beard. “Very well. 

Return home, boy.”  

“Yes, sir.” Leith bobbed a bow and darted down the alley as fast as his legs could carry him. 

He didn’t stop until he was several alleys away, and his leg was throbbing too much to continue 

running.  

After glancing around to make sure it was safe, Leith tiptoed to a horse trough along the main 

street and washed the blood from his arms and leg. Hopefully the cuts would stop bleeding by 

the time he got home. His mother wouldn’t like him getting into trouble.  

Once clean, he threaded his way through the alleys to his home. The house squeezed into a 

long line of ramshackle buildings leaning on each other for support, their gray boards flaking 

from the dry heat of summer and now creaking in the late fall wind.  

His house leaned more than the rest of them, the boards used as the foundation having long 

since rotted away in one corner. The roof sported a patchwork of boards with a few pieces of sod 

layered on top to patch holes they’d been too poor to fix with boards and nails. Right now, the 

chimney remained empty. His mother must be waiting for him to return before she started the 

fire with their scant stack of wood.  

The door tilted at such an angle to the frame that he had to learn his weight against it to pry it 

open. Wiggling through, he brandished the bone. “Mother! Look what I got!” The stench of 

confined, wet feet clogged Leith’s nose. 

His mother turned from the pile of socks she was darning for a few of the merchant wives on 

High Street. Her long, black hair draped across her hunched shoulders. Lines creased her face, 

though her dark brown eyes brightened. She took the bone from him. “Where did you get this?”  

“I got it from the dogs before they could eat it.” He pressed his arm to his leg to hide the 

scratches. He didn’t want a scolding. Just his mother’s praise.  

She hugged him, her hands smelling of other people’s dirty stockings. Her soft lips brushed 

his forehead. “Thank-you, my sweet boy. We’ll have meat in our soup tonight.”  

He’d made her happy. He tugged the tattered end of his sleeve over the scratches on his arm 

and clambered onto the stool beside the wooden counter.  

While his mother carefully washed the bits of fur and dog saliva from the bone, he reached 

for the two potatoes and carrot resting on the counter. His mother must’ve been paid with them 

earlier that day. Brown bruises speckled the carrot while the potatoes sprouted green roots, but 

Leith held them to his nose and drew in the heady smell of dirt and tuber.  



What a feast they’d have tonight! Potatoes and carrots and bits of meat. His father was gone, 

probably still at the tavern, so Leith might get enough to fill.  

His mother filled their one pot with the last of the water Leith had hauled from the well that 

morning and placed the bone inside to boil. Leith reached for their knife and trimmed the sprouts 

from the potatoes, careful not to nick his fingers or any of the precious potato skin.  

His mother chewed on her lower lip as she watched him handle the knife. But she didn’t take 

it away from him. When he’d finished, she chopped the potatoes and carrot into bite-sized 

chunks and dumped them into the soup to boil along with the bone.  

Wiping the countertop and knife clean, she sank onto one of their chairs, the legs tapping the 

dirt floor as it wobbled. Leith hopped onto the chair next to her. His legs swung several inches 

above the floor. If only he were bigger. Then he could work and get money and food and really 

make his mother happy. If he were bigger, he could stop his father from hitting them and making 

his mother cry.  

He clenched his fists. Someday he’d be bigger. Someday he’d be big enough.  

His mother rested a hand on his knee and squeezed. “Tomorrow, I’ve decided to do 

something a little different.”  

Leith straightened. Different? They never did anything different. 

“We’re going to go to church tomorrow.” His mother turned her face away, her hands 

picking at the frayed end of her apron.  

“Church?” Leith had never been to church. He wrinkled his nose. Didn’t the butcher go to 

church? And the merchants that kicked at him as he scavenged through their trash? Why’d he 

want to go to the same place as them? “Why?”  

“Because…” His mother trailed off and shook her head. “I’m not sure I can explain. But 

we’ll have to be sneaky. Your father will be angry if he finds out.”  

Leith nodded. “I can be sneaky.” Father didn’t like them doing things without his permission, 

and he wasn’t going to like this. But perhaps that was a good enough reason to go to church. 

Anything his father didn’t like couldn’t be all that bad.  

