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S . Rebecca Ross

and she decided to take the stairs, hustling up to the fifth floor. She w-as

shaking and sweating when she finally pushed through the heavy doors to

the Oath Gazette, greeted by a vr-ash of yellorv lamplight, the scent of strong

tea, and the morning hustle of preparing the new-spaper.

She r,vas four minutes late.

Iris stood amidst the hum, her gaze flickering to Roman's desk.

It u-as emptv, and she rvas pleased until she glanced at the assignment

board and sau.him standing there, u'aiting lbr her to appear. As soon as their

eves met, he gar.e her a lazy smile and reached up to the board, yanking a

piece of paper from a pin. The last assignment.

Iris didn't move, not er.en rvhen Roman Kitt wound around the cubicles

to greet her. He was tall and lithe r.l'ith cheekbones that could cut stone, and

he rvaved the piece of paper in the air, just out of her reach. The piece of

paper she so badly rvanted.

"Late again, Winnow-," he greeted her. "The second time this rveek."

"l didn't know you w-ere keeping talll', Kitt."

His smirk eased as his gaze dropped to her hands, cradling her broken

shoe. "Looks like you ran into a bit of trouble this time."

"Not at all," she replied, her chin tilted upward. "I planned for this, of

course-"

"For your heel to break?"

"For you to get this linal assignment."

"Going easy on me, then?" He arched a brow. "That's surprising. We're

supposed to duel to the death."

She snorted. "A hyperbolic turn of phrase, Kitt. Which you do often in

your articles, b,v the rvay.You should be careful of that tendency if you get

columnist."

A lie. Iris rarely read what he wrote. But he didn't knou- that.

Roman's eyes narrowed. "What's so hyperbolic about soldiers going miss-

ing at the front?"

Iris's stomach clenched, but she hid her reaction with a thin smile. "Is that

the topic of the last assignment? Thanks for letting me know." She turned

awav from him and began to weave around cubicles to her desk.

"It doesn't matter if tou k
the assignment."

She reached her desk and i

He wasn't learing. He coo

set dorrn her tapestr- t.g r"d

honor. She shed her trench co

Iris knocked over her tin olg
"Did you need something

before they rolled off tbe &
Roman's leather brogues. He

and she swallowed a crtrs€ .trs:

polish of his shoes.

"You're going to write s

stated. "Even though rou don'

"And that worries rou, Ki

'oNo. Course not.o

She glanced at him, ffr*s
back side of her desk, far Fr

ever told you that vou squiut

His scowl only deepened

much time looking at m€ as r

Someone snickered Fom

her chair. She grappled for a'

unfortunately handsome and

She did the 6nft-thing $e
Roman a brilliant smile- Onr

His expression darkened in-r

she smiled like this at him. It
"Good luck on vorr a-rSqr

"And you can hare fi-m wid

at last departing to his orbftle-

Iris's smile melted ;Ls sqlr

staring in that direction sts
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l0 ' Rebecca Ross

"Tea?" Sarah asked, raising a cup. "You look like vou need some,Winnolr'."

Iris sighed. "Yes, thanks, Prindle." She acceptcd the offering but set it
do*l 'rr.ith a hard clunk on her desk, right next to the stack of handrvritten

obituaries, rvaiting for her to sort, edit, and tlpe them. If she had been e arlr-

enough to snag the assignment, Roman u-ould be the one sifting through

this hcartache on papcr.

Iris stared at the pile, remembering her first day of rvork thre e months

ago Hou- Roman Kitt had been the last to shake her hand and introduce

hin-rself, approaching her w,ith a hard-set mouth and cold, keen eyes. As if
|ie rr-ere measuring hou- much of a threat she r.r,as to him and his position at

the Gozette

It hadn't taken long for Iris to learn what he truly thought of her. In

flact, it had taken only half an hour after she had first met Roman. She had

overheard him saying to one of the editors, "She'lJ give me no cornpetition.

None at all. She dropped out ofWindy Grove School in her final year."

The rvords still stung.

She hadn't expected to ever be friends with him. How could she, r'vhen

thev u.ere both competing for the same columnist position? But his pomp-

ous demeanor had only sharpened her desire to defeat him. And it had also

been alarming that Roman Kitt knew more about her than she kneu- of him .

\\'hich me ant Iris needed to dig up his secrets.

On her second day of rvork, she u'ent to the friendliest person on staff.

Sarah.

"Holr' long has Kitt been here?" lris had asked.

"Almost a month," Sarah had replied. "So don't worry about him having

senioritr'. I think vou both have a I'air shot at the promotion."

"And rvhat docs his family do?"

"His grandfbther pioneercd the railroad."

"So his famih'has money."

"Heaps," Sarah said.

"Where did he go to school?"

"I think Devan Hall, but don't quote me on that."

A prestigious school r",'here most of the rich parents of Oath sent their

spoiled brats. A direct contra-q

most winced at this retelation.

"Not that I lsrow of,'Sarah

share much about his life rid
about him, other than he doe

desk."

Partly satiated wi& her rer
course of action was to ignore I
exist most of the time- But $r
difficult as they had to rae e

assignments.

She had triumphantft- sn q
Roman had then obtained c

It had given her de che,re

hunched at her desk, reading s
ball player-a sport Iris hd n
ensorcelled by, all due to the I
She was transfixed by his eren

her hand, the warm summer ni

"See something r-ou like.r'

Roman's haughgv r-oice bro

paper in her hands. But he k"e

was smug about it.

"Not at alli she had said- -t
to distract her fiom her mor

small black type beneath the cr

RI

"What does the'C stand fq
He had only lifted his ory o

held her gaze over the chiped

"Roman CheekyKltt?fub
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12 Rebecca Ross

His amusement dimmed. He didn't like to be made fun of, and Iris's grin

broadened as she leaned back in her chair.

