Author’s Note: For Karbo’s writing contest.

Inside


Tressa grabbed a night apple from the merchant's booth, inspecting it, lifting the black skinned fruit and squeezing it softly before lifting it to her nose. She nodded to the merchant, who grinned as she reached into her purse and dropped a few gold pieces on the stall table. “A pleasure as always.” He said with a flourish, sweeping the coins from the table as she walked away.

She nodded slowly to the merchant, a wan smile on her lips, “Make sure to give some of the money to the boy, Azin,” The smile disappeared, and she rubbed her distended stomach, the figure still visible inside, “you don’t pay him nearly enough for the danger you put him in.”

The merchant grew paled and bowed nervously, “Yes, yes of course.”

“Very good.” Tressa nodded again and started heading back home, the night apple firmly in hand. She lifted it to her nose again and took in its sweet scent, before putting it in her pouch. She would save it for later. She was still full, the previous evening had proven quite eventful, and she probably wouldn’t be hungry until tomorrow, maybe even the next day, but she did so enjoy the taste of night apples. It was one of the main reasons she had settled so close to Evernight forest.

Around her, the village went about its normal tasks, the daily routine that they enjoyed because of her. The farmers, out since early morning, were still tilling their fields. The guards stood watch, the ones she passed nodded respectfully to her. A few children ran past, causing her to smile as they stopped playing with their ball for a moment to say hello before kicking the ball away. She looked to the sky, watching the sun as it rose in the sky, shining down on the village, letting all the life she was accustomed to shine in its usual, plain way.

She stopped just outside her door, tipping her head and sighing, murmuring softly to herself before pushing the door open. She smiled bemusedly, not bothering to step inside, “What do you want?” There was silence and Tressa’s smile grew, “Do you really think you could fool me? This is my home. I could smell you from outside, the faint scent of dust on your shoes, the sweat that’s bleeding from your pores…”

“So… you are…”

The voice quavered gently, and Tressa closed her eyes. ‘A client? Perhaps a messenger.’ She opened her eyes and walked into the darkened room and began releasing the shutters, letting light spill through the windows. She looked at the figure, still skulking in the shadows, and walked to her kitchen table, pulling out both chairs before sitting down. “My name is Tressa. You can address me by that name.” She motioned to the other chair, “Now, come, take a seat.”

There was a momentary pause and he stepped forward into the light. As Tressa’s eyes ran over him, they narrowed, his pants ran into his boots, his shirt was tucked into his pants, his sleeves ran into her gloves. Her eyes were mere slits when she saw the hood that covered his face. Tressa drew in a sharp breath, bristling, “You insult me! You sneak into my home, wish to hire me, and you show me no trust. I should call the guards and be done with you.”

“The guards won’t come.” His voice was soft but certain.

Tressa looked back at him, her scowl only dimmed slightly, “Do you really think any bribe you could offer would tempt them to betray me?”

“No…” The figure shook his head, “No. This room, your house… I warded it. No one outside can hear us.”

Tressa sat back in her seat, shaking her head, “Do you expect me to work for you… after all of these insults?”

“I am sorry.” He bowed his head, “I cannot risk dying before my task is complete.”

Tressa snorted derisively, barring her arms in front of her chest and staring at the door, “If you can hire a professional in complete safety they’re not a real professional.”

“I truly am sorry.”

Tressa eyes shot back at him and she sniffed derisively, “I assume you didn’t come here solely to apologize. Are you here for your master?”

“My master is dead.”

Tressa paused and turned to him, “Think carefully about what you are saying. You could be signing your own death warrant for a dead man.”

“I’m not here for him.” 

Tressa’s eyebrow perked up at the bitterness in his voice, “Then why are you here?”

“Someone… someone close to me died protecting him.”

“And you want to avenge this person?”

“I want there to be justice!” The man’s voice shook even through his shout; “I want the ones responsible to suffer for their crimes!”

“Who was it?” Tressa watched his chest heaving, interest renewed, “Your brother? Your wife?”

The man balled his hand into a fist, “My son.”

“Your son?”

The man let out a strangled breath, “My master… Therlain… had him test food. He was merely a boy… he…” The man’s voice died and he drew in a sharp breath, “He lingered for three days. My master said there was nothing that could be done.”

“You killed Therlain, didn’t you?”

The man nodded and reached to his side, grabbing a purse and tossing it onto the floor, dozens of gold coins spilling from it, “I took these coins from his room as he lay dying. I want you to track down the person who paid to have his food poisoned.”

Tressa sneered, “I’m not interested in your blood money.”

The man stepped back, “What?” Tressa rose, her smile returning, and the man stumbled backwards, tripping over himself and falling to the floor, “You-you’ve been leading me on this whole time?”

“Yes,” Tressa’s reached out to him, her hand brushing against his face and then slapping him playfully, “and no.”

“What do you mean?”

She shook her head, smiling, “I detected your ward before I entered… I could have called for the guards at any time.” She smirked, “And I don’t need to see your skin to mark you.”

“Then—”

“Yes.” She nodded softly, “You are the payment.”

He sat in stunned silence, an unfamiliar silence. Many men, finding themselves marked had begged for mercy, had thrown themselves at her feet, or, like fools, had tried to kill her. “You can still turn back if you want. I have far more affluent clients, people willing to sacrifice less to achieve more.”

“No.” His voice was barely above a whisper, “No.” He shook his head, “My son was the best part of me. If I could have sacrificed my life for his, I would have… but all I can do is give up my life for him to be avenged.”

Tressa offered him her hand, pulling him to his feet, “I want you to take the money you stole from Therlain… and I want you to use it to survive.” She smiled, “I won’t come after you until your son has been avenged.”

“Thank you.” The man whispered, grabbing the still laden purse from the floor, “Thank you.”


Tressa’s smile never failed as she watched him head for the door, “Wait.” He stopped and turned, “I want to see you… without that mask.”


The man paused, turning back to her, reaching into his shirt, grabbing the edge of the hood and yanking it off. His hair fell down in a knotted mess, his bangs, filthy and drenched with sweat hung in front of him like dregs of burned rope. His eyes, dull and bloodshot, met her brilliant vermilion, his gaze lingering until she looked away. “That’s enough.” She murmured, “You should leave. I have work to do.”


Tressa turned back to the window, walking to it and looking to the world outside. The sun was shining; the flowers were in bloom, the children of her village were playing, and she had just accepted a job to kill someone. She let out a muted laugh and rested her hand on her stomach. “Don’t worry…” She murmured, rubbing her stomach, “You won’t be alone for long.”
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