“I know.” His mother leaned and kissed his forehead again.  

Leith would do anything to make her happy. Even go to church.  

Orn Torren blinked at the cards blurring in front of him. Was that a six or a nine? Snakes or 

Spires? He fumbled for his bottle. Whiskey dumped down the front of his shirt as he missed his 

mouth. Curse his shaking hands for making him waste good whiskey.  

On his second try, he got the bottle to his mouth. Fire burned down his throat and settled into 

a warm glow in his stomach. There. Much better.  

He squinted at his cards. Snakes and Spires. A decent enough hand. His heart thumped in his 

chest as the dealer continued passing cards to the rest of the table.  

A thin man wearing his cloak and hood pulled low over his eyes slid into the one empty seat 

across from Orn. “Deal me in.”  



The man must be young. At least, the hair of the pointy beard sprouting from his firm chin 

lacked gray and his cheeks remained free of wrinkles. Easy target then. A young buck looking to 

try his hand with some of his father’s money.  

The dealer passed out the final cards. They made their bids, called out their neighbors, and in 

the end, Orn raked in the modest pot.  

Whiskey flowed. Luck swelled and ebbed. Players folded until only Orn, the dealer, and the 

hooded young man remained at the table.  

Orn picked up his cards. Four nines peaked at him in the hazy light. His pulse hammered his 

temples. This could be it. The big one.  

He raised. So did the stranger. He raised again, and yet again the stranger raised him.  

It had to be a bluff. No way the stranger had a straight or royal flush or a higher four of a 

kind. He’d have to have the perfect hand to avoid needing a nine. He probably had a three of a 

kind or something like that. Something good enough to believe he could win.  

They each raised again. Sweat popped on Orn’s forehead. He swigged the last of his 

whiskey, but it did little to numb the roaring in his head. He pushed the last of his money into the 

center of the table. Surely the young man didn’t have enough of an allowance to call him again. 

He had to fold. He simply had to.  

The lips framed by the pointed beard tipped upward. “I call your bet and raise you.” His long 

fingers dropped four more gold coins on the table.  

Ice sluiced down Orn’s back. He was so close. If he couldn’t call the stranger’s bet, Orn 

would automatically lose even though he most likely had the better hand.  

No, he couldn’t fold. He just couldn’t. He had to come up with more money somewhere.  

He turned, but none of his usual buddies sat near him. No one he could ask for a loan. He 

turned to the dealer, but the man just shook his head. “Sorry, Torren. You’ve already used the 

limit on your tab tonight.”  

The stranger’s fingers drummed a rhythm on the table and the inside of Orn’s skull. “Do you 

call or do you fold?”  

“No, I…” He scanned the crowd for someone—anyone—who would loan him some money.  

The fingers stopped tapping. “You have a son, don’t you?”  

“Yes.” Worthless brat that he was. Always pandering to Lena like a pathetic puppy. 

Wouldn’t have the guts to grow into a real man. Orn sometimes suspected the boy wasn’t even 

his. He was probably someone else’s brat that Lena foisted on him. She certainly had never had 

any more children once he managed to get her corralled properly.  

“If you’ll sign this paper, I’ll allow you to use your son to call my bet.” The stranger 

unfolded a crisp sheet of paper and slid it across the table.  

“Wait, hold on a minute.” The dealer straightened. “Is that even legal?”  

The stranger grasped the dealer’s arm and leaned forward. His voice lowered to a growl. “It 

is if I say it is.”  

The dealer must’ve seen something in the stranger’s face because he wilted into his chair 

without further protest.  



Orn picked up the piece of paper. Lines of neat words swirled on the page. Blast. He’d never 

been good at reading, and the empty whiskey bottle was making everything spin.  

It didn’t matter. Orn was going to win the hand anyway, so he didn’t have to read what he 

was signing.  

The stranger handed him a pen and ink. Orn squinted and rubbed his eyes. The stupid pen 

shook and bucked all over, but he finally got his name onto the bottom of the paper.  

His lips quirking, the stranger reclaimed the paper, ink, and pen. “Consider the bet called. 

Lay out your cards.”  