"Or perhaps it's Roman Cantankerous Kitt?"

He had turned and left without another rvord, but his jaw had been

clenched.

Once he \\,as gone, she had {inished reading his article in peace. It made

her heart ache-his u.riting was extraordinary and she had dreamt about

him that night. The next morning, she had promptly torn the paPer to

shreds and vowed to never read another one ofhis pieces again. If she did,

she was bound to lose the position to him.

But she rvas reconsidering norv as her tea went cold. If he wrote an arti-

cle about missing soldiers, she might be inclined to read it.

Iris l,anked a fresh sheet of paper from the stack on her desk, feeding it
into her fpeu.riter. But her fingers hovered over the keys as she Iistened to

Roman pack his messenger bag. She listened to him leave the olEce, no doubt

to gather information fbr his article, his footsteps muffled amongst the clack

of tlpebars and the murmur of r.oices and the su'irl of cigarette smoke.

She clenched her teeth together as she began to q?e out the first obituarl'.

B),th" time Iris u.as almost done for the day, she felt heavy from the obitu-

aries. She always rvondered w'hat had caused the deaths, and although that

information was never included, she imagined people rvould be more in-

clined to read the eulogies if it rvas.

She gnau'ed on a hangnail, tasting a f'aint trace of rnetal from the type-

w-riter keys. If she vl'asn't rvorking on an assignment, she was elbow- dcep

in eithcr classifieds or obituaries.The past three months at the Gozettehad

seen her cycle through all three, each drawing different words and emotions

lrom her in turn.

"In my. office, Winno*'," said a familiar voice. Zeb Autry, her boss, u.as

,,r'alking by and he tapped the edge of her cubicle u,ith his golden ringed
r' (a7 t,
Efl$ef S. rvol.t:

Iris abandoned the obituary and follon,ed him into a glass-rvalled cham-

ber. It alwavs smelled oppressive here, like oiled leather and tobacco and

tlle strong sting of aftersha.e.

wingback chair across from hir

Zeb stared at her for a lon

with thinning blond hair" pale 1

she tJrought he could read min<

"You were ]ate this morninl

"Yes, sir. I apologize. I ose.r

By the wayhis frornrr deqo
"Kitt got the final assignne

I posted it on the board at ei

drawled. "You've been late to't

yet to be tardy."

"l understand, Mr. Aun-r. It

Her boss was quiet for a b'e;

eleven articles of Kift's. I're px

Iris braced herself. \\as it
That Roman had written stiqht

"Do you know that I was g

he got his feet wet here7" Zel

tlle Gazette -in-Winter Compt

through, yours caught m)- elt
talent, and it would be a shamr

Iris knew what came next-

dishes with muted, broken &r

submitted to the Gazette's ztn

until she returned home to fo

was an offer to work at the pa1

if she continued to pror e hersi

It had completeh changed

Zeb lit a cigarette. "I'se nc

lately. It's been quite messs. in

Winnow?"

"No, sir," she ansrtered. tg
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l4 . Rebecca Ross

He rcgarded her, one eye smaller than the other. "How old are vou again?"

"Eighteen."

"You dropped out of school this past u'inter, didn't vou?"

She hated thinking about her broken promise to Forest. But she nodded,

sensing that Zeb was digging. He wanted to knovr more about her personal

life, rvhich made her tense.

"You have any siblings?"

"Ar.r older brother, sir."

"And u,here is he, now-?What does he do for a lir.ing?" Zeb pressed on.

Iris glanced ar.vay, study'ing the black and u'hite checkered floor. "He u'as

a horologist's apprentice. But he's at rvar nou-. Fighting."

"For Enva, I presume?"

She nodded again.

"Is that whv you dropped out of Windy Grove?" Zeb asked. "Because

your brother lefi?"

Iris clidn't repl,r'.

"That's a piq,." I{e sighed, releasing a puff of smoke, although Iris kncu-

Zeb's opinion on the rvar, and it never failed to irk her. "What about your

parents?"

"I lir-e lvith mv mother," she replied in a curt tone.

Zeb rvithdrevr a small flask lrom his jacket and poured a l'ew drops of

liquor into his tea. "l'll think about giving you another assignment, although

that's not how'I usually do things around here. Novl', I u'ant those obituaries

on my desk by three this afternoon."

She lcft r'vithout another w-ord.

Iris set the linished obituaries on his desk an hour earlr', but she didn't leave

the office. She remained at her cubicle and began to think of an essav to

lrT ite, just in case Zeb did give her a chance to counter Roman's assignment.

But the words felt frozen inside of her. She decided to u-alk to the side-

board to pour herself a fresh cup of tea w-hen she sarv Roman Conceited

Kitt walk into the office.

He had been gone all day, to her relief, but he nou'had that annoving

bor.rnce in his stride, as if he '
across tJle page. His face rras i

speckled with rain as he sat at

bag for his notepad.

Iris watched as he fed a p
t1pe. He was lost to tle rrorld

long way back to her desk. r
He didn't notice her t-alking

and stared at her blank page.

Soon everyone began to le.:

lamps were being turned ofl o
and arduously, as if even- rror

Roman two cubicles alra\ \rE
Her thoughts drifted to dx

It was inevitable; the rs-ar

mind, even if it was raging *
How will it end? she rronder

Endings were often tbrmd

she knew. Snippets of news th

weeks after they had h"pp.ro

It began in a small, sleepy

ago, the wheat fields wsr
place called Sparrow, rhe
and it rains only twice e

angry-and now slain-g
This idyllic town in Y

feated Underling Bo4 we

slept for two hundred ail
vest time, he unexpertedl

and burning with fury.

He came upon a farmer

cold, ragged whisper.
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