Orn grinned. Finally. He placed his one Snake three on the table. Then he laid the rest of his 

cards. A Snake. A Spire. A Stalk. And a Torch. All nines. He faced the stranger and waited for 

the satisfactory slump of defeat to drain the man’s face.  

The man didn’t slump. Instead, a smile cut across his face. He laid a Torch ten on the table. 

Then a Prince, also a Torch. Then a Queen and King, also Torches.  

Cold sweat drooled between Orn’s shoulder blades. The whiskey in his stomach soured and 

rose into his throat. If the stranger had an Ace, then he’d have a royal flush, beating Orn’s four of 

a kind.  

Orn met the stranger’s eyes, dark orbs shadowed by the hood, and knew even before the 

stranger laid down the final card.  

Ace of Torches.  

“How?” The stale whisper curled from Orn’s mouth.  

“I’m destined for royalty.” The stranger plucked most of the pot from the table, then brushed 

the remaining coins towards Orn. “I’m not without heart. Here’s a few coins, more than you 

started the night with. But the boy is mine.”  

Orn stared at the meager pile of coins. He’d lost. He’d had the best hand he’d had all night, 

and he’d lost.  

The stranger must’ve cheated. That was the only explanation. Orn opened his mouth to make 

the accusation.  

A knife pressed against his throat. He blinked up at the stranger’s face. How had the man 

moved so fast? Whiskey burned in Orn’s stomach.  

“Do you wish to challenge me? Do you even know who I am?”  

Orn would’ve shaken his head, but he couldn’t with the knife jabbed under his chin.  

The stranger pulled back his hood, revealing close-cropped dark hair, smooth cheeks, and 

pointed beard. The cloak fell open to show rich clothes and more weapons belted at his waist. “I 

am Lord Respen Felix.”  

“M-my lord.” Orn’s legs shook, and an embarrassing wetness spread along his trousers and 

down his leg.  

Lord Felix tossed him away, his mouth curling. Orn hit a chair and rolled to the floor. His 

palms smacked into the hard-packed earth, slimy with spit and spilled whiskey. Curse Lord Felix 

for humiliating him in front of everybody.  

Lord Felix snapped his fingers and two guards appeared beside him as if summoned out of 



thin air. “We’ll retrieve your boy now. Take us to your home.”  

Orn sucked in a breath and nodded. At least he’d be rid of the brat. Lena wouldn’t like it, but 

she’d have to obey him. If not, he’d teach her obedience with his fist.  

The door retched open, and Leith’s father lumbered inside, smelling like he’d been drinking 

whiskey in an outhouse.  

Leith scrambled away from the table, slurping his last bites of soup.  

His mother ladled the last of the soup into a bowl and held it out to Leith’s father. “Here’s 

supper, Orn.”  

Orn shoved the bowl aside with a hand bloated with whiskey. “I don’t want your slop, 

woman. Why don’t you ever have any real food in this house?”  

Leith clenched his fists. If he were bigger, he’d punch his father for talking to his mother like 

that. It was the best soup they’d had in weeks, no thanks to him. How could they ever have any 

real food when he poured whatever money he managed to earn into whiskey and cards?  

Lena drew in a deep breath and held out the bowl again. “Leith scavenged a bone today, so 

there’s even real meat in it.”  

For a moment, hope flared in Leith’s chest. Would his father be proud of him? For once? 

“I said I don’t want your slop.” Orn backhanded the bowl, tipping boiling soup onto Lena’s 

hand and arm.  

She sucked in a breath and dropped the bowl. It rolled in the dirt before coming to rest by a 

table leg. Leith’s heart thumped into his stomach. He should’ve known better. He should’ve 

stopped hoping years ago.  

As Orn raised his hand again, Leith jumped in front of his mother. “Don’t you dare hit her!” 

He raised his fists, wishing he had the stick he’d used to beat off the dogs.  

Orn blinked and shook his head as if to clear it. His hand fell onto Leith’s shoulder. “Come 

outside with me, boy.”  

Lena lunged forward and grabbed Orn’s arm. “Please. Just sit down and eat. Leith’s done 

nothing wrong.”  

Orn threw her off. His meaty hand closed around Leith’s upper arm. Leith dug in his heels, 

but his father dragged him towards the door. After a moment, Leith stopped struggling. His 

father’s fist hurt less when Leith didn’t struggle.  

“Orn!” Lena staggered around the table.  

Orn yanked the door open and shoved Leith outside. “We’ll only be a moment.”  

Leith caught a final glimpse of his mother’s rich, brown eyes before his father slammed the 

door.  

Outside, three men waited on stamping horses. Leith froze. The one in the middle had 

rescued him from the dogs earlier that day. The man’s dark eyes swept over Leith.  

“Here’s the boy as you requested, my lord.” Orn pushed Leith forward.  

Did Lord Felix want to talk to him? Why? Leith glanced between his father and Lord Felix.  



Lord Felix snapped his fingers at one of his men. “Grab the boy. He’s coming with us.”  

What? Leith backed up a step as the man swung down from his horse. What did Lord Felix 

mean? Going with them?  

The man wrapped an arm around Leith’s waist. Leith’s feet left the ground. His chest 

collapsed into his stomach. They were taking him away. He kicked and tugged at the arm around 

his waist. It didn’t budge.  

“Mother!” He flailed as the man swung onto his horse.  

Why were they doing this? They were stealing him away. “No! Mother!” He snarled and 

sank his teeth into the man’s arm.  

“Yargh!” The man let go. Leith’s stomach slammed onto the saddlehorn. He twisted and slid 

from the saddle.  

The man grabbed his arm and yanked him back up. Leith clawed, kicked, bucked. Anything 

to get away. “Mother!”  

“My lord?” The man gritted the question between Leith’s screams. Leith bashed his forehead 

into the man’s chin.  

A sigh from Lord Felix. “Knock him out.”  

Leith squirmed. Nearly there.  

Pain burst along his skull and spread down his forehead and neck. Blackness followed.  

His head pounded like his father’s fists clubbed his ears. Leith moaned and tried to touch his 

head. His arms wouldn’t move. He dragged his eyes open. Blurred colors twisted in front of his 

face.  

What was wrong with him? He squeezed his eyes shut. “Mother?”  

No answer. Why wasn’t she answering? She was always there when he was sick.  

He cracked his eyes open again. Blinking, he peered at the dark beams and planks above his 

head. Light filtered under the door, the only illumination in the windowless room. Turning his 

head, he took in the tiny room with nothing in it but the cot he was lying on. He tried to swivel 

his legs to stand up, but he couldn’t move.  

He craned his neck and peered down at himself. Cloth straps bound his arms and legs to the 

cot and wrapped across his chest. White bandages peeked through his sleeve and trouser leg 

where someone had bandaged the dog bites and scratches.  

Why was he tied up? Where was he? He thrashed and squirmed, but he couldn’t budge.  

His chest heaved. His fingers trembled. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes. He’d be 

good. His father didn’t need to tie him up. “Mother!”  

He screamed and sobbed, but she didn’t come. No one came.  

Why would she abandon him? Why didn’t she rescue him?  

Perhaps she was on her way right then. They were supposed to go to church tomorrow, right? 

Or was it this morning? She’d sounded excited. She wouldn’t want to miss it. Leith sniffed and 

rubbed his face against his shoulder to dry his tears and nose. He’d just have to be patient. She’d 



come for him soon.  

Time dragged. Leith must’ve fallen asleep because the next thing he knew he jerked awake 

by a creak.  

A gray-haired woman stepped into the room carrying a tray on one hand and a bundle with 

the other. Behind her, a man wearing a sword buckled at his waist strode in, closed the door, and 

leaned against it.  

The woman set both the tray and the bundle on the floor and approached the cot.  

“Be careful with him. Arnie had to get stitches for one of the bites he got.”  

“He won’t hurt me.” The woman untied the cloth knotted across Leith’s chest. A smell of 

flour and warmth washed over Leith, like the smell of the bakery in the morning when he’d stand 

out there and imagine what fresh bread might taste like. “Will you, boy?”  

Leith shook his head and held still as the woman untied each of the cloth straps holding him 

to the cot. When she was finished, Leith drew his legs onto the bed and crouched so he could 

move quickly if either of them tried to hit him. “Where’s my mother?”  

The woman patted the top of his head. “Lord Felix said he would explain it to you. He wants 

me to get you cleaned up and fed first. Aren’t you hungry?”  

The smell wafting from the dishes on the tray tickled Leith’s nose and pooled saliva under 

his tongue. But, no. He had to get away.  

He launched himself at the door. His hand barely brushed the latch before the guard had both 

arms wrapped around Leith’s chest and waist.  

“Let me go!” Leith kicked the man’s shins, twisted, and sank his teeth into the man’s arm.  

Unlike before, this man didn’t let go. He sucked in a breath and adjusted his grip so he 

pinned Leith’s arms to his sides with one arm and wrapped the other arm around Leith’s 

shoulders so he couldn’t twist around enough to bite again.  

“Little terror, this one.” The guard’s grip tightened until Leith’s chest and stomach ached 

with the pressure. “Wonder what Lord Felix wants with him?”  

“Whatever it is, it’ll be a sight better than where the boy’s been.” The woman’s tongue 

clucked against the roof of her mouth. “Just look at the dog bites and bruises.”  

“Probably got dog madness from the bites.” The man hauled Leith across the room and 

dropped him onto the cot. “Now you behave, boy, or you won’t get any supper.”  

Leith covered his head and sucked his sobs back into his throat. This man was stronger than 

his father. It’d hurt more when Leith got hit.  

“Back off. You’re scaring him.” The woman rubbed Leith’s shoulders. “We aren’t going to 

hurt you. Now will you eat your supper?”  

Leith swiped at his eyes and nodded. The woman handed him the tray.  

Bread. Leith’s fingers sunk into the still soft, still warm slice. He brought it to his nose and 

breathed in the heady scent, like a summer prairie breeze baked into a meal. He gobbled the 

bread in three bites and reached for the bowl of soup.  

Vegetables and meat crowded in the bowl, so dense the water barely had room to slosh. So 

different from the meager soup his mother had attempted to make from the bone he’d scavenged.  



A pang shot through his chest. It wasn’t his mother’s fault. She’d been proud of that soup. 

Like he’d been. His stomach churned. Was it betraying his mother if he enjoyed this soup more 

than hers?  

His hunger overcame his guilt.  

Once he’d finished his meal, he found himself hustled into another tiny room with a steaming 

bathtub where he was allowed to wash with actual warm water and real soap.  

When he finished, he couldn’t find his clothes. Only a bundle of clothes that couldn’t 

possibly be for him. They were in a fine, black fabric without any stains or holes in them. A 

small pair of boots stood next to them.  

Since he couldn’t find anything else to wear, he put them on. Hopefully he wouldn’t get a 

beating from whomever the clothes actually belonged to.  

The guard didn’t say anything when Leith stepped from the room, and the gray-haired 

woman just smiled like she was pleased with the result of his bath, so Leith wasn’t in that much 

trouble.  

The woman produced a comb from her apron pocket. Leith tried to stay still while she 

yanked at the knots in his hair. She stood back and gave a sigh. “With those green eyes and that 

dark hair of yours, you’re going to steal some hearts when you get older, make no mistake.”  

Leith touched his hair. “Why would I want to steal hearts?”  

The woman laughed and patted his shoulder. “Come now. Lord Felix is waiting.”  

Leith let the woman and guard lead him down a narrow stairway and a long corridor. The 

guard paused in front of a door and knocked. A deep voice beckoned them enter.  

The guard lifted the latch and shoved Leith inside. The door closed behind them, and Leith’s 

heart sank. The kind woman wasn’t coming with them.  

Lord Felix stood near the bay window stretching across one side of the room. The guard 

bobbed his head. “Here’s the boy, my lord.”  

“Thank you. Please wait outside the door.”  

“My lord?” The guard swallowed. “Are you sure? The kid—” 

“Won’t hurt me.” The words cracked against the stone floor. “You are dismissed.”  

The guard gave Leith one more sour look before he left the room. Leith shifted from foot to 

foot. Should he try to run for it?  

Lord Felix turned around. “Did you like the food you were given?”  

Leith licked his lips and tasted the remnants of salt and crisp vegetables. “Yes.”  

“And your new clothes? Boots?”  

Leith nodded. He liked the good food and new clothes. “Could I have new clothes for my 

mother?”  

“Your mother’s dead.” Lord Felix’s tone never changed. “She killed herself last night.”  

Dead. The word drummed into Leith’s chest. Like that stray dog run over by a wagon last 

spring or the old man that used to sit on the street corner. Dead.   

No. It couldn’t be true. His mother wouldn’t abandon him. She loved him. Leith clenched his 

fists. “No. She’s going to come for me.”  



“No, she’s not. She didn’t come for you last night, and now she’s dead.” Lord Felix waved 

toward the bay window. “See for yourself.”  

Leith tiptoed across the thick carpets and peered over the windowsill. The town sprawled 

below the manor, a mix of bustling streets and crumbling houses. On the hill next to the manor, 

the graveyard scattered into the prairie, the gravestones as jagged and crooked as the tooth Leith 

had pulled out last month.  

Some people clustered around a cart and a mound of dirt. The men drove their shovels into 

the dirt and reached for something in the cart. They hauled out a blanket-wrapped bundle. The 

ends flopped open. A lock of hair spilled out. Long and black. The same color as Leith’s own.  

He staggered back from the window. Dead. Gone. Forever.  

She wouldn’t be coming for him. Leith collapsed onto the floor and pulled his knees to his 

chest. She’d abandoned him. She hadn’t loved him enough.  

What was wrong with him that no one loved him? Not his father. Not his mother.  

Tears built in his eyes, spilled hot and lonely across his cheeks, dripped over his chin and 

onto his neck.  

A shadow shivered over him. Leith glanced up into Lord Felix’s dark eyes. Lord Felix 

crossed his arms. “Don’t cry. Tears are weakness.”  

Weak. Like his father. Leith gulped, sniffed, and scrubbed his face on his shirtsleeve. He 

wasn’t going to be like his father. Not for anything. “Where’s my father?” Not that Leith cared 

all that much.  

“Dead. He got in a bar fight and died in a ditch alongside the road. My guards found him this 

morning.”  

“Good.” Leith ground his teeth. It wouldn’t be right if his father was alive and happy while 

his mother was dead.  

“I know what it’s like.” Lord Felix turned his gaze toward the window. “Always trying to 

earn a parents’ love but never being good enough. No matter what you do, you can never please 

them. But,” his eyes swiveled to Leith, “that will not be the case as long as you are with me. You 

will be able to earn my pleasure. I will always provide you with sufficient food and clothing as 

long as you always obey me. That’s the deal I’m offering. My care for your obedience.”  

Really? He could have clothes and food and everything, and all he had to do was obey 

everything Lord Felix told him to do? It sounded too good, like the sugar his mother had once 

been given as payment for darning a merchant’s stockings.  

No, don’t think about his mother. Ignore the pain seeping and dripping through his chest like 

blood from dog bites.  

Leith rose to his feet, straightened his shoulders, and faced Lord Felix. “I’ll obey you.”  

“Everything I ask? No matter what?”  

Leith raised his chin. If it could earn him a life with good things, he’d do anything. “Yes.”  

Lord Felix smiled. “Then we have a deal.”  



Bathed in moonlight, two figures stood next to the fresh grave on the hill beside Blathe 

Manor. One pounded a wooden grave marker into the ground, the words Lena Torren, Mother 

carved into the soft wood.  

The second figure rested a hand on his arm. “You did what you could.”  

“It wasn’t enough.” The first figure sighed, a lonely sound in the darkness. “We’ll try again 

in the morning, but Lord Felix refuses to give up the boy.”  

“Perhaps he wants to replace…” The figure trailed off and waved at another set of graves 

farther along the hill.  

“Perhaps.” Another sigh rustled the darkness. “But you remember Lord Felix’s anger. 

There’s more here, I think.”  

“We’ll pray for the boy.”  

“Yes.” The sound of hands scrubbing against trousers filled the night. “And hope his life in 

Lord Felix’s household is better than the one he’s leaving behind.”  

The two figures drifted away into the darkness, leaving behind the lonely grave on the hill.  


